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CHAPTER ONE


Throughout
the night, hunger and thirst stalked Aton as he went down the dusty road to
Acadia. His stomach growled like an angry wolf concealed in the shadows,
snarling from behind the tall grass that lined the edges of the dirt path as
its red, bloodshot eyes watched him from beyond the dark border of the trail
for a moment of weakness, waiting for his perseverance to waver and expose his
soft underbelly so it could eviscerate him with starvation’s fangs, which were
as sharp and fatal as the grim reaper’s scythe. All night long, his pace was
slow, but steady, and he never blinked when the glowing, red eyes of famine and
dehydration cast their gaze upon him, or flinched when he felt the jagged pangs
of hunger nipping at his heels. Each determined step took him closer to his
boat and escape, but more importantly, each step took him closer to Acadia,
where he had unfinished business.


At
the break of dawn, he saw a narrow stream intersecting the road just ahead. It
was a small creek, not much of an obstacle for a weary man to cross. His thirst
motivated his heavy feet to move faster, and so they did. At the edge of the
water, he went to his hands and knees. With his palms on the streambed, he bent
at the elbows, went face first into the babbling brook, and seemed to inhale
his first drink of the precious fluid. The water was so refreshing that he went
prone in the stream, let the cool liquid rush over him, and he tried to rinse
his misery away. He kept drinking until his belly felt like it would explode,
but he was still very hungry. He stayed in the running water and washed the
dried blood and dirt from his clothes and body.


It
was not often in his life that he had been this famished. His stomach felt like
a tight knot tied around a sharp blade. As his ravenous craving for something
to eat rattled his skeleton again like an angry prisoner wanting to escape, he
remembered times of hunger in the forest where his clan lived, after he had
ventured too far away from home without food, and not finding anything to forage
in the timbers because the forest’s cupboards were bare. That had been a
different kind of hunger. In the familiar woods, he had known in which
direction home was, and home always had food, so there had been no need to
panic; just turn around and go home. Now he was desperate. He had no home, no
tools, and no weapons, just his hands and his hunter’s instincts, so he put his
clever mind to work. 


In
the quiet of the morning, he heard crickets chirping, so he rose from the water
to get a breakfast of insects, and he used his keen ears to narrow down his
prospective meal’s location. Near the stream bank, on his hands and knees
again, he began to spread the tall grass and looked for small, black shadows
jumping away. During the hunt, his hand discovered an empty plastic shampoo
bottle under a patch of dry grass. He had found empty plastic bottles with
faded lettering from the Americans before, so that was nothing new or
unexpected. He was literate, so if the words on the container had been visible,
he could have read the contents, but he still would not have understood the
bottle’s purpose. It never ceased to amaze him how light and pliable that
mysterious material was that the Americans used, or what they had used those
various containers for, but he was too hungry for intellectual reflections on
past purposes. When he had hunted in the woods near similar streams, he had
found comparable empty plastic bottles that minnows swam into for shelter. Not
wanting to miss an opportunity to eat some raw fish, no matter how small they
might be, he placed the plastic container into a calm section of a bend in the
stream to capture some minnows, intending to come back for the tiny fish after
they had time to discover and swim into the bottle, as if it were a natural
shelter. Knowing that would not be enough to drive his hunger away, he took a
stick, began to dig away a portion of the creek bank, and created a shallow
pool for catching more minnows. As he dug, he ate every worm he encountered. A
dragonfly buzzed his ear. It would take too much energy to chase the flying
insects, so he thought of a method to trap them. 


He
went to a nearby pine tree and found a damaged section of bark that was leaking
sap where a white-tailed buck had rubbed and scrapped its antlers against the
trunk during last year’s mating season. As autumn had neared and the velvet had
begun to peel from the buck’s antlers, its hormone levels began to spike, and
its tolerance for other males began to wane. It was during this same time, when
its antlers had ceased growing and begun to calcify, that other bucks began
sparring with males in the group to vie for dominance. As its testosterone
level continued to increase, the buck broke out of its group, ventured out in
search of its own turf, and marked its territory on a pine tree, to Aton’s
benefit.


He
put the tacky sap on half the length of several sticks, then he stabbed their
opposite ends into the soft ground, near the water where the dragonflies had
been flying. He hoped the sticky pinesap would trap them when they perched on
the twigs. Then he went back on his hands and knees, crawling forward in the
tall grass, pinching crickets from the ground and eating them as fast as he
could find them. He ate the crickets, legs and all, as he encountered them, but
he removed the grasshoppers’ legs before consuming them, because they felt
jagged and prickly against his tongue while chewing. All the insects had more
crunch than flavor. After he had eaten his fill of crickets, grasshoppers, and
the occasional beetle, he went back to the water and noticed his tacky sticks
looked like they had bloomed with colorful flower petals of springtime. On the
ends of the twigs, trapped in the pine resin, the rainbow assortment of
dragonfly colors moved like pretty flowers in a gentle breeze. He ate them,
wings and all.


As
the trapped minnows darted around the shallow pool that he had created in the
stream bank, the morning light reflected back in quick flashes from their
silver scales. Before scooping them from the water, he dammed the pool’s narrow
entrance to keep them from fleeing. He cupped his hands together and drained
some of the water away to get a closer inspection of his catch. Six little fish
stared up at their captor. After he pinched them with his muddy fingers, they
squirmed and flopped, desperately trying to escape. None got away, and he
swallowed them headfirst. The antique shampoo bottle held three more minnows,
and three more slid down his throat. 


Finally,
he had eaten, but he was still very tired. He had walked all night and felt
delirious from everything that he had endured. It was a struggle to keep his
eyelids from closing, even if it was for just a moment whenever he stopped
moving so he could swallow an insect or a squirming fish. The tall grass looked
like the best place to rest, sleep, and recover from his recent traumatic
endeavors. He did not want to sleep for very long, because if Grinald’s
campaign were short, just a brief siege to create a common enemy that would
occupy his troops and test their loyalty, then unruly soldiers would soon be
coming back down this road, returning to Acadia. He convinced himself that the
rising sun would awaken him after a brief respite. That way, at least he could
get some rest before the long walk back to Acadia and his boat, and then he
would leave that foul place, but before he could leave Acadia, he wanted to
speak with Hauk the slave one more time. 


During
his stint in Grinald’s battle camp, Aton had time to reflect on all the cruel
things he had experienced and witnessed, such as the constant examples of
injustice, and all the inhuman indignities he had suffered after escaping from
his home region in flight from Olar’s domain, and the tyranny of warlords that
seemed to flourish perpetually. After witnessing so much treachery and enduring
constant humiliations, he finally realized just how common, wicked and
malicious people were, and how well they thrived in so many different places.
While he had been in Acadia, as he had passed through that town on his way to
find battle and manhood, Hauk, a person with the least to give because he was
just a wounded man, an injured soldier, and a slave, had extended to a stranger
unconditional kindness, even after humanity had turned its back on him. Through
Hauk, Aton had seen a glimmer of human compassion behind the dark eyes of the
slave, and although it was only flickering like a weak candle in a gloomy
cellar, he sensed that Hauk possessed a healthy benevolent spirit, however
ironic that seemed to be. He thought they could be good friends, maybe
companions in adventure, while they both escaped from oppression and treachery.
Before going to his boat and escaping from the area, he was determined to talk
with Hauk and plead with him that they should both leave Acadia. Aton fully
intended to persuade Hauk to escape from his master, and they would both travel
away to a better place and start new lives. Although Aton had no idea where
that better place might be, he knew that life as a free man would be more
important than the final destination to someone who had suffered a lifetime of
bondage, scarred by metal shackles.


Just
as he finished flattening a stand of grass for bedding to sleep on, he heard
the familiar sound of horse hooves, and creaking wheels grinding against wagon
axles, approaching on the road from the direction in which he had come.


On
his knees, crouched low behind the grass, he could see the lone wagon. A single
horse pulled it, head low as it moved at a slow pace. The wagon abruptly rose
and fell with each rut in the road, and he could see one man at the reins,
holding them loosely, letting the horse dictate which side of the trail to trot
on at its own leisurely speed. It was not transporting warriors leaving battle,
and it was not even a supply wagon from the conflict, but there was something
in the back of the cart, shifting with each bump in the road. The wagoner’s
head was bobbing, as if he were fighting sleep. Since he did not appear to be a
warrior leaving Grinald’s battle camp, Aton thought it might be safe to reveal
himself. All he wanted to do was get back to his boat by way of Acadia, and the
driver had the cart headed in that direction. He was going to risk emerging
from the weeds and becoming a beggar by asking for a ride. In his haste to
stand, he did not even consider that he might appear to be a bandit dressed in
tattered clothes, who was suddenly rising from the tall grass near the stream,
ready to take the driver’s life. With some sense of relief, he had not seen a
bow or spear near the carter. If the man drew a weapon and attacked, Aton had
already decided that he would just run away for the cover of the woods. He was
sure the wagoner would not pursue him, someone that appeared like a ragged
beggar, and leave the horse and cart unattended on the road. Therefore, Aton stood
and awkwardly announced his presence. 


“Hello,”
said Aton as he quickly rose from behind the tall grass, revealing himself.


Aton’s
greeting shocked the man awake from his road trance. Reflexively, the driver
grabbed a knife from his boot. Quickly, with eyes accustomed to the sight of
highwaymen, the man did not consider Aton and his tattered appearance much of a
threat. He just held the reins tightly and looked around, firmly holding his
knife ready for any other surprises from the weeds. The horse stopped at the
edge of the shallow stream to drink, seemingly unaware that any potential
threat had occurred. 


“Mind
your habits, boy. I’ll run you through with this,” warned the man as he clearly
showed Aton the knife.


Now
that Aton was standing, he could plainly see the man’s cargo. In the rear of
the wagon, he had young girls, all dressed similarly. Each had her long hair
styled and tied securely with a thin leather strap to prevent the braids from
unraveling. All wore brown ruffled dresses, new, but not nice. Each little girl
had white powder on her face and red rouge, probably powdered hematite, brushed
across her cheekbones. The cargo of young girls all had their sad faces turned
to Aton, and his audience waited for his reply.


“I’m
just a weary traveler.” He held his hands above the grass to show that he had
no weapons. “I mean you no harm.” Clasping his hands in front of himself and
wringing them, he finished with the question, “If you are traveling to Acadia,
can I join you? I’m tired and hungry and I don’t think I can travel on foot any
farther.”


The
carter’s eyes circled Aton’s wrists. The man wondered if Aton was an escaped
slave, but the telltale scars of bondage were absent. 


“I
might be headed there. It all depends if I can sell my merchandise beforehand.”
He pointed his thumb to the back of the wagon. “I had hoped to find some lonely
soldiers on this road to purchase my wares, if you know what I mean.” He winked
at Aton and tilted his head back toward the girls, who were silently listening.
“Are you a warrior? Maybe lonely, eh?”


“I’m
not a soldier, not anymore.”


Aton’s
tired mind was fuzzy. He did not fully comprehend the man’s offer to sell him
one of the girls. He just wanted a ride and needed to sleep, so he reached into
his pocket and found the large silver coin that Grinald the warlord had tossed
to him on the battlefield. It glittered in the morning light and ignited the
merchant’s eyes. 


Ready
to make the sale, the man stood tall at the front of the wagon and extended one
of his hands to the rear of it while the other still held the reins. “Ah, but
you’re lonely. I understand the hardship of battle. Cross my palm with that
silver, and take your pick.”


Aton
woke from his stupor and grasped the coin tightly in his hand. His clenched
fist made the glint disappear, but the lust for the sale did not vanish from
the merchant’s eyes. “Oh, no. Never.” Aton refused the transaction. 


The
merchant continued his pitch with more enthusiasm after he had seen the coin
disappear in Aton’s retracting hand. “What could be wrong? Look how young they
are.” His voice changed to a hushed tone, and he spoke with his hand to the
side of his mouth as if he were trying to keep a secret. “I have it on very
good authority that these girls are pure, every one.” He dropped the reins that
he had held with one hand, then raised his arms and continued the desperate
sales pitch to get the silver coin. “This is an opportunity of a lifetime. You
have the first pick. Don’t waste your time in a village looking for a woman
wearing a courtship orchid. What if her father doesn’t like you? What if she’s
from a poor family, and her father can’t provide you with a dowry? Just cross
my palm with that silver and you’ll own a woman, or girl, I should say, that
could never leave you. Besides, you would be doing them a favor. Nomads have
overwhelmed their village. Who else could take care of them now? They need
you.” The merchant licked his lips as he thought about how the large coin would
feel in his hand. 


“That’s
not for me,” said Aton. He slid his hand partway into his pocket and released
the coin. It landed with a dull thud.


“Ah,
I can see you want to drive a hard bargain. You look hungry, too. Hold on. You
should never negotiate on an empty stomach.” He tossed Aton a raw potato from a
sack near his feet. “Eat it, my friend. Eat something first, then we’ll talk.
Maybe two of the youngest ones for the coin? Think about it. Just think about
it, that’s all I ask.” He turned toward his human cargo and bent at the waist
to stroke the braided hair of the closest girl. “Any one of my little kittens
will love you.”


Aton
devoured the raw potato and then shook his head. “All I want is a ride to
Acadia, or close to it.”


“Oh,
very well, just give me the coin and jump into the back. A ride for that coin,
that’s all.” He picked up a riding crop from his bench, and pointed it at Aton.
“You’re filthy. Just lie between my two rows of little kittens. They’re clean
and I intend to keep them that way.”


Using
his thumb, Aton flicked the coin to the man, and he caught it dexterously. With
the precious sliver held tightly, the merchant’s hand slid into his pocket like
an evil snake. 


There
was no tailgate, so Aton easily jumped into the back of the wagon. Lining each
of the two long sides of the cart’s bed was a row of young girls sitting on
benches the length of the wagon. Now he could see they had wrists bound with
thin leather strips. Between the two rows of brown dresses, he fell to his
back, completely exhausted. Before his eyes closed, he saw their sad faces look
down at him. Tears had cut vertical channels across the white makeup on their
cheeks. They all wore an expression of utter hopelessness. The girl nearest to
him, the youngest, had a cornhusk doll she was gently rocking with her bound
hands. Their eyes met and the sweet child leaned over him and asked, “Are you
afraid? You can hold my doll, if it will make you feel better.” 


He
shuddered at the question and the horrible condition and impending fate of
these innocent children surrounding him. He quickly shut his eyes to make it go
away, but it did not. He could smell the perfume with which the merchant had
doused the young girls. It made him sick, but his exhaustion was overwhelming
and he went unconscious just moments after closing his eyes. Then the nightmare
came. 


The
horrible images of those little girls, painted like prostitutes, mixed with the
recent mental pictures of the battlefield that had deeply stained his memory.
The flag boy’s face came to him in the dream, too. He had to relive seeing the
young boy die, choking on his own blood with an arrow through his throat, and a
wooden toy sword at his side. The young boy had wanted to be a hero. Someone
had given him a flag and a wooden sword and told him to run across the
battlefield. In the dream, or nightmare, Aton could hear the boy cry for his
mother. Then the scene changed and he thought that he felt the sting of the
black cat’s claws again, after he had leaned on the hollow log. This time, in
the nightmare, it was not the angry mother cat emerging from the hollow log. It
was the merchant with his boot knife, and the sharp blade had cut Aton’s hand.
The slave trader wanted Aton’s silver coin again and offered to exchange one of
the blind kittens for it. In the nightmare, Aton tried to run away, but he
could not move. Then he tried to scream and his mouth opened, but he was mute.
He could not get away from the slave trader who had eerily crawled out of the
hollow log. Aton tried to show the evil man that his pockets were empty by
turning them inside out. After seeing that he had no money, the merchant cut
the heads off the newborn kittens. Aton woke with a start and screamed “No!”


Aton
quickly sat up, still delirious from sleep. He turned to see that the man
driving had craned his neck to stare at him with one squinting eye, before
turning back around to face the road and the lazy horse trotting along at its
own slow pace. Aton blinked a few times and rubbed his eyes. The sun was a
little higher now. He had slept for a short time and felt better; his mind was
starting to clear, but not his conscience. The nightmare that had awakened him
was still fresh in his mind. He remembered what the merchant had done in the
dream. He winced at the thought, and then remembered the slave trader had
called the young girls his kittens. Aton rubbed the scars on his fingers that
the black cat had given him in an effort to protect her young. She would have
fought to the death for her offspring, even against a comparative giant like
Aton. Reflecting on the nightmare, he thought that maybe the wagon was like the
hollow log and the captive young girls were the blind kittens. He realized that
he needed to stop this horrible man at the reins, and help the children.
Without a second thought, Aton rose to his feet and turned toward the driver.
He was going to kill the traveling merchant to protect the young girls from a
horrible fate. His principles gave him no choice. At that moment, Aton went
back into another battle trance. The tunnel vision of combat returned. He
focused on the slave trader, who was watching the slowly passing road. Aton
took small, shuffling steps forward on the cart as it bumped along the trail.
The sun was low enough, that as he moved forward, the man saw Aton’s shadow
thrust toward him just as Aton lunged headlong to attack his foe with a
chokehold. Aton got his right forearm under the merchant’s chin and pulled back
just as the man leaned over to grab for his boot knife. The thud of Aton’s body
knocked the slave trader’s reaching hand away, so he did not get the blade. As
Aton felt his forearm pull back and cut off the evil man’s flow of air, the
merchant reached back and began to claw at Aton’s forearm. As Aton pulled
firmly back, locked his right arm in place with his left, and leaned back even
harder, the man began to wheeze for oxygen. The slave trader’s eyes were wild,
red, and desperate as his arms flailed frantically. The traveling merchant fell
back and Aton wrapped his legs around the front of the driver’s body and hooked
his heels between the merchant’s thighs. With a savage grunt, Aton tightened
his forearm again and felt the man’s trachea crush. The body went limp. His
opponent stopped breathing. Aton let go, and the flaccid body rolled onto the
planks of the wagon’s floor. The old horse continued down the road like nothing
had happened. 


When
Aton looked up, his trance and tunnel vision started to subside. Then he heard
crying and noticed tears. He could not tell if it was from joy or fear, but the
former captives had nothing to dread from him or the lifeless body at their
feet. This nightmare was over. Aton reached into the dead man’s pocket, got his
coin back, then retrieved the boot knife and cut the ligature from each girl’s
bound wrists. They were free. 


“You
don’t need to look at him anymore,” said Aton, as he kicked the dead body onto
the road. It landed in a contorted position. 


Pent
up emotion poured freely from all the girls. They cried as they hugged each
other tightly. 


Aton
put a soft hand on the shoulder of the tallest girl; the one he thought was the
oldest. “Do you know how to get back to your village?”


She
shyly answered, “Yes, after the next stream we have to get on the road that
merges to the left. Our village is very far away. We don’t have any food.”


“I’m
going to Acadia. Are you saying we have to turn before Acadia for you to get to
your village?”


“Yes,
but Acadia is closer than you think. It’s not a far walk; I’ve seen its walls
before.”


“The
wagon is yours at the next stream, and you can have this coin, too. Use it to
buy food.” 


He
put the knife in his pocket and held up the coin for the girl to take. As she
took the coin, he noticed that his hands were still shaking from the struggle,
so he gave her the reins and sat at the front of the wagon, head low, and
thought about what he had just done, killed a man with his bare hands. He had
done it after renouncing war and the senseless violence that came with it. He
called himself a hypocrite, but knew that was the least of his worries.
Distancing himself from that body he had kicked to the trail was what he needed
to do, and he especially did not need to meet any of the soldiers who had
recently thrown him from the battle camp. Distance was what he needed right
now, and the horse in front of him was delivering that order in slow motion.


Later
that day they arrived at the fork in the road; to the right was the path to
Acadia, and the other direction would begin the journey home for the young
girls. He jumped out of the wagon and wished them all well. They left him with
confused smiles and timid waves of goodbye. He ran from the path and found a
level spot behind a large tree in the woods. This refuge in the thicket was
close enough to hear travelers pass, but distant enough to prevent curious eyes
from seeing him from the dusty trail. Sleep overcame him again and a blanket of
nightmares draped over his unconscious mind.











CHAPTER TWO


By
the time that dawn arrived, Aton woke and continued his walk to the city of
Acadia. No one else was around, just him and clouds of road dust churned from
his weary footfalls. His body was still stiff and sore. He was still hungry and
thirsty. All of that caused him to lumber along like an old man. As the sun
rose higher, he saw shacks on the right side of the road. He was close to Acadia;
he was sure of it. The disheveled cottages were evidently those of servants or
workers employed on a nearby sugarcane plantation because an elegant homestead
was visible. A short while later, his stiff muscles loosened a little, so he
was walking slightly faster. He was pleasantly encouraged by the site of a
landmark that indicated his destination was close, and that increased the speed
of his steps. Beyond that, just past Acadia, he would soon reunite with his
boat, and he hoped his meager stash of food was still there. His food supply
was a question mark in his mind. The woods were teeming with rodents, and he
had not taken any special precautions to secure his stash of dried provisions
or the leather purse that contained the five silver coins that he had acquired
as a prize for winning the archery competition at the spring festival. He
cherished Esina’s handwritten note in that pouch more than the small jumble of
coins crammed into the dainty leather bag. Her love for him was priceless, and
he regretted leaving home more and more every day, but misfortune had already
cast the dice that had determined his fate, so he had reluctantly run away.


Before
he went to his boat, there was one thing he felt that he had to do. He wanted
to see Hauk the slave and convince him to escape from Acadia while the town was
nearly vacant and his master was still terrorizing the walls of Kern with
Grinald. He felt that after having served in such a menial and degrading
capacity during his stay with the warlord’s sieging forces, he had never felt
so dishonored and humiliated in all of his life. Hauk had been a slave for all
of his life, and Aton could not understand how that man tolerated an existence
of eternal servitude, held as chattel. 


Aton’s
clan had slaves, and in his comparative experience, his family treated their
slaves better than other clans had, but the concept of slavery had always bothered
him. Throughout his life and across the region in which he had lived, slavery
was a very common practice; all the clans considered it normal, but the concept
had caused Aton a moral dilemma. He had not completely endorsed the idea, but
he was also not a person who could change a custom even if he wanted to take a
stand against it, so he had tried his best to remain indifferent, but was still
never immune to its stigma. On his first journey through Acadia, Aton had felt
embarrassed of the reaction he had after Hauk had told him that he was a slave.
The man had graciously opened the home he lived in and shared his roof and food
with Aton, who had repulsed him after he admitted that he was a slave, and for
that, Aton was ashamed. From that moment, he had silently promised himself to
always object to that type of human bondage. Aton was ready to go back to where
he had seen Hauk and convince him to escape, even though it would risk both of
their lives. He wanted Hauk to be free. That resolution shook the rust from
Aton’s machinery, and he went toward the city at a quicker pace. He looked like
he had a purpose, but he also appeared tattered and torn, like a rag doll.


A
short time later, he approached Acadia, where the old woman’s ferry was across
the channel. In his present condition, he could not pass through the town
without attracting attention. He briefly considered waiting until dark, to
travel under cover of night, but he soon noticed that the town still appeared
as deserted as it had his first trip through, so the actual risk of unwanted
attention was small. By the time he reached the city streets, his head hung low
as he searched for Hauk’s home. No one there knew of his humiliation at the
hands of Grinald, but it was the same to him as if they did. 


He
recognized a few buildings, some roads, and several homes from his previous
visit. Using these landmarks, he plodded down a familiar street and continued
his search for Hauk. As he went down an empty lane, a stray black dog shyly
approached. He cursed the mangy animal, and shooed it away for fear of getting
fleas or lice. With its tail between its legs, the dog retreated to the shadows
of an alley, whimpering.


——   ——   ——


After
the asteroid impact, starvation had forced the dogs, like the cats, out of the abandoned
cities and into the fields, where they perished in incredible numbers. There
was no one to feed them. If they could not find food for themselves, they
starved to death, or if they could not stand exposure to the elements, they
died, especially in the northern part of the continent, where most froze to
death during the cold depths of winter. Like the cats, those that survived
crossbred into types suited to their new environments. Few domesticated breeds
remained.


Of
those canines that survived, two feral varieties evolved. The brown dogs roamed
the open plains with the gray wolves and coyotes, and were a scourge to the
shepherds and hill people when tending their many flocks and herds. The black
dogs inhabited the forests and marshes. They were just as black as the feral
cats of the woods. 


The
brown dogs of the plains hunted in packs and were an aggravation of any herder
of livestock, because unless an enclosure protected his animals at night, the
packs were certain to attack. Not satisfied with killing enough to satisfy
their hunger, these dogs tore and mangled flesh for utter delight, and would
destroy many times as much as they could eat, leaving the torn carcasses of
their unfortunate prey on the field. If these dogs happened to be hungry, the herds
or flocks were never safe during the day. To protect the animals, two or three
dogs, descendants of those that remained domesticated, usually accompanied
wandering shepherds. These domesticated dogs were of such great size and
strength that the brown dogs, coyotes, and even wolves cowered in awe. However,
at night and when feral dogs traveled in large packs, starving and motivated by
their great hunger, not even a hill person’s trained guard dogs could stop a
ravenous pack of these nocturnal predators. Despite the bison’s size and
strength, these brown dogs of the plains would relentlessly chase and finally
pull down the largest bison in order to eat them. Even horses had fallen
victims to their tireless thirst for blood, although horses were not usually
their first choice of prey. On occasion, a man of the hill tribes might see
signs of their presence, and then perhaps may not even hear a bark for as long
as a cycle of the moon. That uncertainty in the case of the brown dog was a
curse to the hill people, because after not seeing or hearing anything of their
nemesis for such a long time, their alertness relaxed in spite of their prior
experiences. Suddenly and unexpectedly, while they slept, the brown dogs of the
night disseminated their herds and flocks.


Black
dogs of the forests and marshes usually did not attack people, and a hunter in
the woods could hear their bark in every direction without fear. They were
short, much smaller than a coyote, and only hunted rabbits and other small
game. The black dog was an opportunistic scavenger, and it sometimes feasted
upon the carcasses of dead animals, which they usually found almost picked
clean by other stealthy carnivorous foragers. Because of this, they had grown
accustomed to the habitats of people, and prowled in the evenings through the
garbage, scurrying away from unfamiliar noises because they were extremely
timid. They rarely ventured far from the dwellings of humans, although they
would accompany an army on the march. They roamed around the forests or swamps
without an apparent home or any appearance of attachment to any location.


——   ——   ——


The
home Hauk lived in was just ahead, and Aton was close enough that he could see
someone outside of it. Hauk’s master was a wealthy merchant and the home’s
masonry showed it. The house was two stories tall with walls made of stone and
mortar. The stone was a light color and uniform size. All the shutters were
open and the light breeze made the curtains flutter outward through the open
windows. The chimney was almost flush with the peak of the gable roof, and
tendrils of white smoke drifted up and disappeared with the afternoon breeze.
The gentle wind was coming toward him, and it carried the aroma of cooking
food. 


To
Aton’s relief, the man outside the home was Hauk, but he had his back turned to
Aton’s approaching footsteps. In front of the home’s open front door was a
covered porch the length of the house. Near the porch, but in the street, Hauk
was practicing his swordplay. The sling was gone from his arm, but it appeared
that his injury still lingered because the slave soldier’s movements were not
strong and swift, not for an experienced man of battle. After a few thrusts and
slashes against the imaginary enemy in front of him, he stopped, let the tip of
the sword rest on the dirt street, and rubbed the pain away from his shoulder
with his free hand. His head hung low, like Aton’s, because Hauk knew he was
not ready for battle. 


Hauk’s
master had sent the injured warrior a message to meet him at the battle camp.
The warlord’s second siege at the town of Kern was going to be the final battle
of Grinald’s campaign of war this year. Hauk’s master wanted everyone he
commanded to be ready to sack and pillage. Those recurring battles, sieges, and
conquests were not so much for wealth as they were to display obedience to the
warlord. Hauk’s master was wealthy from trade, not war, and he did not need the
plunder of battle. Grinald did, but what the warlord really needed most of all
was obedient and loyal followers, and his subjects needed a common enemy to
unify them. With a mutual adversary, Grinald could keep clan leaders occupied,
and that increased his political stability. 


For
a man who functioned as a soldier and security guard for his master, Hauk knew
that if he could not do these tasks anymore, he was useless to his owner. He
was worth more as a runaway slave for the reward than an injured slave was
worth at the auction. He truly believed his master was going to send him into
the fever pitch of battle, to his death, to get rid of him. His owner was a
shrewd merchant and understood profit and loss. If Hauk could not fight, then
what purpose could he serve? An injured warrior slave was a liability. Deep in
his mind Hauk was preparing for death, although he did not want to admit it. He
was so focused on the pain in his shoulder that he had not heard Aton approach.


“Hauk.
I’ve returned.”


Like
a well-trained warrior, Hauk spun around, sword ready for the fight. In the
same instant he recognized Aton, he winced from the pain in his shoulder, and
the tip of the sword went to the dirt again.


“You
must be getting better,” said Aton. Words of encouragement were all he had to
offer. He had left Acadia a poor beggar, and that was how he returned, hungry
and destitute. He knew he was going to plead for food again, from a slave. His
humiliation was intolerable.


“Aton!
I’m surprised to see you.” Hauk shifted his grip on the sword to the hand of
his better arm and tried to move his hurt limb at the shoulder, in circular
motions, to work away the stiffness and pain. “Yes. Yes, I’m better. Soon I’ll
be at the walls of another sieged city. I’ll leave tomorrow, so I’m going to
eat a large meal tonight. You must join me again.”


“I
haven’t had real food for days.”


“I
warned you to be careful of what you seek because you might find it.”


“I
found it, and I’m never going back.”


“Are
you injured?”


“I’m
hungry more than anything else.”


“Come
inside. I have fresh bread, and I’m cooking barley stew.”


Hauk
extended his hand toward the open doorway to invite Aton into the home. Aton
followed the scent of freshly cooked bread into the house. On the wall opposite
the front door was a large fireplace with a wide stone hearth on the floor.
Next to the hearth was an unusually long table made of hewn planks, its top
worn smooth with frequent use, and upon which Hauk served meals, and his master
conducted business meetings. Wooden benches were on either side of the table.
Hauk’s master had no family, so a table of this size would have only served to
comfortably accommodate other merchants, sometimes numerous men of commerce at
one sitting, for meetings during a meal. Flat stonework in the fireplace was
where the bread had cooked. Suspended with chains over the flames was a metal
pot that held the barley stew. Inside the fireplace, masonry workers had
attached a metal hinge to the wall from which the pivoting rod suspended the
chains that held the cooking pot over the fire. Hauk used a wrought iron poker
to pull the horizontal metal rod away from the crackling flames. It swiveled on
its hinge and the pot of hot barley stew came out of the fireplace. Drool
leaked from the corners of Aton’s mouth.


“Take
a seat, my friend,” said Hauk. “We’ll break bread together.”


Aton
eagerly complied, and watched Hauk with impatient and hungry eyes as the slave
soldier sheathed his heavy sword and leaned it into a corner of the room. 


An
excellent blacksmith had skillfully made the weapon. The steel was the best
money could buy. It had come from the suspension of a car that so very long ago
had just returned from a family vacation to see the ocean, while they had
stayed at a beach resort on the Gulf Coast. The tsunami that followed the
asteroid impact had carried the car far away before it found its final resting
place with other refuse that the massive deluge of water had carried inland.
Countless years later, scavengers had found the car’s remains and the best
metal was stripped away for weapons. The Americans made the finest steel because
it was strong and flexible. The clansmen did not understand metallurgy and
alloy composition. The best they could create was iron, but it was no match for
American steel. The sword stood at attention in the dark corner like an
obedient soldier.


“Here,”
said Hauk as he put the loaf of warm bread on the table in front of Aton. He
sliced it in half with a bone-handled knife.


Aton
attacked the bread with his fingers. He chewed it savagely, and thought that it
was the best sourdough bread he had ever eaten. Then Hauk put a ceramic bowl of
stew in front of his guest. Aton dipped the bread into the bowl and savored
every soggy bite. The stew was steaming hot, but he did not care. Savage hunger
clouded his better judgment as he plunged his wooden spoon into the bowl and
shoveled the hot food into his mouth. The hot stew burned his tongue, but he
could not stop eating because he was so hungry. Between bites, he sipped cool
water from an earthenware cup to keep the heat at bay. When he finished, he
wiped his dirty forearm across his face and belched loudly.


“So
my cooking has your approval?”


“I
can’t thank you enough.”


“Tell
me, friend,” said Hauk, as he reached across the table and grabbed Aton’s
forearm, “were you at the town of Kern?”


“Yes,”
Aton replied dejectedly. 


“Have
they retreated behind the walls yet?”


“Yes.
They’ve retreated, but Grinald didn’t launch a final attack. He seems to just
circle the city and taunt them. That’s no strategy. It’s an insult to everyone
that lost their lives to ensure his victory.”


“You
don’t understand his tactics. He outnumbers his opponents, but if he
annihilates them, he won’t have anyone else to fight. He’ll skirmish, plunder,
and then leave. He’ll do just enough damage so that surrounding clans
understand his power, and to create a common enemy, a threat his allies can
rally around. For him, there is profit in war, but for me, there is certain
death. I must go to the walls of Kern and meet my master at the city under
siege. Because of my injury, I’m no good for battle. I fear that I’ll be sent
to my death behind those walls.” Hauk looked at his sword leaning in the
corner. It resembled a good friend that had heard his confession of fear, but
he got no sympathy from the metal soldier still standing patiently at attention
in the dark corner of the room.


“Don’t
go. Heed your own warning to me.”


“I
have no choice,” admitted Hauk, as he rubbed the scars on his wrists.


“Leave
with me. Turn your back on this place and go.”


Hauk
shook his head. “It would be a certain death for me. There’s a price on the
head of escaped slaves. If I take to the road with you, I’ll always live in
fear of capture. That’s no life. I might as well face my fate in battle and
just be done with it.” Hauk scoffed at his own words as he turned toward the
fire.


“Don’t
worry about the roads. We just have to make it out of town. Across the channel,
I have a boat. You can escape and sail away with me.”


“Escape,”
whispered Hauk. The thought, just the mention of the word, was so unnatural to
him that muttering it was like choking on poison.


“Yes,
escape. We should leave while the streets are still clear.”


“But
where would we go?”


“I
don’t know.”


“You
don’t know?”


“Away.
We’ll go away. That’s all that matters right now.”


“Yes.
That’s what I’ll do.” Hauk closed his eyes and lowered his head. “Freedom.”


“Let’s
hurry.” Aton slapped his new friend’s arm and they both stood. “Provisions. We
need food.”


Hauk
found an expensive crocheted tablecloth in one of his master’s storage trunks
and spread it on the floor. They put dried food on the fabric and brought the
four corners together to carry the provisions like a sack. Aton slung the
folded tablecloth over his back, Hauk got his sword, and they went out the
door. After only taking a few strides away from the porch, the mangy black dog
that Aton had shooed away reappeared from the alley between the home Hauk lived
in and that of his neighbor. Grungy and hungry, it whimpered for their
sympathy. Apparently it had smelled the food, the same as Aton had while
walking down the street in search of Hauk, and the scent had attracted it to
the open doorway. Hauk’s face transformed with a devious expression. He handed
Aton the sword and told him to wait where he stood. Back at the doorway, Hauk
called for the sick dog. Thinking of food and not concerned with the dangers of
a strange man, the dog cowered its way inside. Hauk gave it small scraps of
food, leading the stray dog to his master’s bedroom. There, he poured the pot
of stew onto the bed and the dog quickly lapped up the mess. After filling its
belly, the dog curled on the bed, closed its eyes, and went to sleep. Hauk
snickered at what he had just done. Returning to the street, he told Aton that
his last gift to his master was to infest his home with fleas and lice. They
laughed on the way to the channel.


Upon
arriving at the waterway, Aton noticed the same stout women at her ferry who
had brought him from the opposite shore. The duo approached the woman as she
daydreamed, watching twilight’s approach on the horizon. Business was sparse in
the deserted town. As she stood on the shore near the boat, she had bent her
head to admire her new necklace in the light of the setting sun. The silver
coin that Aton had recently given her had purchased the alligator-claw necklace
and a lot more superstitious curios, which she had kept at home. Three curved
claws hung low on her chest on a string made from cat intestine. 


“Woman!”
yelled Aton.


She
pivoted toward them and leaned on her pole for balance. “Eh?” In a short
moment, her old eyes focused, and she recognized Aton. “Oh, I remember you.” A
smile came to her face and her hand went to the necklace again. “Look what I
have now. It frightens away evil spirits and brings strength and good luck to
its owner.”


“Let’s
put your strength to a test and see how fast you can pole us to the other
side,” said Aton.


“Both
of you, eh?”


“Yes,
before the sun gets any lower. The sooner we leave the better it’ll be for all
of us.”


She
turned her curious eyes toward Hauk, but spoke to Aton. “Your friend there…I’ve
seen him before…Oh, yes…I remember now, he frequents the docks with a wealthy
merchant.” Her questioning eyes lowered to Hauk’s wrists and she noticed the
scars of bondage. She shook her head. “If I get caught helping a slave escape
the city, not even this charmed necklace could help me.”


Hauk
removed the silver coin from his pocket that Aton had given him on the first
day they met. He flashed it in the evening sun. It was like raw meat to a dog. 


“Well,
the guards are coming back any time, so we should hurry. Come on, come on,
let’s get going.” She hit the ferryboat with her pole and waved them toward her
vessel while she stood back out of their way so they could quickly get onboard.
Hauk tossed her the little silver coin, and she caught it quicker than a striking
snake. They boarded the craft, and she groaned as she pushed the ferry away
from the shore. Aton laughed to himself, because apparently, the necklace had
not seemed to bring her any additional strength. She beached the boat on the
opposite side of the channel, and the two men jumped out.


“Are
you coming back anytime soon?” she asked as she rubbed the silver coin between
two greedy fingers.


Aton
and Hauk looked at each other, and simultaneously said, “Never!”


“If
anybody asks, I’ll say that I never saw you.” She waved and then caressed her
lucky necklace. “May the gods be with you.”


“And
you,” replied Hauk.


They
turned away and went in the direction of the hidden boat, Aton at the lead. The
sun temple on the slope of the hill was a landmark by which he easily
remembered the direction of the spot where he had hidden his vessel. As Aton
led the way, he felt unable to push through the belt of brushwood, reeds, and
shrubbery beside the shore, and went through the trees instead. He followed a
cattle path, which led to another grazing field. This path ran parallel with
the shore. When he judged himself in line with his boat, they left the trail,
and entered the woods. Hauk was close behind. For a little way they could walk,
but the thick branches soon blocked their progress, and they could only
continue on hands and knees. There was a hollow space under the lower branches
that was free from brushwood. They crawled on all fours. As they slinked
through the undergrowth, Aton awkwardly dragged the tablecloth that he had
folded to use as a sack, which carried food for their journey. The fine crochet
work occasionally snagged on the fallen twigs and branches, hindering their
progress, which was slow enough already. The thought of the quiet secluded area
that hid his boat motivated him to continue; the end of the jaunt was near.
Peacefulness waited ahead. 


They
did not speak as they groaned and grunted under the branches and through the
bushes. In the reprieve from conversation, Hauk had an internal debate with his
conscience. Part of him thought what he was doing was wrong. He was leaving his
master, something absolutely forbidden. Another part of his mind countered his
mental deliberation by resolving that his life was worth something, that he was
a human and all people should treat him with dignity and respect. A melancholy
feeling had grabbed his heart and it felt like a chain was pulling him back, or
at the least halting his progress. It was a strange feeling to miss the man who
had controlled his oppression, and the city that had confined him to perpetual
servitude. 


Just
as Aton broke through the last bush, the evening sun was descending toward the
distant horizon, erupting in brilliant red light, which reflected off the
surface of the lake, like fire. The glorious sunshine evaporated the melancholy
that had shrouded Hauk’s soul. The shackle of guilt that had tugged his heart,
and the imaginary chain of sadness that had tried to pull him back, snapped and
disappeared behind the bush through which Hauk had just emerged. He was free.
After standing and brushing the leaf litter from his clothes, Hauk took in the
glorious scenery that surrounded them and inhaled a deep breath of fresh lake
air. In his mind, he declared himself a free man and encouraged Aton, with a
quick shove using his palm, to continue leading the way.


After
some more weary work crawling through thorn bushes and thick weeds, they
finally approached the lake and descended the hill. Aton knew that they were
close to the boat because he recognized the nearby island. He found his vessel
almost undisturbed. Nearly the same as he had left it, except that the breeze
had scattered the dry reeds, and a creature from the forest, most likely a
raccoon or an opossum, had found his original stash of food and had eaten it.
The prize coin purse was still there. Samaras that had whirled from the
branches of a large maple tree covered the boat like a blanket. Throwing
themselves on the reeds beside the boat, they fell asleep, or more accurately,
collapsed from fatigue. They lay there as if an evil spirit had struck them
unconscious with a mysterious spell.


They
woke a short time later, after the sun had sunk below the horizon, hungry, but
refreshed. They ate some of the supplies they had carried with them, and that
made them feel better. Aton felt pleased to be beside his boat. He could hardly
believe the reality of the hideous dream through which he had passed, but when
he tried to stand, his feet, cut and blistered, painfully assured him of its
authenticity. He took out his hunter's hide and cloak and spread them smooth to
make comfortable beds for each of them. Aton reclined in a semi-unconscious
state, his body slowly recovering from the strain it had endured, until
gradually, he fell asleep again. Nothing but restful sleep restored the
overtaxed mind and body. Hauk finally relaxed and went to sleep, for the first
night in his life as a free man.











CHAPTER THREE


The sun was up when Aton woke. As he raised
himself, the beauty of the lake and the freedom it represented filled him with
happiness. The serenity of this location was a sharp contrast to the brutality
and carnage from which Aton had recently fled, and into which Hauk had almost
gone. Hauk woke soon after and was ready to leave this place. They had escaped,
and since they were no longer under the control of tyrants, considered
themselves sovereign men, ready to accept a destiny conceived with their own
freewill.


By
the shore, it was so calm that the image of nearby trees reflected perfectly on
the water, and the few willow leaves that had fallen floated delicately where
they landed. Farther out, the morning sunlight illuminated the islands with a
soft red glow. The swallows skimmed the water, following the outline of the
shore, snatching mosquitoes from the air as they flew along the edge of the
lake in search of food. Across this vast body of water, through the channels or
passages between the islands, Aton could see ripples where the faint
southwestern breeze touched the surface of the lake. His mind went out to the splendor
of it. He did not question or analyze his feelings because this was no time for
philosophical reflections. It was time to leave. After pushing the boat into
the water, they went aboard, ready to vacate this cruel and oppressive land for
the loveliness of the lake.


“Can
you swim?” asked Aton.


“Yes,
I can swim,” Hauk replied, as he rubbed his sore shoulder and tested his arm’s
range of motion. “On hot days when I helped my master move his ships’ cargo at
the docks, I jumped into the water to cool down and swam until he made me go
home. So, don’t worry about me. My shoulder is getting better and I could stay
afloat. Should I be afraid of your boat?”


“If
she was going to sink, she would have done it by now. I caulked the seams with
a thick coat of pine tar and bee’s wax, so I’m not worried.”


Hauk
put his hand to his eyes for shade and absorbed the scenery. “Where are we
headed?”


“Through
the channels, beyond the islands, and onto the open water.”


Using
the oars, they pushed away from the shallow muddy shore and did not look back.
Aton rowed to get beyond the islands; they passed between them, and reached the
open lake. They hoisted the sail, the gentle breeze filled it, the boat began
to divide the ripples, a bubbling sound arose, and steering due north, straight
out to the open and boundless expanse, the wind carried them swiftly away.


A
group of ducks saw the boat coming toward them, but the birds scarcely moved,
never thinking that a vessel would venture very far outside the islands. They
were accustomed to seeing watercraft, but when the boat continued to advance
upon them, they flew up and descended far away. When they sailed past the spot
where those ducks had floated, the lake was their own. On the shores of the
islands, the crows came down for mussels. Seagulls floated in and out among the
reeds, water rats nibbled at snails, sunfish basked at the edge of the weeds,
kingfishers hunted along the sand, and a stealthy raccoon was out searching for
crayfish. Without the line of the shoals and islands, now that the ducks had
flown, there was a solitude of water. Here, it was too deep for the longest
weeds. Nothing seemed to exist in the depths that surrounded them. 


The
boat moved more rapidly as the wind came with its full force over the distant
tree canopy that covered the rolling hills, and although it was a light
southerly breeze, the broad sail impelled the vessel swiftly. Hauk sat near the
front, and occasionally put his hand into the muddy lake to feel the cool
water, which was the expanding buffer between him and his previous life. He
could feel his freedom grow in proportion to the expanding distance between him
and city of Acadia.


Later
in the day, Aton reclined at the rear of the boat, and his consciousness began
to drift. He had closed his eyes. Although his eyes were asleep, he was aware
of their vessel, the lake, the sunshine, and the sky. Physically awake, he
mentally slumbered. It was rest. After the misery, exertion, and excitement of
his last adventure, it was rest, intense rest, for body and mind. Only the
pressure of the water against the handle of the rudder, the slight vibration of
the wood as the bubbles beneath the lake’s surface rushed by, might have kept
him from really falling asleep. He firmly grasped the tiller, and that effort restrained
his drowsiness. Enough time had passed that the shore looked like a blue cloud
in the distance because the heavy air, thick with humidity, had created haze
that hid the forest, more than would have been the case in clearer weather. His
head leaned forward and his eyes closed. Hauk had already fallen asleep to the
monotonous tone of lapping wavelets kissing the hull.


More
time passed, and Aton finally woke from his somnolence, looked around and saw
nothing but short waves rolling across the lake. The shore they left that
morning had entirely disappeared. If there was land, the haze concealed it.
Nervously, he looked again, but he could hardly believe that no land was in
sight. He knew the lake was very wide, and it had occurred to him that he might
possibly sail so far away from land that it would no longer be visible. This
was one reason why sailors would hug the islands with their small boats: they
feared the open water. He stood up and swept the horizon carefully with his
keen vision for even a trace of land, shading his eyes with his hand; there was
nothing except a mist at the skyline. They were alone with the sun, the sky,
and the lake. 


There
were no birds in the sky, nothing beyond slender filaments of white clouds. Way
out here, nothing glided over the surface of the water. If there were fish, he
could not see them through the muddy water and waves, which were not large, but
much larger here compared to the shore. They were sufficiently large, although
the wind was light, to make their boat rise and fall with their regular
rolling. He had never felt as lost as he felt now, even in the depths of the
farthest forest that he had penetrated, and he had certainly never been this
far out on any body of water. Earlier, he had contemplated the possibility of
sailing too far from shore, and if that happened, he had thought that he would
probably be alarmed and anxious for his safety. Stumbling drowsily into the
solitude of the vast lake, he was so astounded with his own encounter with its
peacefulness, so absorbed in thinking of the immense expanse, that the sense of
peril did not occur to him. After all, he was not alone on the lake; Hauk was
sleeping near the prow.


More
time elapsed, and he began to gaze around more impatiently for some sight of
land, desperate for terra firma because they had very few supplies, and he did
not want to spend the night on the water. The mist on the horizon appeared to
thicken, and then became blue, and in a shorter time than he expected, land
came in sight. Because the land there was so flat, it had allowed him to
approach nearer than he had realized before recognizing it. At the time when he
was really out of sight of the shore, he was much farther from the hilly land
left behind than from the low country in front, and not in the center of the
lake, as he had supposed. As the land rose in front of him and came into sight,
he began to wonder what greeting they should use to meet with the new region’s
inhabitants, and whether they would find the nearby residents as contemptuous
of human dignity as the people from where they had just escaped. He questioned
if they should venture among them at all, or should they remain in the woods
until they had studied the local inhabitants’ ways and manners. While he
debated these questions in his mind, he perceived that the wind was falling.


As
the sun went past high noon, the breeze continued to diminish. In the hottest
part of the day, when he judged that they were comparatively not far from
shore, the wind sank to a meager waft, and the waves slowly diminished, too.
The breeze became so faint and so intermittent that he found that it was a
waste of time to continue holding the rudder in position. The sail no longer
bellied out. It hung low as the idle waves rolled by, and barely flapped against
the mast. Trapped by doldrums, the heat began to feel intolerable as the
sunlight reflected from the water and increased the uncomfortable sensation. He
made some shelter by partly lowering the sail and hauling the yard
perpendicular to where it had been, so that the canvas acted as an awning.
Gradually, the waves continued to decline in volume and the gentle breathing of
the wind faded away until the surface was almost still and he could not even
feel the slightest movement of air.


Weary
of sitting in the crude boat, he stood up, but he could not stretch himself
adequately for the change of position to be of much use. The shore was so
close, but it seemed so far away to an inexperienced mariner like Aton. This
long day, previously so pleasant, now seemed scarcely endurable with the
stagnant air and glaring sun. On the silent water, the time lingered because
there was nothing to mark its passage, not so much as a shadow beyond that of
his boat. The waves had no crest, going by the boat without slapping against it
or reverberating away; they were noiseless. Not even a single fish rose to the
surface to snap at an unsuspecting insect. Around them, there was nothing else
alive, except a dainty butterfly, which landed on the mast after it had
ventured too far from land. The vastness of the sky, arching above the dark
water, the sun, and the motionless filaments of clouds, did not grant him any
tranquility. The stillness was unsettling to him. He wanted to see waving
branches and white-capped waves. Such intense stillness and the bright sky were
oppressive; it was as if a glass dome had enveloped them and their
surroundings, sealing them tightly away from nature’s sweet breath. He welcomed
the gradual descent of the sun past high noon, because as the heat decreased,
he could work the oars. Every bit forward was precious.


He
furled the sail, took to the oars, and set his course for the land ahead that
seemed all too far away. He worked the oars hard, but made no apparent
progress. The boat was heavy, a simple crude design. He worked until his arms
and back grew weary. The sliver of shoreline seemed as far off as ever. Curled
on his side near the prow, Hauk was still deeply asleep, and only woke
intermittently from his napping.


By
the time the sun began to approach the horizon, his rowing had produced some
results. The shore was visible and so were the woods beyond. He had only made
it halfway from their original position, and he was tired; there was little
chance of them reaching it before night. He put the oars down and rested. While
he was relaxing, their predicament changed for the better. A faint puff of air
crossed the sweat on his cheek and it felt cool; a second, and a third wafted
by. A tiny ripple ran along the surface. He remembered that mariners on the lake
depended a great deal on the morning and evening winds as they went along the
shore. This was the first returning breath of nature’s respirations. He raised
the sail, and a gentle breeze impelled them toward land.


Soon
afterwards, they came near the shore. Aton heard scarlet tanagers singing, and
a meadowlark calling long before they landed. Hauk finally woke from his deep
slumber. They did not want to search for a creek to land the boat, but ran it
onto the shore, which was free of reeds and lilies, a sign that the waves often
beat furiously here. They hauled the boat up the beach as high as they could,
but when they looked around; they found that they were on a small and narrow
island with a channel in the rear. They saw no trace of human occupation on the
island, which was small and nearly bare. As tired as they were, yet anxious for
the safety of the boat, they pushed off once more, and rowed around the little
island and beached her again with the islet between her and the open lake.
Otherwise, Aton feared that if a south wind would blow, she might be broken to
pieces on the ground before their eyes. It was prudent to take the precaution,
but the next day the lake was still.


In
the morning, Aton rowed across the channel to what had appeared to be the mainland.
After exploring the opposite shore, it proved not to be the mainland, but
merely another island. Rowing around it, they tried again, but with the same
result. They found nothing but island after island, all narrow and bearing
nothing except bushes and scruffy grass. Observing a channel, which seemed to
go straight in among the little isles, they decided to follow it, and did so
during the morning. As he rowed slowly in, they found the water shallower, and
the assortment of waterweeds, cattails, and reeds became thick.


After
the heat of midday had passed, they resumed their expedition, and still found
the same; small islands and sandbanks, more or less covered with bushes,
willow, swamp oak, and cypress. Farther on, they discovered more isles, fringed
around their edges with reeds and tall grass. When Aton grew weary of rowing,
they landed and stayed the night. The next day they went on again and Aton
continually rowed in and out among the sandbanks and islands. They began to
think they would never find the way out.


The
farther they penetrated, the more abundant the waterfowl became. Ducks swam
among the lilies, or rose in the air with a thrashing of their wings, before
they landed with a splash a short distance away. Egrets and seagulls dived from
the air and hid in the reeds. A pelican spread its mighty wings at the sight of
their boat. A cormorant raised a wave as it slipped away under the water, its
direction marked by a trailing wake. Finches chirped in the willows; red-winged
black birds sat on low tree branches or clung sideways on tall stalks of
cattails, and watched them without fear. Wrens were there, clinging to the
reeds, and long-necked herons rose from the reedy places where they loved to
wade. Red dragonflies whizzed back and forth, or sat on water plants as if they
were springtime blossoms. Snakes swam across the channels, oscillating their
heads from side to side. Swallows swept over their heads. Bass struck at
insects on the surface of the water, near the boundary of the thick weeds, competing
against little sunfish that also rose for bugs that had fallen helpless onto
the water. A snapping turtle sunned itself on a section of moss-covered
driftwood.


Although
the water was thick with reeds, they noticed that it was murkier here than in
the open lake, and there was no green scum that tended to accumulate in
stagnant places. Therefore, they concluded that there must be a current,
however slight, perhaps from rivers flowing into this part of the lake. Aton
felt a strong desire to explore farther until he reached the mainland, but he
remembered that exploration was not their intention for being here. It was
escape, and he hoped for revenge, too. Lanzo needed to pay for his crime. 


There
were no signs of human habitation and no matter how interesting it was to
explore territory where people had not been, they could not gain anything from
doing so. Reluctantly, on the next morning, after passing the night on one of
the islands and eating young cattails, crawfish, and mussels roasted over
burning driftwood, they turned the boat, and rowed southwards toward the open
lake. They did not attempt to retrace the channel from where they had entered.
It would have been impossible. They took advantage of any clear space and
pushed through it. It took them as long to get out as it had to get in. 


On
the afternoon of the fourth day, they saw the mainland. Here, they rested the
remainder of the afternoon, wishing to start fresh in the morning after
determining to follow the line of the shore eastwards to float around the lake.
They spent the night.


The
morning came quickly to both tired men, who were still very exhausted and
hungry. With barely a breeze from the south, they set sail. It was so light
that Aton almost felt that he could row the boat faster than the wind was
pushing. Time passed away, and they continued following the shoreline,
occasionally going a short way out to skirt an island, or pass between
sandbanks. By noon, they were so weary of sitting in the boat that they ran her
ashore, and rested awhile.


It
was in the heat of the day when they set sail again, and the wind was even
lighter than in the morning. The breeze had changed a little, and was blowing
from the west, making it difficult to tack the boat. From Aton’s observations,
it appeared that the shore trended toward the east, so that they were tracing
an arc as he navigated with the bank. Judging from the quantity of weeds, the
water seemed shallower here. At times, he caught glimpses between the numerous
islands of the open lake, and there, too, the weeds covered the surface in many
places.


For
no particular reason, Aton steered toward the islands. Hauk was at the prow,
smiling, absorbing the scenery, relaxing, finally enjoying the reality that he
was no longer under his master’s thumb and could exercise his own free will. As
they got closer to the islands, Aton became slightly concerned with hidden
stones and the depth of the water. A large merchant vessel would not chance
this route. Their boat was small and nimble, so it was not a great concern, but
it was still something to consider. Wanting to be cautious, he lowered the
sail, and Hauk tested his injured shoulder by taking to the oars. He rowed
slowly, but with little difficulty. His shoulder was getting better. 


Although
the water might be of sufficient depth for a small boat, impact with a jutting
rock would sink their watercraft, take all of their possessions to the bottom
of the lake, and they would surely perish, if not by drowning, then from
starvation on an island. On their approach to the channel, without the sail,
they could only go as fast as the oars allowed. It was a safe speed, as they
found out when she did impact a rock, hidden just under the surface of the
water. It was a sudden jolt; they rocked forward, but quickly recovered and
continued with greater vigilance for concealed hazards.


They
had chosen to go into a wide channel between two islands and entered against a
refreshing breeze. The water was calm and the width of the straight implied
depth and that meant the possibility of a safer route, with fewer rocks and
sand bars. Low sandy shores lined the channel. Thick grass and trees covered
the islands. Aton knew it would also be a good place to hunt for meat. They
kept going; stroke by monotonous stroke, and when using the sail, Aton
constantly adjusted the rudder so they stayed in the middle of the waterway and
away from the shallows of the beaches. With a hungry eye to the shoreline, he
knew that somewhere along the channel would be a good place to stop, rest, and
find food. It might be too late in the season to find an abundance of bird
eggs, but the hatchlings would be easy to grab, not yet ready for flight. Frogs
and turtles would be easy enough to find on the shore. With some luck, the
sandy beach might give up some turtle eggs. If all else failed, Aton knew he
could take his bow onto an island and kill a nutria. He suspected that, on the
islands of the lake, nutria would be plentiful. With few natural predators
except for man and cougars, those islands would be the perfect habitat for the
furry rodents. Cougars could not swim that far into the lake and survive, and
people certainly did not live out here. He had hunted nutria for meat and
trapped them for fur many times around the marshes by his home. 


Nutria,
or river rats as some call them, were robust, semiaquatic rodents with large
heads, small ears, and small front legs. Webbing between the first four toes of
the feet on their large hind legs made them adept swimmers. The vast expanse of
water would not be much of an obstacle for them, so they should be on the
little islands. Their fur color was brown above and lighter below, and their
large incisors were dark orange. They somewhat resembled a large muskrat or a
small beaver, but the round, scaly, and scantily haired tail reveled their true
identity. The meat was not as good as venison, but it would do. He knew these
rodents would eat cattails, so he looked for any signs that river rats had
recently harvested them, and that location would be where they would go to
shore.


As
they went around a bend, with Hauk at the oars again, Aton was the first to
notice what appeared to be a black shadow projecting up from the water on the
left shore of the channel, and the dark object undulated in rhythm with the
gentle waves. Although it was still daylight, there were no trees or boulders
large enough near the shore to cast a shadow that large. He stared, trying to
make sense of it, wondering if it was some kind of mirage. As they slowly got
closer, the dark void grew bigger and still seemed to hover on the gently
rolling water and continued to move in rhythm with it. It was not an illusion.
He had heard wood creaking, as if the shadowy apparition were trying to speak,
warning them to stay away.


“Hauk,
turn around and look at that.” 


Hauk
stopped rowing and turned, not expecting to look at a mystery, and he squinted
to adjust his vision. 


“What
is it?”


“I
think it’s a ship”


“But
it’s black.”


“Yes,”
Aton frowned. “Like coals from a dead fire.”


Aton
strained his mind and tried to decipher what was before them. He let go of the
rudder and shaded his eyes. From what appeared to be a mast, he thought he
could see a ragged sail gently flapping in the breeze. This was strange because
if the ship had caught fire, surely the sails would have disappeared in the
flames.


“It’s
a ship, alright,” said Aton. “Keep rowing so we can get a closer look.”


Hauk
turned around and gripped the oars tightly. With his foot, he pulled his sword
across the floor of the boat, closer to himself. Approaching the carcass of a
stranded ship did not make him feel very comfortable. “Look for rocks. I’ll get
us there.” With a grunt, he got the boat moving forward again.


They
slowly closed the distance, one stroke at a time. On their approach, Aton only
let go of the tiller long enough to string his bow. He had seen Hauk pull his
sword toward himself, not saying a word when he had done it, but speaking
volumes with his eyes. Combat was something Hauk was very familiar with, a
brave man indeed, so when he had taken the effort to bring a weapon closer to
himself, Aton had mentally paused to consider what they were doing, and had
strung his bow to be ready like Hauk. Shipwrecked smugglers or pirates would
not be friendly. Desperate men would want to slit their throats for their boat
and toss their dead bodies into the water for the fish to eat.


His
hand went back to the tiller, and at first, he steered clear of the strange
vessel, but his curiosity got the better of him, so he changed course, and
their boat went directly toward the dark ship. He could see that it was a long
sleek design, built for speed. The single mast had a tattered sail, the
remnants of which flapped listlessly in the calm breeze. 


It
was a depressing sight to look at, a once proud ship now apparently abandoned.
Other than the mysterious black corrosion, the ship appeared to have been a
well-crafted and expensive vessel. Nestled in between two boulders, the forward
section of her hull was stuck amid the rocks, but appeared intact. The hull’s
integrity remained. She was resting in the shallow water on a bed of sand. A
small wave rolled down the length of the ship, gently raising it up, then
letting it down. The wood creaked again, the mast rocked side to side like a
metronome, and the tattered sail flapped another warning to stay away. Although
she appeared to be a swift and nimble craft, why would her navigator have
chosen a route through the channels, when skirting the shoreline of the islands
in the deeper water would have been so much safer? The shallow water was
obvious and so were these two boulders. It made no sense to either of the men.


“Row
to the beach,” ordered Aton.


“We
should keep going,” Hauk punctuated his reply with a groan as he pulled the
oars, wanting to put distance between himself and the dead vessel.


“We
could scavenge it for supplies.”


“But
it’s a warning. The gods are angry. We need to leave this place; only death
lives here.” He shook his head sternly. “We should go. We need to leave.”
Venting his agitation, he pulled even harder at the oars.


“Don’t
be afraid of superstitions. Would a necklace of alligator claws make you feel
better?”


Hauk
understood what Aton had said. He remembered the woman at the ferry in Acadia.
She had admired her amulet made from alligator claws, and bragged about its promises
of strength for whoever possessed it, but she had still groaned like the old
woman that she was when she had poled her boat from the shore to ferry them
across the channel. Therefore, if her amulet possessed no special power, maybe
the gods were not real. Hauk’s superstitious beliefs wrestled with his respect
for Aton’s intellect. Aton’s intellect emerged victorious, but Hauk’s
hesitation subconsciously persisted, so he beached the boat at what he
considered, or his remaining subconscious superstitions considered, to be a
safe distance from the black ship. Their little boat was only half way out of
the water. Without hesitating, Aton jumped from their vessel. He found a fallen
branch with a tip sharp enough to plunge into the sandy beach, then he wrapped
the mooring rope around it to secure their boat from drifting away. 


Hauk
stood beside the stake as if he was protecting it. He had attached the scabbard
to his belt, the sword was in it, and his right hand was on the handle. “Go
ahead; I’ll stay here with the boat.”


“What
if evil spirits attack me?” Aton taunted him jokingly, but his attempt at humor
did not work. 


Hauk
grumbled an insult and turned his back.


Aton
began a slow jog to the ship. He spun around once to see that Hauk had turned
back around, curiously watching Aton go toward the stranded vessel. A trail of
evenly spaced footsteps formed a dotted line in the sand between him and his
new friend. 


At
the ship, Aton stared at the beach sand for any sign of footprints, new or old,
and saw nothing. It was obvious that no one had left or boarded this ship in
quite some time. Its crew must have disappeared after abandoning it where it
lay on its sandy grave. It was a small island, so where could the crew have
gone?


“Hello,”
Aton yelled a greeting, although he did not expect to hear a reply. Another
wave rolled by, the boards creaked again, and the torn sail flapped in the
breeze.


The
dark coating on the wood appeared to be an oily ash and not charred from flame.
Apparently, fire had not burned the ship. Now that he was next to the stranded
vessel, he could see a rope ladder hanging over its side. Confident that no one
was on the ship, he tossed his bow and arrows onto a dry section of sand on the
beach, and grabbed the ladder to climb aboard the vessel. It was not a tall
ship, just high enough to have an area for cargo and sleeping quarters under
the deck, so after only a few steps up the ladder, his head was over the
balustrade. He saw no one, so he swung himself over the guardrail and onto the
deck. He stood there silently and stared at the black filth covering everything
as he felt the gentle rocking of the ship on a wave, like a sleeping giant
turning on its bed during a dream, trying to find a comfortable position while
napping, then it sank back down to the sandy grave after the wave passed. He
noticed that the filth from the rope ladder had transferred to his hands, so he
tried to rub his palms together, but wiping his hands only smeared it and
increased the stain’s foul odor. 


The
color white caught his attention at the rear of the ship. White objects were
protruding from what appeared to be a pile of cloth near the tiller. As he got
closer, it was obvious that the pile of rags was actually clothing, covered
with the same dark filth that covered the ship. The rags held sun-bleached
bones exactly were the unfortunate person who had worn the stained clothes must
have collapsed to his death. Whatever was covering the ship must have done so
while the sailor was alive or shortly after death because the bones were pure
white. All the flesh was gone; just the bones framed the pile of littered
clothes. The ship must have been there for quite a long time. Aton took a few
steps backward before turning away from the skeleton, and then he went toward
the bow of the ship. No birds were roosting on top of the mast, yard, or
railing. As he walked away, he speculated that no birds had nested here after
the strange fifth had covered the ship, because there were no bird droppings.
The white splatter of guano would have been obvious as it contrasted with the
dark background of the mysterious ship. Birds had completely avoided it for
some bizarre, unknown reason. 


Near
the front, he found a battened hatch that would lead below deck. He lifted the
cover, leaned over the open hatch, and saw the rungs of a wooden ladder descend
into the darkness below deck. He yelled another greeting, but only heard the
faint echo of his voice reply back to him from the haunting dimness. The echo
and mystery of the darkness made Aton crave to explore underneath. He stood up,
cupped his hands to his mouth, and yelled toward Hauk.


“There’s
no one here. We’re all alone.”


Hauk
began to follow Aton’s footsteps in the white sand toward the ship.


Aton
yelled again. “Hold on, get the flint and fire steel. We need to make torches.
It’s too dark below deck.”


Hauk
replied with a wave, went back to their boat, and jumped into it. He found the
fire-starting implements Aton had requested, and then gathered driftwood to
make a fire. Aton went onto the island, found dry branches among the scattered
trees, and gathered an armful of twigs. He also gathered some dry Spanish moss
and stuffed it between the branches before binding it all together with a
flexible green vine to make hand-held torches. When finished, he brought them
to the campfire Hauk already had ablaze.


“One
for you.” Aton handed him an unlit torch.


Hauk
grumbled a rejection of the idea, but reluctantly took the torch. He rolled his
eyes, scowled, and then put the tip of the dry bundle of branches to the flame.
“Let’s do this quickly.”


“Don’t
be afraid of a few bones, brave man. Just follow me.”


Aton
touched his torch to the flame and then turned to go toward the ship. He did
not hear the soft crush of sand behind him, so he stopped walking and turned
around to see Hauk remaining where he stood by the campfire. With his eyes,
Aton questioned his new friend.


Hauk
replied to Aton’s stare by yelling, “Bones!”


“Yes,
a dead man. He died long ago. He can’t hurt you, and as you can plainly see, no
spirits have ravished me. It’s safe.” With the flaming torch, Aton waved him
toward the ship, and little red embers lifted into the air, caught inside
tendrils of gray smoke.


“It’s
a tomb. We can’t disturb the dead.”


Aton
began walking away backwards, so he could face Hauk and judge his friend’s
reaction as they talked. He spoke louder, irritated at Hauk’s reluctance and
superstitious beliefs. “I promise to speak softly so I don’t wake the dead.”


“Alright,
alright, but I warned you. If something…if anything happens…well, don’t blame
me. I warned you.” Hauk jogged to catch up with Aton, and his torch left a
trail of smoke in his wake.


At
the rope ladder, Aton handed his torch to Hauk. He scurried up and went over
the railing, indifferent to the ubiquitous dark stain that covered everything
like a shadow of death. Hauk threw each of the torches to Aton like a spear,
and he caught each one effortlessly. Then Hauk reluctantly put his hand on the
black film covering the rope ladder, and he climbed it. At the top, peering over
the balustrade, he craned his neck side to side and inspected the deck. Near
the tiller, he saw the bag of bones, the haunting, disarticulated skeleton, and
tried to ignore his fear of evil spirits as he swung his body over the railing.
The scabbard of his sword clattered loudly against the old ship’s weathered
wood.


At
the open hatch, Hauk took both torches. Aton descended the ladder first and
disappeared below deck. There was an echo when his feet hit the floor. Aton
called for his torch, so Hauk dropped it; bottom first, down the hatch. Aton
snatched it from the air. The area below deck took on the soft glow of the
orange flame. Harsh smoke hugged the ceiling and followed him like a stalking
ghost. The dark film also covered everything down below, but it was not as
thick.


Skeletons
of the crew, lying supine on hammocks, startled Aton. The sailors looked as if
they had died peacefully in their sleep. Aton had supposed that if he found
human remains on a shipwreck, it would be a gruesome sight. Death would have
contorted the bodies in dramatic poses, capturing the last moments of their
lives as they struggled to save the ship. The stranded vessel had run between
the rocks, but he now thought the crew must have already been dead by the time
she found her final port. Their remains were not contorted. They appeared to
have died in their sleep. The ship was a tomb; Hauk was right. Aton darted up
the ladder to the deck and noticed that the crew had secured a small boat to
the ship’s side. Where the other lifeboat should have been, there was an empty
space. If she had wrecked, the crew could have had a chance of survival with a
lifeboat, by rowing back to the mainland, but the sailors seemed to have died
in their sleep, and the man near the tiller had died at his post. Some of the
hammocks were empty, so maybe a few of the sailors had escaped. He speculated
that one of the lifeboats appeared to be missing, but only maybe, because if it
had ever been there, he could not have known. 


Below
deck, Aton found a large candle and lit it with his dying torch. Hauk took what
remained of the burning branches and smoldering moss up the ladder and drew in
a deep breath of fresh air when he reached the top. Below, the air had seemed
stale and smoky from the torches. He threw the glowing remnants into the water,
and they landed with a faint hiss. Aton waited in the soft light of the candle
flame for his friend to descend the ladder. In the solitude of the dim light, a
wave, larger this time, rolled past the boat, and the hammocks swayed
peacefully. The remains, six of them, appeared more like mummies, which the
sealed deck had protected from the sun and other elements of nature. The tight,
desiccated skin on the faces of the corpses had pulled back their jaws so each
skull revealed a macabre smile of rotten teeth in the flickering light. 


Aton
took slow cautious steps toward the cargo area. He stopped and listened to
Hauk’s footsteps on the deck above as his friend went back to the open hatch.
The deck planks were tight, waterproof, so if the hatch were not open and
without the aid of a candle, complete darkness would have immersed him. From
the hatch, a rectangular column of sunlight pierced the blackness and framed
the ladder like a warning that this was his only escape from the dark dungeon. 


With
the brilliant light as a backdrop, Hauk leaned into the open hatch and asked,
“Are you done yet?”


“We
need to look around. I need your help.”


After
descending the ladder, Hauk grumbled another disapproval and mumbled something
loud enough about bad omens for Aton to hear, as he walked toward the
flickering candlelight. The way the flame danced on the wick made it cast
shifting shadows against the walls. Hauk felt like he was desecrating a grave
by being here, and he constantly looked over his shoulder to where he was sure
that a spirit was ready to grab him from the shifting shadows caused by the
flickering candlelight. In his mind, he could feel a sailor’s cold, dead, and
boney hands appear from the darkness and wrap around his throat. He raised his
shoulders to protect his neck and he tightened his grip on his sword’s handle.
Aton was in the lead and had not noticed Hauk’s trepidations. He was only
thinking about what he could salvage from the ship. His attention was
completely on the cargo area, and that was where he went. In the cargo area,
there were some oak casks that he supposed contained liquor due to the type of
barrel and wood used for its construction. The liquor was on a broken platform,
which upon closer inspection, appeared as if someone had constructed it to hide
contraband. The weight of the barrels had damaged the makeshift platform,
partially exposing what the group of smugglers had hidden. Revealing what the
sailors had concealed, the candlelight flickered its soft glow against a sturdy
wooden chest, framed with rusty steel, and secured with a crude metal padlock.
Aton handed Hauk the candle and tried to pull the trunk through the opening so
they could inspect the contents, but it did not budge. There was nothing
securing it to the floor. He had trouble moving it because of its weight.


“Put
your back into it, boy,” Hauk impatiently urged him.


With
a moan, Aton pulled the leather strap on the end of the trunk, and it finally
slid, but abruptly stopped with a thud, as it hit a jutting board. Aton shoved
a barrel out of his way. It landed on its side and rolled until it hit the
hull. Aton could then step closer to the trunk’s other end, and he told Hauk to
help pick it up so they could get it over what remained of the false platform
that had hidden it from view. A few grunts and groans later, they removed it
from the hidden compartment and slid it under the column of light stabbing thru
the open hatch. Hauk hit the padlock with an iron rod, the clasp broke free
from the trunk, and the padlock dropped to the floor.


Using
the trunk lid’s worn leather handle, Aton flipped the top open and Hauk jumped
back so fast it almost extinguished the candle. Hauk did not know why he had
jumped back, probably nervous anxiety, of which Aton showed none. Inside were
relics from the past, things that the ancient Americans had created. This crew
must have scavenged for relics and treasure, and hid their spoils of adventure
in the trunk. Now that they were under the open hatch with the light spilling through
it, they no longer needed the candle. Hauk put the candle on a table and tried
to make sense of the trunk’s contents. The chest’s closed lid seemed to have
protected its contents from the mysterious dark coating. 


Hauk
refused to touch any of it, which left Aton to do the honors. The first thing
he removed was a personalized license plate from the state of Louisiana. It had
been imprinted with 4HER. From his studies of ancient books, Aton understood
the number and letters, but not the meaning behind the thin piece of
rectangular metal in his hands. The numerical symbol was still in use by the
clans, so he understood the quantity, and the side-by-side placement of the
next three symbols indicated a female gender, but he could not understand why
the numbers and letters were associated with each other. He speculated that it
was an accounting of four women and just tossed it to the side as a useless
piece of metal. Some traders of ancient relics might have thought it was
valuable, maybe even possessing spiritual qualities, since Americans had
obviously manufactured it, but to Aton, it was worthless. By the time it landed
on the floor’s wooden planks, he had forgotten about it.


Aton
removed a few more items that he was also not entirely interested in: a black
plastic comb, a cracked mirror, a stainless-steel cooking pot. Under the pot
was a nickel-plated revolver. He removed it and looked down the empty barrel
and cylinder. He had an idea that the device had great power, but was not sure
how to summon it. Hauk had heard the same stories, which fellow warriors had
occasionally told around campfires. They had heard that Americans had created
hand-held weapons that could kill instantly from a great distance. Hauk was
enthralled with its presence. His trepidation eased after seeing it, and he
desperately wanted to touch and possess something with that kind of power. Aton
gripped it, and a finger fell comfortably on the trigger. He held it up and
pointed it at several objects, not understanding its function nor its potential
danger, but it was not loaded. Hauk extended his hand and Aton gave him the
pistol. Hauk wrapped his fingers around the textured grip, and his index finger
fell contentedly on the trigger. He looked into the barrel and pulled the
trigger. The empty revolver emitted a click, and he wondered if an enemy
somewhere had just died. It did not seem like a very effective weapon after
all, so he tossed it on the floor. Because nothing bad had happened after
touching an American relic, Hauk began to relax. A glow-in-the-dark keychain,
in the shape of a dollar sign, captured his attention, so he removed it from
the wooden trunk and put it in his pocket as a souvenir. Aton had already
removed a map that was not a relic. It was obvious that the map was of the lake
and the surrounding area, so he studied it under the column of light shining
through the open hatch door above him, while Hauk rummaged through the
remaining items. 


Some
unknown amateur artist or crude cartographer had used black ink to create the
illustration on the thick yellowed parchment. The map illustrated the large
dimensions of Lake Pontchartrain and the region around it, and it was very
similar to a diagram he had recently seen. It was comparable to the map he had
looked at while staying at Olar Regalyon’s estate during the spring festival.
The cartographer had roughly outlined the lake with an indication of where the
ancient city of Baton Rouge was located under a swampy section of its waters.
At that location on the map were symbols for precious metals and jewelry,
infused with a warning of great danger and caution to stay away for fear of a
slow and painful death. Tiny sketches of skeletons had accentuated the warning,
maybe for the illiterate who were so common. The other map had also been a
serious caution to those who might travel there. Here, too, this map appeared
to be a warning; he was not sure. 


Then
it occurred to him that it really was a dire caution to those seeking riches or
relics for profit. The very ship they were now inside was full of death; it
appeared that the entire crew had perished in their pursuit of old American
possessions. Aton would heed the warning, but he was not sure of his current
position on the lake because he had no instruments of navigation. The original
premise of his journey was escape, and at the time of his hasty departure,
precise navigation was irrelevant. All he had wanted to do was to put distance
between himself and the past. He felt a wave of danger splash over his body.
They had been sailing blindly with the wind, not concerned with exact position
or direction. These factors were out of his control, so he kept his worries to
himself and decided to let fate take its course. He threw the map on the
growing pile of discarded relics.


An
unusually large wave rolled by the ship. The breaker raised the vessel from the
sand and knocked it into the boulders that had trapped it on the shallow beach.
The graveyard of hammocks began to swing side to side and a discarded handful
of glass marbles rolled across the floor, into the darkness. 


“Aton,
it’s time to go. Take what you want.”


“We
can use the cooking pot.” 


Aton
removed it from the pile of discarded items, and inspected it for imperfections
using the slanted column of sunlight to do so. With the exception of a few
scratches, it was perfectly constructed. He saw no indication of where a
blacksmith had struck it with a hammer, or any seams from the casting of molten
metal. It was perfect American craftsmanship.


To
carry the few items that they decided to take with them, Aton tugged at the
leather sack at the bottom of the trunk to remove it. He was going to dump its
contents, so they could use the satchel to hold what they had salvaged. Cinched
tightly shut, the bag’s top was wrapped securely with a thin leather thong and
tied with a knot. He had to use two hands and all his strength to budge the
sack because it was much heavier than he had expected. 


They
had spent so long below deck that the once nearly vertical column of light
through the hatch was now slanting at an angle, and the amount of light had
dimmed considerably as the afternoon sun had declined. He dragged the leather
sack to the rectangle of waning yellow light on the floor, untied the knot, and
spilled the bag’s contents. 


Each
man drew in a gasp of breath, and then sighed with astonished moans, as if
possessing spirits had just escaped through their throats. A wave of gold and
silver coins and jewelry had surged out of the leather satchel, like a
waterfall of liquid fortune. The coins and jewelry, although some of the silver
was tarnished, were unmistakably precious. It was a pile of riches, sprinkled
with solitary gemstones, and from it, countless dots of reflected light seemed
to stare back at them with gold and jeweled eyes. 


Hauk
dropped to his knees, mouth agape, and kept whispering to himself, “Treasure.”


The
same weakness overcame Aton, and he went to the floor, legs paralyzed with
greedy lust.


The
glowing pile of wealth pulled their hands toward it like magnets to steel. They
caressed the mound of fortune with exploring fingers. Their hands danced across
the heap like manic spiders. When Aton’s mind emerged from the treasure’s
hypnotic thrall, he realized the actual danger of what they possessed. People
would want to kill them for it. He quickly removed the rings he had slid onto
his fingers. 


“Put
it back,” Aton said like a warning.


“What
do you mean? There’s enough for both of us.” 


“Yes,
this could rival the richest warlord’s treasury, but it’s useless to us if
we’re dead.” He pointed to the glittering mound with his shaking fingers, now
denuded of gold rings. “Put it all back onto the pile. We should take it, but
we can’t let anybody know what we have.”


Aton’s
dose of truth crushed Hauk’s elated state of being, but he understood the harsh
reality of their situation. Two slit throats in the night and someone else
could walk away with their fortune. He sadly dropped each jewel back into the
bag, scooped up what remained on the floor, and tied the leather sack tightly
shut. It was time to leave. Hauk went up the ladder first. Aton brought the
sack halfway up the rungs, Hauk reached down to pull it up and out of the
hatch, and the ship gave birth to a treasure.


After
Aton retrieved his bow from the dry sand, they scurried away from the ship with
their loot and hid it in their boat. They had left smudges of footprints on the
ship, a trail of footprints in the sand, and glowing embers at the campfire
Hauk had lit earlier in the day. They stayed the night farther down the beach,
a good distance away from the mysterious black ship.


In
the morning, Aton was able to shoot a nutria. Because the rodents were not
mindful of humans in that remote area, he was able to sneak up close behind one
and shoot it with an arrow. It was plenty of meat for both of them, and with
the plants and bird hatchlings Hauk had gathered during Aton’s hunt, they had
enough to eat for breakfast. Hauk’s injured shoulder was improving quickly, and
using his strong arms, back, and legs, he rowed them through the channel and
back into open water. Aton unfurled the sail and a gentle breeze pushed them
forward.


A
while later, the wind increased significantly, and going so much more quickly
now, Aton found that it required all his skill to steer past the islands and
clear the sandbanks around which they were floating. Once or twice, they grazed
the willows and branches of other water-loving trees that overhung the shore,
and heard the keel of the boat drag the muddy bottom. As much as possible he
headed away from the mainland, thinking to find deeper water, and to be free of
the small rocky islands. He succeeded in finding deeper water, but the islands
were now so numerous that he could not tell where the open lake was. 


Long,
long, ago, after a series of massive earthquakes had thrust bedrock from deep
under the earth, which had made it project upward at an acute angle at various
locations throughout the region, these subterranean convulsions had formed a
jagged range of low hills. These hills changed to islands after the post-impact
flood, and Aton was navigating them now as if they were a maze. The further the
afternoon advanced, the more the breeze quickened, until occasionally, as it
blew between the islands, it struck their sail with the force of a stiff wind.
Aton welcomed the gusts of air, which would enable them to make good progress
before evening. He thought that if these quick breezes continued, they could
circumnavigate the lake.


The
waves could not rise between these islands, which intercepted them before they
could travel far enough to gather much force, giving them all the advantage of
the strong current of air without its risks on the open water. Except for a
light haze all around the horizon, the sky was perfectly clear, and it was
pleasant now that the lovely breeze cooled the sun's heat, but the humidity
remained high, making the air sticky and uncomfortable. As they came around the
islands, they constantly met and disturbed flocks of ducks and geese. Sometimes
the waterfowl sought the cover of weeds. Sometimes they flew away, and when
they did, the boat and the birds went in opposite directions.









CHAPTER FOUR


As they sailed past several groups of ducks,
Aton could not help noticing the uniform and unchanging direction that they had
flown after the presence of the boat had startled them. The migration
continued, and he saw that there was a ceaseless stream of ducks, egrets,
seagulls, and herons coming toward them, going toward the west. As the boat met
them, the birds either parted and let them through, or rose and went over. 


Next,
he noticed that the small birds on the islands were also traveling in the same
direction, which was against the wind. They did not seem in a hurry, but flew
from island to island, bush to tree, feeding and singing as they went. The
unified movement and direction was obvious, but more so to Aton because Hauk
was distracted. Hauk had secretly kept a large gold ring, with a spectacularly
faceted ruby, hidden in his pocket with the glow-in-the-dark key chain. The
soft green glow of the keychain that spilled from the depths of his pocket,
after exposure to sunlight or to the light of a campfire, had seemed to
fascinate him as much as the prospect of unparalleled wealth from scavenged
treasure. He stared into that pocket, as if he were hypnotized, enthralled with
the reflection of the glowing keychain off the ruby’s facets. His two trinkets distracted
him from carefully observing his surroundings.


Finches,
blackbirds, scarlet tanagers, wrens, and many other species were all going in
the opposite direction that they were, and Aton could see the same thing
happening to his right and left. He became concerned with that strange
migration. It seemed as if the birds were hurrying away, as a terrified herd of
deer would flee from a pack of hungry wolves. What made this even more unusual
was the fact that it was still nesting time for some of them, and these birds
must have left behind their nests with eggs or young hatchlings in them,
completely unattended. Aton knew this to be true because he had no difficulty
finding eggs or newly hatched birds in all the nests he had discovered in his
quest for food on the islands, but the adult birds had usually stayed in close
proximity to their nest, especially when eggs or hatchlings were present.
Nothing that he could think of offered an adequate explanation. He imagined
that he saw schools of fish going the same way, but the surface of the dark
water was choppy, and with the boat sailing rapidly, he could only wonder. A
while after he first observed the migration, the exodus suddenly ceased, as if
the population of birds had been exhausted.


As
the boat continued cutting across the lake, impelled by the stiff breeze, there
were no ducks or geese on the water, and no birds in the bushes or trees and
certainly not in the air. It appeared as though they had all passed. The birds
at the front of all those flocks would have been scattered and thinly
distributed; he had actually witnessed the migration earlier than he realized
what it was. The closer they had approached the center of the flocks, the
thicker the birds had become, and after getting through that, they had found
peaceful isolation. The waterweeds were denser than ever, so that he constantly
had to steer away from where he thought the mainland was, but still, there were
no birds on the water, and no birds on the islands. 


Suddenly,
as they went around a large island, he saw what he imagined to be a dark cloud
hovering over the water, but the next instant he recognized that it was an
undulating mass of insects buzzing just over the surface of the lake and
heading straight toward their boat. He had no time to notice how far they
extended before the bugs had gone over their heads with a rushing sound.
Turning to look back, he saw them continue directly west, into the wind.


Like
the water and the islands, the sky was clear of birds; not one remained. Aton
asked himself if he was heading into some unknown danger, but he could only
think of two perils from the stories he had heard of the lake. The first was
the warning to avoid the ruins of the ancient city of Baton Rouge. He had heard
stories, or had thought they were fables at the time, of certain death for
anyone who traveled there. He wondered if that was just a ploy for the treasure
hunters to keep their competition away, but it also occurred to him that he had
seen two maps of the lake and they both indicated grave danger at the site of
that ancient city’s ruins. The first map, which a nomad slave had transcribed,
was at the warlord Olar Regalyon’s estate, and the second he had just seen on
the deserted ship. The stranded black ship had met a mysterious fate and carried
a hefty treasure hidden below deck, which Aton and Hauk now so gladly
possessed. He knew that desperate people were capable of risking their lives in
the pursuit of riches, so he accepted all the warnings he had heard of ancient
ruins and danger. The crew of the black ship must have been treasure hunters
that had found their wealth, and their death, in their pursuit of riches. Aton
thought that given those very truths, he should seriously heed the warnings on
the maps, or they would also end up like the mysterious ship’s crew, dead.


The
only other thing that came to him was the possibility of storm winds rising to
the force of a hurricane, but that did not concern him much because the various
islands could provide shelter. Shelter from waves was so ample in some places
that, as they passed along, the sail swelled with the breeze, while the surface
of the water, almost surrounded with bushes and willows, was smooth. No matter
what direction the gale might blow, they could still find refuge on the side of
an island opposite the tempestuous wind.


The
sky remained without clouds; no hurricane was lingering past the horizon. There
was nothing but a slight haze. The air was heavy with humidity around this
large body of water. The weather was clear, and there was not even a cloud to
cause the least bit of uneasiness to a couple of men on a small boat. Aton’s
curious nature was aroused and he could not stop speculating as to the cause of
what had startled the birds. After a while, the water became more open. He
could see around the lake for a considerable distance, because now there were
sandbanks instead of rocky jutting islands. Looking directly forward, he saw a
low wave advancing toward them, and moving against the wind. Others followed it
at short intervals, and as they went by, he could see schools of fish as they
passed, bumping the boat. The numerous fish had raised the rolling undulations
of water as they sped away.


The
wiregrass at the edge of the water appeared brown and withered, as if it were
autumn already. The lilies were brown at the edges, and the aquatic grasses had
dwindled. They had only reached half of their normal height. Disease appeared
to have inflicted them with illness by the look of their dwindled state. From
the stunted trees, the leaves were dropping, faded and yellow. The bushes were
shriveled and covered with brown leaves. The farther they sailed, the more
desolate the banks seemed, and trees gradually disappeared. Even the
water-loving willows were fewer and stunted, and the tallest shrub was not
above his chest. Their present location exposed their boat more to the wind, so
that he could steer past the banks and scattered islands swiftly, and he
noticed that there was not so much as a crow on them. Upturned mussel shells,
glittering in the sunshine, showed where hungry birds had been at work, but
none was visible now.


Aton
thought that the water had become thicker and cloudier, which he attributed to
the action of the wavelets disturbing the sand and mud in the shallows. Ahead,
the hazy air was much thicker and getting closer, like a fog rising from the
surface of the water. It hid the islands, and concealed everything. He expected
to enter it, but it receded as they approached. Along the leeward shore of an
island that they passed, there was a dark line like a stain, and in the still
water, a floating scum covered the surface. After seeing that and remembering
the warning from both maps, Aton became greatly concerned with their current
location and the direction in which they were headed. He cupped his hand to
taste the water and swallowed a strange bitterness unlike what he had
previously drunk from the lake. His next guess was that they were at the delta
of a river pushing dark muddy water down its path.


They
kept a sharp lookout, expecting every moment to see the mouth of a large river
toward which he thought they might be sailing. The wind gradually increased
until it blew with a fury, but the numerous sandbars broke up the waves so that
they found no problem with them. One solitary gull passed over at a great
height, flying steadily westwards against the wind. The boat began to overtake
fragments of scum drifting before the wind, and rising up and down on the
ripples. Once he saw a large piece of black sludge rise to the surface with an
enormous quantity of bubbles and a foul odor. A large chunk of Styrofoam,
stained black and covered with dark slime, floated gloomily on the water as
they passed beside it. A small alligator, stained the same dark color as the
Styrofoam, seemed to be sunning itself, as it lay motionless on the floating
piece of trash. The young alligator was as still as it was black, because it
was dead, poisoned while in the forbidden section of the lake. None of the
sandbanks rose very far above the water, and they were entirely bare, just gray
sand and gravel.


The
mist ahead seemed to be coming closer, but it never arrived. It was translucent
yellow, and although thin, the haze obscured everything where it floated. A
vast stretch of weeds appeared from out of the mist. A mass of distressed vegetation
floated on the surface and undulated with the ripples of water. It was a pale
yellow-green expanse of aquatic flora that had wilted. Aton hesitated in his
decision as to whether he should continue sailing or attempt to have Hauk row
over the floating mass; they continued sailing. As they advanced and the haze
retreated, they saw open water beyond. The weeds extended on either side, but
they were only a narrow band, so he kept the sail unfurled and continued with
the wind. He felt the boat graze the bottom once as they went over the weeds.
The water was free of sandbanks beyond them, but he could see large islands
looming in several directions.


Glancing
behind himself, he observed that the faint yellow mist had closed in, and now
encircled the boat, as if it were rising from the surface of the cloudy water,
but the wind did not affect it, although it blew briskly. Suddenly, he noticed
that the water was turning black. The wavelets that rolled alongside were
black, and the slight spray that occasionally flew onboard was also black, and
stained the side of the boat. That dumbfounded him because it was so contrary
to all of his knowledge of the lake. He leaned over, and dipped up a little in
the palm of his hand; it did not appear black in such a small quantity, it
seemed a rusty brown, but he became aware of an unpleasant odor. The stench
clung to his hand and he could not remove it, to his great disgust. It was like
nothing he had ever smelled before, and not in the least like the vapor of
marshes that he had experienced when hunting alligators. It was most similar to
the scent of rancid oil.


As
they gained distance from all the islands, the waves increased in size, and
spray flew onboard, staining everything the dark liquid touched. Instead of
finding marshes and the banks of a great and mysterious river, it appeared as
if the water was getting deeper. Exposed to the full force of the wind, Aton
began to fear that they would not be able to return very easily against it. He
did not know what to do. The vile black water motivated him to turn around and
tack out, but they were leaving the unpleasantness from where fate had brought
them, so in the spirit of discovery and escape, they decided not to retreat.
They sailed on, thinking they might quickly pass these abhorrent waters.


They
were both very hungry and very thirsty, but were unable to drink because they
had no container of water. No vessel sailing on the lake ever carried a barrel
to store water, since potable water always surrounded them. Sitting near the
rear of the boat so long had cramped Aton’s body, and the sun was visibly
sloping in the western sky. The lateness of the day brought a determination
upon them to land and rest, and with this purpose in mind, he steered to the
right, which was the leeward side of a large island. It was so large that he
was not certain if it was part of the mainland. Maybe it was a peninsula. He
thought the water was very deep close to the shore. As they approached, the
surface of the beach appeared black, as if soaking in the murky water had
stained it. He skirted somewhat farther along, and found a ledge of low rocks
stretching out into the lake. Because of this, they did not want to encounter
the stones and possibly strand themselves at that location, so they returned to
the gloomy shore.


To
their relief, after landing on the black beach, they discovered that it was
composed of firm sand, but its appearance was so unpleasant that they could not
bring themselves to sit on it. They walked toward the ledge of rocks, thinking
that they would find a more pleasant place there. The rocks were stacked like a
staircase, and Aton stepped on them to climb up, and his foot went deep into
what he had thought were hard angular stones. He kicked one, and his shoe
easily entered the crumbling mass because it was made of compacted sand. It was
impossible to climb up the bank. The ground rose inland. Curious to see around
them as far as possible, they ascended the slope to take advantage of the
elevation.


From
the hilltop, they could not see farther than they had on the shore because the
pale yellow mist rose up around them and hid the boat on the beach. The extreme
desolation of the dark and barren ground deterred them from going farther.
There was not a tree, bush, or living creature, not so much as a buzzing fly.
They turned to go back down, and then for the first time noticed that a faint
red rim surrounded the outline of the sun, apparently caused by the yellow
vapor. The sun was so obscured that they could look at it without squinting,
but its heat seemed to have increased, although it was getting late in the
afternoon.


Descending
toward the boat, Aton thought that the wind had significantly changed course.
They sat down in the vessel, and ate some food. Their tongues seemed to wither
with each bite because they had nothing to drink. The great heat had made them
very thirsty. Wearily, and without thinking, they pushed the boat from the
black sand. After they climbed onboard, she slowly floated out, but as they were
about to hoist up the sail, a tremendous gust of wind struck Hauk down and
nearly carried him overboard. He had caught the mast as he fell, almost going
headfirst into the black waves. Before he could regain his senses, the boat
drifted against the ledge of rocks, which disintegrated into a slurry of thick
sand and sank under the water. She passed over what they had thought were
stones, but were now just a thick paste melting into the black water of the
lake. A tar-like substance had held the sand together. They hoisted the sail
and were ready to leave.


Hauk
took the oars out of the water, and Aton navigated the boat as well as he
could. The fury of the shifting wind was irresistible, and they were at its
mercy. In a few moments, as the wind swept them along the shore, it carried the
boat between the beach and another immense sandbar. Here, because the waves
were broken and less powerful, Aton decided to get the boat ashore again. They
lowered the sail. After jumping out, they dragged her up as far as they could
onto the land. When they had done this, Aton noticed that the gale had ceased.
A perfect calm succeeded the tremendous burst of wind, and the waves had
stopped their violent crashing.


That
was a relief because they had feared that a storm could have broken their
exposed boat to pieces somewhere along the unfamiliar shore, leaving them
stranded and possibly entombed on the island, but without a wind they could not
move from this dismal place this evening. There was no breeze, and they were
too weary to row. They stayed on the boat to rest and fell asleep. Aton’s head
dropped heavily onto his chest and partly woke him several times when it
happened, but his stupor overcame the discomfort, and he continued snoozing.
When they woke, they felt dazed and unrefreshed, as if the slumber were
entirely just a nightmare. They were extremely thirsty and oppressed with the
increasing heat. The sun sank, and began to hide behind the high ground,
partially dimming the light.











CHAPTER FIVE


Aton
thought there was a chance that they might find a spring with fresh water
somewhere on the island, and he started up the hill to search for one. Hauk
chose to stay with the boat, to guard it and their treasure. Aton paused at the
top of the hill. The sun had not sunk below the horizon yet, but its former
shape had disappeared. What had appeared in its place resembled a swirl of red
because it looked so much like a twisted, bloody rag that a demon had squeezed
across the skyline. Over the sun, a tinge of translucent blue flickered, like a
flame. The black waters reflected the eerie glow through the yellow vapor that
saturated the air. Although momentarily startled at such a macabre sight, he
shrugged away what he saw, still dazed and confused from lack of restful sleep.


He
went on, looking for a spring, sometimes walking on firm ground, sometimes
sinking to his ankles in black sand. The ground looked as if flames had
scorched it, but there were no charred stumps of timber or singed grasses like
those that he had seen in the woods close to his home clan after forest fires.
Fires in the woods were common enough during the heat of summer after lightning
strikes or from the campfires left unattended by careless hunters, so he was
familiar with that type of damage, but this was different. 


With
each step, the extreme bleakness compounded by desperate thirst seemed to
depress him, but he continued as if he were walking in a nightmare. Descending
the hill, he went onto level ground, and he lost sight of the flaming sunset
and the black waters behind the ridge. The level ground accentuated the
desolation because there was not one blade of grass. The surface was hard,
black, and appeared burned, resembling the pit of an old fire. In places, it
reverberated under his feet, and he thought this was the echo from mysterious
ancient passages; something the Americans had created. The landscape reminded
him all too much of that mysterious shipwreck, its dark appearance, and the
death he had found aboard it. The warnings from the two maps of the lake he had
recently seen flashed beacons of caution from some dark place in his memory,
but he was having trouble thinking correctly. His good judgment was failing
him, slipping away with every breath of the toxic air that he inhaled. 


He
shook his head several times, tried to straighten his posture, and attempted to
throw off the somnolence that seemed to increase with each step, but he could
not do it. He walked with a bent back and crept over the scorched land, which
seemed to radiate heat, or maybe it was just something from the dark soil that
had permeated his shoes and was burning the skin at the bottom of his feet. A
silver shimmer that resembled reflected water appeared in front of him. His
thirsty eyes urged him forward as he raised his arms to grasp it. He quickened
his pace, but he could not get to it, and realized that it was a mirage that
receded as he advanced. He dropped his outstretched arms. Here on this horrible
island, the evening was no pleasant summer dusk. The gloominess of isolation and
misery succeeded the impending sunset, and while that metaphorical shadow hung
overhead, the yellow vapor hovering around the island was faintly radiant. 


After
stepping on the remains of a black skeleton, he stopped suddenly. The dark
ground had camouflaged the skeleton with the same grotesque oily blackness that
had covered the pile of slowly disintegrating disarticulated human bones. Close
by, he found several more, superimposed upon each other like a
three-dimensional collage, as if the unhappy beings had fallen across each
other, and in these contorted positions, had rotted away and left nothing but
their bones as the only testament to their existence. 


His
path led him to a variety of objects, ancient relics, which appeared as if
someone had randomly dropped them. From these relics, he picked up a small
wooden box and opened the creaking lid. Inside were ancient coins and jewelry
of the Americans. Evidently, it had belonged to these treasure hunters before
this foul place had taken their lives and had left them lying as a jumbled mass
of intertwined limbs, to rot and transform into the darkly camouflaged
skeletons at his feet. He dropped the box and unknowingly proceeded to walk
like a zombie.


Although
he was startled at first, his daze seemed to attenuate his better judgment
regarding the potential danger of walking farther inland. Because of this, his
current circumstance did not seem to convey the gravity of his situation and
the possible threats of this hazardous environment. Inhaling the gaseous emanations
from the soil and the contaminated lake water that discharged the yellow vapor
had hypnotized and tranquilized him. The mysterious fumes caught him between
reality and a dream world. The narcotic ether, which seemed to fill the air,
had deadened his senses in such a way that he saw things as if they were
distorted and distant, while he was next to them. He unintentionally looked
back at his footprints, and as far as he could see, the impressions shimmered
with a colored iridescence, like how a thin layer of oil on still water could
create an expanding rainbow across a flat liquid surface. The effect was absent
at a close distance and did not appear until a short time had elapsed. As the
evening drew on, the vapor became a haze and caused a burning sensation in his
lungs, lips, and nostrils.


Still
anxious for water to relieve his mouth from the burning sensation and to quench
his increasing thirst, he proceeded as straight ahead as he could. In his
peripheral view, he sensed translucent shifting forms on either side of him,
keeping pace with every step. When he turned to glance in either direction, the
ghostly cloud he looked at disappeared, the other reappearing on the opposite
side. Whichever he looked at was not visible to direct observation, yet he was
aware of it from the corner of his eye. Shapeless and threatening, the gloomy
thickness in the air floated beside him like the nebulous monster of a dream.
Sometimes he imagined that he saw a body materializing from the shadows on
either side of him, desperately clawing its way back to the realm of the
living. A pocket of smog floated in front of him and turned into the shape of a
contorting face, then vanished as its mouth opened with a silent scream of
terror.


His
mind began to fill with unstable thoughts as he sensed flickering things moving
around him, but he was still not afraid because of the dullness of his senses
in his trance-like state. He felt as though there was an increasing
subterranean heat under his feet making them agonizingly hot, as if he had a
fever. He panted at the warm air with a tongue like leather, but did not
perspire because he was severely dehydrated. A dry heat like an oven seemed to
burn the blood in his veins. His head felt bloated and his eyelids seemed
heavy. With each blink of his eyes, the pause of sightlessness grew longer and
his lids occasionally remained closed as he walked forward. He thought his path
was straight, but it had actually curved, and he did not even realize that he
staggered as he walked, veering from side to side.


Before
he comprehended it, he had stumbled onto the ruins of an ancient city. The
remains of low concrete walls crumbled with the touch of his heavy hand. Steel
girders had rusted to a mere pittance of what they had originally been. He pushed
another wall over and it toppled into the murky abyss of a vast cavern filled
with poisonous waste.


After
the asteroid impact had occurred many generations ago, the land opened in
various places and exposed vast subterranean caverns, sewer systems, and fractured
the foundations of deep concrete basements. In the area around where he stood,
violent earthquakes had broken a pipeline, filling the hollows with crude oil.
Toxic chemicals had seeped through the shattered remains of chemical processing
facilities and poured freely from the broken underground storage tanks. A
cocktail of noxious waste marinated the surrounding land, creating a forbidden
zone around the remains of this ancient city. 


As
he advanced, the remnants of buildings increased in number, so numerous that he
had to weave in and out around them. In some places, the walls had already
fallen, and he could see down into the deep concrete basements and the cracked
foundation walls, through which seeped toxic waste. The hollows beneath the
ancient structures had partly swallowed the old buildings. Whether the fallen
walls had been made of bricks, stone, or other material, he could not discern
because they were so brittle.


Tired
of meandering around the ruins, Aton turned and retraced his steps until he was
outside this vulgar place, and then went toward the left. Not long after, as he
still walked in a trance, he descended a gradual slope and noticed the ground
change in color from black to a dull red. In his dazed state, he had taken
several steps onto this red ground before he noticed that it was liquid, slimy
and greasy, like thick oil. It quickly deepened and was rapidly over his shoes.



He
returned to the black shore and stood looking out over the lifeless water. The
luminous yellow vapor had risen to twice his height and formed a roof over the
land and over the black water, under which it was possible to see for a great
distance. The surface of the oil, which appeared to cover the lake, was
perfectly smooth. It did not seem as if any wind could arouse even a little
wave on it. Still desperate for drinking water, Aton mechanically turned to go
back to the boat.


He
followed his shoeprints, which he could see a long way in front of him. His
trail curved so much that he made many short cuts across the meandering path he
had left. His fatigue was now so intense that all feeling had departed,
physically and emotionally. His feet, his limbs, his arms and hands were numb.
The toxins from the ground’s secretions had begun to deaden his nerves, but he
continued walking, sometimes shuffling and dragging his feet. Because the
rising fumes had affected his senses, it seemed like an eternity had passed
before he returned to the location where he had discovered the black skeletons.


He
stepped around them and stumbled over a dark, concealed obstacle, camouflaged
on the black ground, and it was just as black, like the earth around it. When
he tripped over the object, it jingled with metallic resonance, so he looked
down and saw that he had kicked his foot against a heap of coins and jewelry.
They were black as ink. He picked up a handful and stumbled away. Until now,
Aton had accepted everything that he had seen as something so strange that it
was inexplicable. During his exposure to the poisonous vapor that he had inhaled
with laboring breaths, it had slowly stupefied him. His mind had partly lapsed
from competent judgment. His consciousness reacted, but it was a delayed and
hesitant response. As he remembered finding the heap of blackened wealth, he
began to realize the seriousness of his situation. The recollection caused a
chord of his foggy memory to hum like a stringed instrument, but like one out
of tune, because of the toxic fumes permeating the air. These skeletons were
the miserable relics of men who had ventured in search of ancient treasures,
and into the deadly marshes over the site of an ancient city of the Americans.
Aton finally realized that the deserted and utterly extinct city of Baton Rouge
was under his feet; it was not a myth.


He
had penetrated into the midst of this dreadful place, of which he had heard
many tales. Stories of how the earth was poison, the water poison, the air
poison, and the very light of the sun and moon brought luminous venom down to
all things below, transfixing anyone foolish enough to enter this toxic realm
into a stupefied paralytic state, slowly killing the marsh’s victims and
imprisoning their souls for eternity. Persistent rumors had said that there
were places where fires danced on the surface of the earth and belched acrid
fumes, all of which were actually the result of mysterious chemicals that the
Americans had stored underground for some reason that only they had understood.
On the surface of the water, there was an oil slick mixed with toxic chemicals.
He feared that touching the vulgar substance would bring certain death to any
creature. Sometimes it floated with the wind, and fragments became attached to
the brown water grass or reeds far from where he now stood. If a seagull, duck,
or any living creature floating on the contaminated water, even brushed against
the tainted reeds, it promptly died. He had not heard sailors speak of the
black waters into which they had unwittingly arrived, and wondered if this was
due to its lethal nature, because dead men tell no tales. He thought that only
rarely had anyone survived to convey the story, to simply forewarn others.


Ancient
stories had warned him that ghastly beings haunted the old cities, shapeless
monsters, which hovered in the night sky, weaving a fearful dance in the beams
of moonlight. These fabled spirits hid in the shadows, waiting for their next
victim. The ancient legends told that apparitions caught fire and burned as
they flew or floated in the air. Remembering these tales, which now seemed to
be true, Aton glanced to his sides. His confused imagination ran wild, and he
thought an apparition was following him, so he put his hands to his ears just
in case the darkness that surrounded him whispered some horror of the ancient
past. As he stumbled along leaving oily footprints behind him, he thought that
the black earth on which he strode was composed of the putrefied bodies of
countless people who had passed away after the city’s mysterious collapse. He
shuddered as he moved and tried to quicken his pace, but could not go any
faster because his anesthetized limbs would not permit him to move. He feared
that he would fall asleep and never wake, like what might have happened to the
dead smugglers, the seekers of treasure and wealth that Aton and Hauk had found
on the black ship. 


Ready
to go to his boat and leave this dreadful place, Aton surmounted the hill and
looked down at his vessel. It seemed as though it was on fire. From this
distance, it appeared as though Hauk was flailing his arms in an attempt to
extinguish the myriad of small flames, appearing and disappearing almost
instantaneously, leaving only wisps of ghostly smoke as a trace of their brief
existence. When Hauk swung around, Aton could then see that his friend had
actually been swinging his sword in wide arcs, violently slashing at an
invisible foe. Even from the hilltop, Aton could see the wild look in Hauk’s
eyes, as if he were struggling against a formidable rival on the battlefield,
fighting for his life. Realizing that it was a hallucination that Hauk was
enduring, Aton struggled with his mind to discern what was real and what images
were delusion. In a brief intermittent moment of mental clarity, he imagined
both their bodies rotting away in a convoluted twisted heap of jumbled limbs,
and their bones turning black and decomposing into the deadly soil. He knew
that he had to make it back to Hauk and quickly leave this horrific place, or
they both would surely die here.











CHAPTER SIX


Aton
tried to run, but he felt as if his feet could not move. Something mysterious
had paralyzed his arms and legs, as happens in nightmares. His body and mind
were operating on two different levels, confusing him. His mind told him that
cryptic paralysis had frozen him in place, but in reality, he did move, just
very slowly and with an unsteady gait. After approaching the boat, his terror
subsided because although it appeared burned, it was not. Flames had not
scorched the sail, but a dark ash-like residue had coated it. It seemed to him
as though swamp gases had collected in the low area and static discharge had
ignited them, bringing small transient flames to life, like floating clusters
of glowing fireflies. When he got to it, the little flames had disappeared, but
a sulfuric stench remained, and that reminded him of the stories of evil
demons, and the putrid odor they emitted in the presence of humans. 


Nearby,
a low shadow drifted on the lake and parallel to the shore. He struggled with
his vision to see what was floating on the water, but it was like peering
through warped glass, distorting his sight. Aton focused his eyes on the
floating specter and quickly realized that it was the missing lifeboat from the
mysterious dark ship. Images of the skeletons he had just walked past came back
to his foggy memory, and his heart nearly stopped. This very island where he
stood was where those sailors from the dead, black ship had met their demise.
To Aton, it was like a message from beyond the grave. He desperately knew that
they had to leave this place, or they both would surely die, too. On that
abandoned lifeboat, he saw a dark figure rise upward like a cadaverous mast
from the center of the floating craft. Hiding in the shadow of its hooded black
cloak, the face was a dark spiraling vortex. The thing, which looked like a
messenger of death, raised an arm, and a boney finger protruded from the
sleeve’s opening and beckoned Aton to come closer. Aton closed his eyes and
shook his head. When he opened them, the mysterious ship’s abandoned lifeboat
was still there, but a dark cloud seemed to be disintegrating around it. The
specter was gone, but the vessel was rocking side to side as if something had
just been standing in it.


Hauk
had created a distance between himself and their boat during his imaginary
sword fight. He had his back turned to Aton, both hands gripped tightly on his
sword, ready to defend himself from a paranormal enemy. 


“Hauk,
it’s not real. You’re imagining things.”


Hauk
spun around and maintained his defensive stance. With wild eyes and bared
teeth, he replied to Aton, with the face of a warrior engaged in battle. “It’s
my master. He has found me.” He slashed at some apparition, only visible to
him, and screamed, “No! I will never return!”


“Hauk!
It’s not real. I promise you.” Aton urgently gestured to his friend, waving his
hand to summon him to their boat, desperately wanting to expedite their escape.
He tried to smile, to reassure Hauk, but he had also begun to feel the
increasing hallucinogenic effects of the noxious gas. From behind him, Aton
thought he heard someone tauntingly call his name, so he turned and looked over
his shoulder. In Aton’s delusional mind, he saw Lanzo Brill with Esina,
standing high on the hill and laughing at him, calling him a coward. Esina’s
apparition reached up with both hands and pressed her palms onto the sides of
Lanzo’s ghostly head. She pulled his lips to her mouth and gave him a
passionate kiss. Aton stared as if he believed that what he was looking at was
real, and he felt his heart break again. When the kiss ended, the couple turned
back to face Aton, and their lips were red with glossy blood. Each of them
exposed a set of sharp fangs, and they hissed like animals. The horror of that
vision shocked him back to reality. He summoned all of his wits and grabbed
Hauk to drag him back to their boat. Stumbling as they went, they did make it
back, slowly and awkwardly, but at least they were making progress with their
anesthetized bodies, against all the hallucinations.


With
all the strength he could summon, Aton pushed Hauk into their vessel and
struggled to launch her from the beach, because the weight of Hauk’s body made
it more difficult to push across the sand. As he continued to push their boat
closer to the horrid black water, he saw immense curling flames, stretching out
like endless serpents, weaving, winding, rolling over each other. As the
demonic flames played, he stopped to stare at the smooth, calm surface of the
deadly water. Suddenly, all the flames gathered into a one bright sphere, and
shone like the full moon. In a rush, the fiery ball ascended into the air, then
plummeted to the water before disintegrating into long streamers, like a
thousand spools of flaming thread had unraveled, disappearing into the dark
lake. Hauk put his hands over his eyes and screamed, “No!” Aton had seen it
too; this was not a hallucination. Volatile gases had ignited from static
discharge. In this state of compromised intellect, Aton could not summon the
mental strength to segregate all fact from fiction, but he knew he had to leave
this place quickly, or they would both die a ghastly death. They would end up
adrift on the lake like the mummified sailors on the ghost ship, who had
plundered their way to the ruins of this old city hidden under the swamp and
had found this death trap, too. He knew they had to leave fast. Hauk, still
holding his hands over his head, as if it were going to explode, collapsed to
the floor of their boat. 


After
glancing at the furled sail once more, Aton realized that the flames had not
even scorched the canvas, so it should work, but they needed a breeze. Aton
pushed the boat across the black sand the remaining distance to the gloomy
water and paused to catch his breath when he was ankle deep in the Grim
Reaper’s cocktail. Still panting from the exertion, his hot breath baked his
dry tongue, which felt like rawhide. While Hauk lay moaning at the bottom of
the boat, Aton pushed again, and he got her completely past the sand and
floating on the shallow water. He tightened his grip on the boat, gave it
another push away from the shore, and he was waist level in the lake. Then he
felt cold, wet tentacles wrap around his legs and contract, trying to pull him
below the surface of the ghastly water. He had imagined a hungry lake monster
that had been dwelling in the depths of the lagoon, but had risen to hunt for
human flesh. A shrill cry for help erupted from his throat. He hooked his arms
over the side of the boat and thrashed his legs to stop the constricting death
grip, but when he looked down, nothing was there. It had been just another
hallucination. Now fully convinced more than ever that their lives depended
upon immediate departure, he gave their boat a final push into the lake, and
pulled himself into the boat. To his delight he felt a faint breeze rising. It
was cool on his forehead, but the light wind would not be enough to fill the
sail. He rowed with all the strength he had, desperate to remain alive. The
breeze seemed to come from exactly the opposite direction from where it had
previously blown, somewhere in the east, he supposed. Working as hard as he
could, Aton got the boat to move, but slowly. It seemed as if the black water
was thick and clung to the hull, impeding their progress, but they did move. In
time, they left the island’s dark cloak, which disappeared behind the luminous
haze. Uncertain as to the direction that they should go, and still disoriented
from the toxins, Aton decided to trust the wind, which he was certain blew from
the opposite direction that it had blown during their initial approach to the island,
and so would push them to safety. The stars remained hidden by a mist that
hovered over this section of the lake like a roof.


The
wind was rising, but in unpredictable flurries. Regardless, he hoisted the sail
and floated slowly with the breezes. Extreme lethargy hovered over his body
like the mysterious mist that had domed over them and the boat. He watched the
demonic flames playing over the oily surface of the water and forced himself to
remain conscious. The dark clouds that had accompanied them to the shore were
fading away, and the cooling wind empowered him to cope with his parching
thirst. His hope was to reach the part of the lake that was clean and
beautiful, and rid themselves of this horrid swamp. 


The
dim evening light terrified him because he thought it was possible to hit and
ground the boat on a concealed sandbank, trapping them on a lake of flames
forever, smothering the life from their listless bodies. Twice they passed
islands, only distinguishable as dark masses on the water. While the twisted
flames played up to the shore, and the luminous vapor overhung the ground, the
receding island appeared as a black mass, covered with the same dark residue
that had polluted the surface of the hull and sail. The wind slowly became
steadier, and the boat went swiftly over the water. Their hope for survival
increased. Aton sat up to get a better look at his surroundings. Suddenly, the
boat shook as if she had struck a rock, and she trembled from one end to the
other and then stopped for a moment. He sprang up and grabbed the mast to
steady himself. The jolt of adrenalin seemed to heighten his senses. At the
same instant, a bellowing noise reached them from below the boat, followed by
an awful belching and roaring, as if a volcano had burst forth under the
surface of the water. He looked back, did not see anything, but at that moment,
a dome of noxious gas erupted from under the boat and almost capsized her. Hauk
remained curled on his side, laying in the fetal position, and his body had
shifted like a boneless mass of flesh when the boat had gyrated from the
turbulence. The putrid odor brought Aton to his knees, and his guts convulsed
with dry heaves. As he had bent over to vomit, he saw a dead, bloated fish that
the noxious gas had propelled onto the deck. Its eyes were black. When he
grasped the fish to toss it overboard, an orb of blue flame floated from its
mouth. The boat had not touched ground, and she continued to sail as rapidly as
before. 


A
hydraulic shockwave hit the boat again, as if some violent monster beneath the
water was forcing itself up, ascending with frothy bubbles that were churning
as they rose, hideously roaring. Fortunately, this disturbance was at a farther
distance from the black island, but before it went silent, the aquatic demon
was resurrected a third time. Aton felt the boat rise, and he was aware that a
large wave had passed under them, followed by several more. They were without
crests, not caused by the wind. They had come from deep below the water. Soon
afterward, the boat moved quicker, and he detected a strong current in the
direction they were sailing. During the retreat from the shore, Hauk had
remained unconscious, but maybe his dreams would turn into hallucinogenic
nightmares. Aton could not tell if Hauk was suffering in his sleep, because
Hauk’s unconscious body was limp except for the rhythmic rise and fall of his
chest. His unsheathed sword lay by his side on the floor of the boat.


The
lake remained calm. Aton felt better and less dazed, but his weariness and sleepiness
increased every moment. He imagined that the serpent flames were less brilliant
and farther apart, and that the luminous vapor was thinner. How long he sat at
the tiller he could not tell. He noticed that the night seemed to have gotten
darker, the demonic fires faded away, and the luminous vapor was followed by
something like the natural gloom of night. He finally saw a star overhead, and
joy overcame him. At that moment, he knew that they would live, and in the next
instant, he reclined in the boat and fell asleep with the tiller tucked under
his arm. His sleeping body held the rudder’s position tightly, retaining it in
a steady position so that the boat hurried on with belated swiftness. The boat
would have struck more than one of the sandbanks and islets had it not been for
the strong current under her hull. Instead of carrying the boat against the
banks, the current directed her away, because it drew her between the islands
in the channels where it ran the fastest, and the undertow, where it struck the
shore, brought her back from the land. Impelled by the swift wind, the boat
swept onward steadily to the northeast. After a while, the boat passed the
boundary of the black water and entered back into the muddy lake. After another
passage of time, all trace of the black marshes completely disappeared, and the
last faint glow of the vapor vanished. After a short while, the dawn of the
coming day appeared, and the sky became a lovely sapphire blue. The boat sailed
on, but they remained asleep.


As
the sun rose, the breeze gradually fell away, and in no time, there was only a
light wind. The boat had left most of the islands and was approaching the open
lake, but when she passed almost the last of the isles, the sail caught the
overhanging branch of a tree that had begun to lean away from the shore. The
boat swung around and grounded gently under the leaning tree’s shadow. For some
time, the little wavelets beat against the side of the boat, but slowly faded
away as the beautiful water became still under the slowly rising sun. Fatigued
from the journey and sluggish from the narcotic effect of the toxic fog, they
slept until nearly noon. 


Aton
awoke startled, and quickly sat up. A bass struck at the water’s surface, and
two seagulls darted out of the lake into the grass on the shore. A thrush was
singing nearby, red-winged blackbirds were busy in the bushes, and swallows
swept by overhead with the greatest aerobatic dexterity, as they searched the
air for a meal of insects. Aton drew a long deep breath of intense relief and
filled his lungs with fresh air. It was like awakening from a nightmare. His
mouth felt like dry leather, so he leaned over the side of the boat and drank
the water as if he were inhaling another deep breath of fresh air, then washed
his hands and threw water on his face. When he tried to stand and move, he
found that his limbs were almost powerless. He wobbled like a child, his
muscles had no strength, and his legs tingled and still felt numb. He was so
weak that he crawled on his hands and knees to the mast, and used it to try and
stand, but he could not. The soft grass of the shore called to him, so he
leaned over the boat and fell into the shallow cool water and dragged himself
ashore. The instant he had fastened the mooring rope to a branch so the boat
would not float away, he collapsed onto the tall grass and clenched a handful
of it. Just to touch green grass after such an experience was pure enjoyment.


From
his supine position on the ground, he looked up to see a flock of ducks traveling
in their characteristic V formation and lake birds singing to each other
accompanied the sight. From under the shrubbery by the shoreline, frogs croaked
loudly in an aquatic melody. Lying on the grass, he watched the curves traced
by the swallows in the sky. From behind a stand of lake grass came the lonely
cry of a seagull, then a goldfinch went swiftly by, looking for thistle seed,
which had dried since last autumn and was now ready to eat. A meadowlark
watched him lie there from the margin of the beach where the sand met the short
grass. The curious meadowlark approached him across the scruffy grass, but it
quickly flew away when he tried to slap a pestering fly and missed, startling
the bird. He relaxed on the soft ground as if he had never rested before. His
body and mind needed a reprieve from the toxic exposure that they had survived,
and they finally attained that. It was some time before he rose and crept on
all fours back into the boat for food. There was only enough food left for each
of them to have one meal, but that gave him no concern now that they were out
of the marshes. Here they could hunt, fish, and live off nature’s bounty. He
climbed into the boat and prodded Hauk with an oar.


“Hauk.”


Hauk
groaned.


“Hauk,
wake up.”


Another
groan, then the boat rocked back and forth as Hauk clumsily stood in it, his
back turned from Aton as he looked at the island to which his friend had
secured the boat. The light hurt his eyes, so he narrowed them to slits,
squinting as if he had looked directly at the noon sun.


Aton’s
mind was becoming clearer, and his vision was improving. Now he saw what he had
not completely noticed during the night. The boat was black from front to back.
The entire hull was black, and so was Hauk. The stain did not come off with the
swipe of his hand. It seemed burned, exactly like the shipwreck with the dead
sailors. Hauk turned his tired body around.


“You’re
black!” exclaimed Aton.


“So
are you…and the boat. Filth covers everything, like the stranded ship.”


Aton
dragged his fingernail across the boat’s wooden planks and found the normal
color of lumber underneath. As he leaned over the side to dip his hand into the
water, he saw his reflection, and it startled him. His face was black; his
clothes were black, and his hair black with oily soot. When he had been so
eager to quench his thirst the first time, he had leaned over the side of the
boat and had not noticed anything in his reflection. His vision had still been
blurry. Contact with the oar and ropes must have partially removed the stain
because his palms were less dark. He washed again, but the water did not seem
to have much effect on the removal of the dark film from his hands.


“Everything
is stained,” Aton stated flatly.


“My
head…oh…my head hurts like I drank a barrel of ale and demons are pounding
inside my skull.” Hauk sat down and leaned forward, resting his face on the
palms of his dirty hands, and he moaned from the throbbing headache. 


“Let’s
eat,” Aton suggested. “We don’t have much, so we’ll have to hunt.”


“Oh,
my head!” Hauk moaned again. “I just can’t do it. I need to rest.”


Aton
handed him half of the last piece of bread. “Here. Eat it, and then let’s rest
on the island. Breathe in the clean air and drink the fresh lake water. I need
to recover, too.” He could not help but think that they looked like
supernatural messengers of death.


After
eating, they went to the grass and rested again. It was not until the sun was
sinking that they felt any life return to their bodies. Still weak, but now
able to walk, leaning on a stick like a crutch, Aton began to make a camp for
the approaching night and Hauk made a fire. They had only a few scraps left of
their last meal, so they ate what remained. Long before the owls and muskrats
began their evening rounds, Aton was sleeping on his hunter's hide and Hauk had
curled next to the warmth of the crackling fire. 


The
next morning, they found that the island was small, with clusters of trees, and
it was sandy in some places. Rubbing abrasive silt on their stained skin did
not do much to bring back its natural color. For shelter, Aton created a domed
hut with flexible willow branches and used grass for a thatched roof. They
decided to stay a few days until their strength returned because they were
lethargic, both mentally and physically.


By
stealing hatchlings from the nests of ground-dwelling birds and noodling for
fish around the shore, they ate very well and soon recovered. After two days,
the discoloration of the skin faded. The boat’s blackness faded a little, too,
but the darkness of the discoloration remained. By rubbing the tarnished coins
that he had carried away from the ancient city, Aton found some were silver,
and the design on one side was a woman in full stride, enveloped in folds of a
flag, with her right hand extended and branches of laurel and oak in her left.
The reverse side featured a majestic eagle with shield, an olive branch in the
right set of talons and arrows in the left. Black filth covered the gold coins
he had found on the toxic ground. He rubbed one clean to see that the design on
one side was the full-length figure of a woman with flowing hair, holding a
torch in her right hand and an olive branch in her left. The reverse side
featured a male eagle carrying an olive branch, flying above a nest containing
his mate and their hatchlings. The value of the coins must be very great, but
he knew all too well how dangerous it would be to reveal them to anybody. Aton
regretted now that he had not searched further, and cursed at himself for
dropping the wooden box that held other coins and jewelry. He thought that he
could have found other valuables, but he quickly scolded himself for his
greediness, and was thankful that he had escaped with his life. They already
had an abundance of loot from the mysterious ship. They did not need any more,
and they were rich if they could ever spend what they had already found. Now
that Aton’s wits were coming back to him, he began to marvel at what the two of
them had done, because the ancient fables had said that almost all who had ventured
into the forbidden area had vanished, or more accurately, had died.


With
the perfect vision of hindsight, he thought about the events that had
accompanied their entrance into the marshes; the migration of the birds seemed
the most obvious alert to an impending hazard. Clearly, they had been flying
away from some concealed danger. The wind at that time was blowing in a
direction that would appear to ensure safety to them into, but not out of, the
poisonous marshes. The birds, so used to the hidden perils in the remote
sections of the lake, had understood the danger. They had used their keen
senses that allowed them to migrate over unimaginable distances to flee in the
opposite direction of the toxic gas and black water. The more he thought of it,
the more he felt convinced that was the explanation. Clearly, the birds had
anticipated that the shifting winds would carry the gases in the opposite
direction from their flight. Therefore, they had rushed away, and the insects
and fish had done the same, too.


The
swiftness of the wind that had carried them into the black waters had actually
provided them some safety by pushing away the thicker and most poisonous
portion of the vapor. The wind had compressed the gases toward the east so that
they had entered the dead zone under more favorable conditions. When the wind
had decreased, while they were on the black island, they had started to feel
the effect of the noxious vapors rising subtly from the ground, and if they had
not had the good fortune to escape so soon, they would have been the next
victims of that dark and evil place. They could not quite comprehend the twists
of fate that had kept them alive. The other conditions appeared to be due to
the decay of the ancient city of Baton Rouge, the decomposition of accumulated
matter, phosphorescence of subterranean gaseous emissions, and toxic waste.
Sailors had told him stories of bioluminescent life in the ocean, and he
supposed that he had seen something like that in the gloomy marsh, or maybe it
was a reflection in the shimmering air. Most likely, he had been just
hallucinating. The black rocks that had crumbled with a touch were probably the
remains of ancient rotten buildings saturated with the dark water and
penetrating vapors, or grains of sand bound tightly into strange shapes by some
sticky poisonous ooze. Near the Gulf Coast, similar remains were rumored to be
white and resembled salt or other light colored mineral residue that remained
when hard water had evaporated. Maybe that was due to the close proximity of
the ocean’s mineral-rich water. The great underwater eruptions that had
occurred as they were leaving the demonic realm and which had sent heavy
underwater waves after them, were incomprehensible, until he remembered that
the Americans had created vast sewers and tunnels under their ancient cities
and now those were open to the lake. Aton thought that the eruptions were due
to compressed air, or more probably to poisonous gases disturbed by a deep
current.











CHAPTER SEVEN


For
several days, they remained on the island to continue recuperating from their
near-death experience. Gradually, their memories of the terrifying scenes they
had witnessed withered away like the life on that black and desolate island had
already done, and their minds and bodies slowly came back to normal. On their
last day of convalescence, they sailed away in the morning with a gentle breeze
from the west, which impelled the boat smoothly. Aton believed that they were
near the eastern extremity of the lake, and by sailing in that direction, they
could reach that shore and follow its coast to the south. The prow of the boat
cut swiftly through the waves, a light spray flew occasionally in their faces,
and the wind blew at a constant pace. In the cloudless sky, swallows performed
their ballet under the intermittent shadows of herons and egrets flying high
above, and on the water, half a dozen ducks moved aside to let them pass. A
trail of ducklings hurried along to keep pace with their mother as the wake of
the vessel sent them bobbing up and down while they paddled away.


Not
long after they started, they encountered a mist, which came softly over the
surface of the water with the wind, and quickly condensed, occluding their
view. Even the sun was hardly visible. Only moments later, they passed through
it and emerged again into the bright sunlight. Superstitious sailors had told
Aton of these warm mists, and that they believed them to forecast good weather
during the heat of midsummer, which was approaching. 


Aton
kept a good distance from the mainland, which was hilly and wooded, and only
had a few islands near it. In the extreme distance, he observed a stretch of
hills, which he supposed to be near the eastern shore of the lake, and from the
appearance of the terrain, he thought that they were sailing into a large bay.
He pondered to himself whether he should alter their course or continue and
trace the shoreline. If he left the great bay unexplored by not following the
shore, he could not say that he had circumnavigated the lake.


The
wind increased during the height of the day, and the boat took full advantage
of the breeze. Twice they passed through similar warm mists. Now, there were no
islands at all, and a line of low and jagged cliffs marked the shoreline ahead
of them. Once more, Aton thought that it might be the eastern boundary of the
lake. Considering that the water must be deep, and safe to go there, he
continued steering the boat into the bay to look at the geography of the
eastern shore. There were only a few trees that came to the edge of the cliff,
and he saw no signs of human inhabitants, not even a hint of smoke, boats, or
houses. Although the waves were not large, he could hear the sound of the surf
beating on the beach and slapping a segment of the stratified rock that formed
the low cliff where it was closest to the water, jutting into the waves on the
northern end of the long shoreline. Now that they were inside the large bay and
closer to the bluff, Aton noticed a rocky, conical protrusion a great distance
beyond the rock wall. Considering the distance from where he observed it, the
dimensions were staggering. It was like a mountain when compared to the largest
hill he had ever seen. However, intermittent fog obscured the view, which
increased his curiosity of the strange and distant protuberance.


Immediately
after witnessing that high, stony peak, they entered into another warm fog that
concealed their view of the beach, the cliff, and everything behind it. The
haze seemed like a large cloud on the surface of the water, and broader than
those they had entered previously that day. 


Suddenly,
the boat stopped abruptly, which tossed Hauk forward onto his knees. He almost
went over the prow; the mast cracked, and they heard wood split beneath their
feet. As soon as Aton could get up from the tiller, he saw that the boat had
cracked a seam between two planks that ran the length of the hull. Hauk saw the
same, and gasped at the tragedy. Water slowly came up through the split. They
had run into a large, jagged rock that had cracked the hull. Nature had shaped
the stone like a splitting wedge and hidden it just below the surface of the
water. They had gone onto the rock at full speed. Aton feared that their voyage
on the lake was over. Their only means of speedy travel, or maybe escape, was
broken under their feet. Almost immediately the mist passed, leaving them in
the bright day, but slowly sinking.


Aton
turned his attention to the water surrounding them by plunging a paddle down
into it, and he found that the depth of the lake here would have barely made it
to his knees. Judging by the appearance of the water, he thought that it was
shallow all the way to the sandy beach. He was sad that they had wrecked, but
happy that the shore would be so easy to reach. His boat, the product of so
much effort, in which they had traversed from danger to safety on more than one
occasion, lay dead in the water. Knowing that he could not repair the boat
here, he even doubted whether he could have repaired it at home with his dear
cousin Briand to help him. One thing was certain; they could sail no farther.
There was nothing else to do now but get to shore and travel on foot. 


“Hauk,
it’s time for a bath. Jump in.”


“Not
without that bag,” said Hauk.


Near
the back of the boat, the split was not as wide. Their bag of treasure was not
in danger of falling through the narrow crack, but not wanting to take a chance
with their newfound fortune sinking into the water; Hauk almost leaped on the
leather bag and grabbed it like a mother snatching her child from a burning
house. With the heavy sack held tightly in his arms, he jumped overboard. His
feet sank deep into the mud. 


Aton
pointed to the beach. “I’ll meet you there.”


Hauk
took long heavy strides through the water and left a noisy wake as he went
sloshing to the shore. With a heavy heart, Aton took his oar and stepped
overboard. Feeling with the paddle, he probed the lake’s muddy bottom as he
strode to shore, unencumbered by a heavy load. He quickly waded all the way to
the beach. For most of the distance, the water was no deeper than his knees.
The boat was intact enough that he would have time to bring all of their
belongings to the beach. Their vessel still partially floated, but slowly sank
as he made several trips back and forth. On his last trip, he wrapped all of
their remaining possessions in his oiled cowhide, slung it over his shoulder,
and trudged to the beach. After he brought all of their cargo to the shore, he
sat down on the sand and looked out at the broken mast, and the sail still
flapping uselessly in the breeze. A storm was brewing on the horizon, so he
went to the boat one final time and got the sail. They could use it for
shelter.


A
cloud of depression tried to rain down on Aton. It was a long time before his
mind was able to let go of the unexpected tragedy and get to work determining
exactly where they were. Just in case people inhabited this region, he knew
they needed to conceal all of their possessions before they walked around to
determine how to get off this coastal area and find cover from the approaching
weather. Although the distant cliff was low and perpendicular to the shore,
there was no way to scale it. They would have preferred to conceal themselves
and their possessions above the cliff because that high ground could provide a
wide view, allowing them to survey their surroundings. 


Heavy
winds and a thick fog had rolled in, bringing with them an increasing dimness
of the setting sun’s light. After gathering all of their salvaged gear and
mentally inventorying it, they wrapping it with the sail and covered it with
sand. Aton decided it was time to move and Hauk agreed. 


As
a slave, Hauk had rarely ventured far from home, usually only with his master
to battles. Although he had camped in the wilderness, on those occasions he had
a supply of food and a familiarity with his surroundings. Unlike Aton, he was
not used to venturing into unfamiliar backwoods. He trusted Aton’s judgment,
but he was hungry and wary for his safety in an unfamiliar territory where they
had just become marooned, and where neither of them understood exactly where
they were. Wanting to travel light while they explored, the castaways took
nothing with them and proceeded north along the beach onto which fate had
thrown them. Without a doubt, it was an unknown region to Aton and most
certainly unfamiliar to Hauk. Neither had a good idea of their exact location,
so they could only guess. They were walking on a sandy soil, mingled with
stones, which appeared destitute of any sort of vegetation. The ground, very unequal
and rough, was in some places plagued with a multitude of nesting birds, which
made walking through these sections of shoreline extremely difficult. As they
went past these nests, birds launched themselves into the air, bouncing off
each other as they rose and flew awkwardly away in all directions. Others, more
active, rose in flocks and passed in clouds over their heads. Aton thought he
recognized seagulls and roseate spoonbills wading in the shallow water, their
shrill cries echoing off the short cliff to their right. Aton called out to
see, if by remote chance, someone might hear his shouting. They stopped to
listen for a reply, but no sound arose above the lapping waves, the wind in the
distant trees, or the echoes of his call for help. Parallel to the shoreline,
they continued their march northward along the hazy beach.


While
the sun descended toward the watery horizon and then slowly slid below it, they
sluggishly trudged along what felt like a never-ending shoreline. It was much
later now, and the thick fog made the night very dark. The birds were less
numerous on this part of the shore. The lake was also less tumultuous, and they
observed that the agitation of the waves had diminished. They scarcely heard
the noise of the rollers, and that was good. If the wind did increase, it would
be a cause for worry, because if a storm did roll in, they had no shelter or
fire to keep them dry and warm, and they were very hungry. 


The
shoreline abruptly turned to the right. They found calm water in a semicircular
bay, where the sharp point sheltered them from the wind and waves of the open
lake. Aton finally concluded that they were on a peninsula. In the confusion of
abandoning the boat, and the fog hindering their view, they had thought that
this was the mainland. Their eyes had played a trick on them. Nature had
attached this promontory to and projected it from, the mainland, or what they
hoped was the mainland.


Although
their strength was nearly exhausted, they still marched courageously forward,
tired and hungry, in the dark. After further trudging along toward the inland
by following the curve of the semicircular bay to its interior, they reached an
elevated point composed of slippery rocks, and realized they would not get
inland by foot because they had no way to scale the rock wall. At this
location, the peninsula abutted the shore in a grotesque outline of high rocks,
which formed the long cliff. Rather than retrace their steps, they turned away
from the beach and crossed the short dimension of the peninsula. Following the
shoreline on the opposite side of the promontory, over a soil just as sandy and
rugged, the castaways returned to the spot on the beach where they had hidden
their supplies. 


Before
they had wrecked, when they had approached the shore in the boat, they had
briefly seen through the mist what they supposed was the mainland, but they had
not been able to survey it effectively. However, Aton, accustomed with his
hunter eyes to pierce through the gloom, had seen the extensive rock cliff,
which indicated a partially elevated coast, giving them hope that this was the
mainland and not another island. In the night, they could not positively
determine whether it was a single island or connected with others, although
they desperately hoped that they had actually attained the mainland. Trapped in
the dark, with the lake surrounding them on one side, and since they had no
boat; they must therefore wait until the next day to explore the shore
southward and escape to the high ground connected to the peninsula. 


They
made it back to the point from which they had started. Their buried pile of wet
belongings was near the bag of loot Hauk had half-buried. They realized that
this was where they were going to spend the night. Beside the lake, the night
wind was cool and so was the sandy beach. Aton had flint and steel, but they
would need wood and dry tinder to start a fire. On the barren shore, they had
seen neither, but they searched in vain for driftwood or dry shrubbery. They found
nothing but sand and stones. The long and painful hours passed by. Wrapping the
salvaged sail around them helped somewhat, but it was no comparison to the
warmth of a fire. The wind had fallen almost to a calm, gentle breeze, and the
noise of the lake continued to subside. Meanwhile, the sky was clearing little
by little. Toward midnight, the stars shone bright, and using his knowledge of
constellations, Aton determined his approximate bearings. They were on the
eastern side of the lake, just as he had suspected.











CHAPTER EIGHT


The
night passed slowly. As morning approached, the sky began to lighten; the
horizon remained dark, but with daybreak, another thick mist rose from the lake
so that their vision could scarcely penetrate beyond twenty paces or so from
where they stood. As the sun rose, the fog gradually unrolled itself in great
heavily moving waves, but the diminishing fog preceded a rising mist. It was
only a fine-weather mist caused by the high humidity levels around this large
body of water, condensed by the cool northern breeze. Just after sunrise, the
mist became more transparent. It grew thicker above, but cleared away below, as
the ground warmed with the rising sun. Soon their surroundings appeared as if
it had descended from a cloud, then the lake showed itself around them,
spreading far. In the morning light, they could see that a channel had
separated part of the curved peninsula from the shore of the mainland; through
that channel rushed a rapid current created by a river dumping into the lake. A
hot sun soon completely penetrated to the surface of beach. The mist was gone.


Aton,
following the impulse of his heart, without saying a single word, immediately
threw himself into the current and began to swim across. He was in a hurry to
be on the other side and struggled vigorously against the flow of water
perpendicular to his direction of travel. Hauk could see Aton’s shoulders
emerging at each stroke. The current carried Aton parallel to his destination,
so he made slow progress toward the shore. He finally reached the other side,
down current from the place he had intended. He landed near the foot of a high
wall of sandstone. 


“I’m
going to make a raft for our supplies,” Aton yelled with hands cupped to his
mouth. “Bring it all closer to the shore. I’ll hurry.”


He
shook himself vigorously and then ran away, soon disappearing behind the woods
after ascending the grassy slope. 


Hauk
had watched his friend’s daring swim with painful anxiety. The fear of a strong
current overpowering Aton or an eddy drowning him was unbearable. When Aton was
out of sight, Hauk fixed his attention across the moving water, on the land
where their hope of safety was. While he brooded about how he would fare
against the current when it would be his turn to swim across, he ate some
shellfish that nature had so generously strewn all over the wet sand. It was a
wretched meal, but it was still better than eating nothing. The opposite shore
formed one vast bay, which was destitute of all vegetation, but the land behind
it was thick with greenery. 


In
a forested area, Aton found enough fallen wood to make a raft. In the same
area, he gathered green vines to lash the logs together so the raft could float
across the current and stay securely together as it did. Making the craft near
the shore, and also a length of rope from twisted vines to tow it as he swam,
he wrapped and tied the cordage around his waist, attached the other end to the
raft, and swam back across the channel. The current pulled at the raft, and
that burden caused an incredible strain on Aton’s ability to swim. His body
began to cramp as he neared the opposite shore, and his lungs and muscles felt
as if they were burning from the exertion. Hauk waded out as far as he could
and helped his friend pull the raft to the beach. On the shore, Aton collapsed
to his back and stared into the clear blue sky. His lungs heaved for air like
bellows on a blacksmith’s furnace, craving for oxygen.


“You
look tired,” Hauk facetiously stated.


Between
gasping breaths, Aton replied. “I’m hungrier than I am tired. I’ll have enough
time to sleep when I die.”


“Don’t
die just yet. You still have to get all of our belongings over there.” Hauk
handed Aton some shellfish from the beach. “Eat and get back your strength.” 


Aton
chewed and swallowed amid gulps for air, then stood and removed the rope from
his waist. It dropped to the sand, and he kicked the end toward Hauk. “Your
turn.”


Hauk
groaned, picked up the rope, and tied it around his waist. “I’m not a good
swimmer.”


“Just
kick and pull at the water until you get to the other side.”


“What
if I can’t do it?”


“Hold
on.” Aton put the bag of treasure on the raft. “If you drown you’ll never get a
chance to spend it.”


After
loading the raft with half of their supplies, Aton followed him as far as he
could into the channel’s current, and gave the raft a hefty push before turning
to wade back to shore. On the dry sand, he ate the remaining shellfish that
Hauk had found. Each mouthful felt and tasted like warm snot.


Opposite
the peninsula, the beach from which Aton had just swum with the raft consisted
of sand, covered with small black stones. Along the shoreline, a perpendicular
sandstone cliff spanned to the north. It continued as far as the eye could see,
but near their location, where the wall turned inland at the peninsula’s base,
the cliff was lower, curved toward the interior, and disappeared as the rising
slope next to it merged with the plateau at the top of the cliff, creating an
elevated mesa that connected to a lush forest. On the upper plateau, near the
cliff’s edge, only a few trees were visible. It was a flat tableland. However,
greenery was not lacking to the right, beyond the precipice. They could easily
distinguish a packed mass of great trees, which extended beyond the limits of
their view. All of this lush vegetation had relieved their hearts, so long
wearied by numerous days on the water. Lastly, beyond and above the plateau, at
a distance of about a day’s walk away, glittered a summit that reflected the
sun's rays. It appeared to be a small mountain, but it was actually a dormant
volcano that the violent impact of the asteroid had brought forth from the
bowels of the earth, unquestionably the work of ancient, violent, subterranean
convulsions that now only visited the current population of humans through the
stories and fables that had passed down from generation to generation.


Hauk
returned more tired than Aton had been, because he had pulled the raft across
the current twice, his first traversal while burdened with a full load. It was
Aton’s turn again. After loading the raft with the remaining supplies, he tied
the rope around his waist and then ventured back into the water. With a lighter
load than Hauk had just pulled, and because Aton towed the raft as Hauk swam
behind and pushed, they got through the current splendidly, arrived without
difficulty on the opposite shore, and quickly dried themselves in the sun. They
sat down and discussed what to do next while they recuperated from the
crosscurrent swim.


“We
need food,” said Aton.


“Yes,
and shelter, too,” said Hauk, as his eyes scanned the unfamiliar landscape that
surrounded them, and the seemingly infinite vastness of lake that blocked any
chance of leaving in that direction. “Do you know where we are?”


“No.”



Aton’s
answer was abrupt, but Hauk could see that gears were turning inside Aton’s
mind. He waited for his friend’s thoughts to condense and precipitate into a
rain of wisdom.


“We
do need food,” Aton firmly stated again, “and we need shelter, too. So let’s go
look for shelter and find food on the way.” He pointed to where they were going
to travel, up the slope and in the direction of the dormant volcano, which
would be at least a day's journey away if they could survive a trip through a
forest as thick and inhospitable as a jungle. “We need to get to that mountain.
From its summit, we’ll be able to look around and see what surrounds us.”


“When
do you want to go that far?” 


“Soon,
but we need shelter and food first. After we have a safe place to sleep, get
rest, recuperation, and plenty of food, we’ll go to the top of its peak, look
around, and maybe see where we are.”


They
left everything on the beach beside the raft and went toward the cliff. They
both walked to the foot of the rock wall towering over the beach, which at this
location was far from the lapping waves of the lake. At its highest point to
the north, the cliff rose to a stature that was three times the elevation of
the tallest cypress tree, but its height receded along its great length, toward
the south end, near the peninsula’s bay. It was a wall of what appeared to be
sandstone and a conglomeration of angular rocks of varying sizes, which the
waves had begun to tear away at locations where the beach meandered close to
it. Toward the top of the cliff fluttered myriads of waterfowl with long, flat
beaks. They were a very noisy flock. Those birds nested in great numbers in the
crevices and hollows of the wall. 


Aton
and Hauk went to where the rock wall turned inland. At this place, the sloping
hill appeared to rise gently enough to allow the men to climb. They went up the
rising ground, up a hill covered with lush vegetation. A river had cut a
channel down the slope. The incline that this stream flowed down on its way to
the bay had created the current through the channel that separated part of the
bent peninsula from the mainland. They needed fresh water, so they both knew it
was important to settle near a good source of drinking water such as this. The
little river could provide a source for thirsty game, too, so it would also be
a good place for hunting. Before they began to follow the stream, they
harvested mussels from the sandy riverbank. They ate their fill. That appeased
their hunger for the time, but not their thirst, which increased after that
meal. They needed fresh water, so they decided to follow the stream to observe
its origin before drinking from it, but not before Aton and Hauk took the
precaution of collecting an ample supply of mussels, completely filling their
pockets. They continued to climb the hill and walked parallel to the little
river as they did. Two hundred paces farther upstream they stopped, drank, and
ate more raw mussels. 


The
rising ground merged with the top of the cliff and spread into a plateau, but
this mostly flat land also had a rock wall protruding from it, although it was
much smaller in comparison to that which went north, following the lake’s
shore. On the plateau, a violent subterranean force appeared to have sheared
the land; it had thrust it upward and had created the secondary cliff, thereby
leaving the vast mesa beside it as a reminder of its former level. On the main
plateau, below the base of the smaller rock wall, the creek that flowed past
their feet had hollowed out its path to the bay. 


They
looked for some cavity in the inland wall that would serve them as a retreat,
but in vain; everywhere the wall appeared smooth, plain, and perpendicular,
nothing large enough into which a man could venture. However, at a meandering
bend of the stream, they found a cave; it was actually more like a fissure, penetrating
into the upper cliff. The convulsions of nature had formed a pile of stratified
rocks along the length of this crack, which made a roof and ceiling, therefore
creating the illusion that it was a cave. Through a sandy passage, they
penetrated quite far into the vertical fissure. Columns of sunlight were
actually present through some gaps in the fallen rocks. Sunlight had entered
through the openings that were between the large stones, but with the light
also came air, and with the wind, a draft from the exterior. However, they
thought that by plugging some of the openings with a mixture of rocks and sand,
and covering it with thatch, they could render this crevice habitable. 


They
left the cave and began to walk along the bank of the river. The flow here was
quite rapid, and some dead wood drifted down with the swift current. After
walking for a while, they arrived at an angle in the river where it turned
toward the left. From this point, they pursued its course through a forest of
magnificent trees. Between varieties of beautiful trees sprang up large cypress
whose branches spread wide, and clumps of Spanish moss seemed to hang from the
branches as if they were waterfalls suspended in the air. In the long grass,
Aton felt that his feet were crushing dry branches that sounded like cracking
whips when they broke. 


“Firewood,”
Aton remarked.


They
easily collected the wood. The fallen timber, being very dry, would burn
rapidly. It was not even necessary to chop the trees, because an enormous
quantity of dead wood was lying at their feet, but they still lacked an
efficient method of transporting it. Therefore, it was necessary to carry a
considerable amount to the cave, but a load of wood that two men could carry in
their arms would not be sufficient.


After
picking up a bundle of wood in his arms, Aton dropped it to the forest floor,
frustrated. “There has to be a faster way.”


“Do
you want to build a shelter here, to be closer to our supply of wood?”


“That
will take too much time.” Aton bent at the waist and rested his hands on his
knees. He was tired and hungry. “The rock shelter is good enough for me, and
it’s already near fresh water. That’s a good spot.”


“Yes,
it’s by the water,” said Hauk. “Build another raft, Aton. Let’s float it down
to the shelter.”


Aton
stood tall and stretched. He admitted that he should have already thought of
that, and his lack of forethought embarrassed him. Exhausted and hungry,
fatigue was dimming his tired mind. Aton, followed by Hauk, directed his steps
toward the river, each burdened with a load of firewood. On the bank, they
found a great quantity of dead branches in the midst of the tall grass. Aton
paused for a moment to catch his breath. He took in the scenery during a moment
of quiet reflection, and he thought that by judging from this area’s desolate
appearance, human feet had probably never stepped anywhere near where they
were. Although the area was thick with flora and fauna, it appeared as though
they were the only two people in the entire world, surrounded by a dense jungle.


Aton
began to make his raft in a little bay, created by a bend in the stream, which
broke the current. They placed some long pieces of wood next to each other,
lengthwise, and then they fastened the logs together with green vines. They had
built a raft on which they would stack all the firewood they had collected.
They finished the work, and the moored craft was waiting for them to send it
into the current, but transporting the firewood would have to wait. After
stacking the loads of wood, they decided to go to the upper plateau, to have a
more extended view of the surrounding terrain. 


Nearly
two hundred paces behind the angle formed by the river around the wall, the
cliff died away in a gentle slope to the edge of the forest. They began their
ascent, and reached the higher elevation in a short amount of time. From there,
they proceeded to the point above the bay. 


On
attaining it, they cast their first look upon the lake. It was one vast, watery
desert. As for the coast, it also was solitary. They saw no one. From this
higher elevation, they examined the coast with great attention. Stretched out
below them was the sandy shore. The rocks that were visible appeared like
ominous gravestones in the water. Beyond the shore, the lake sparkled beneath
the sun's rays. To the south, they could not see how far the land continued in
that direction; they would need a higher elevation to attain that view. At the
northern extremity of the bay, the outline of the shore continued to a great
distance in a wider curve. There, the shore was low, flat, and with great banks
of sand. They then looked toward the east. The mountain, which appeared to be
the distance of at least a day’s journey away, was first to capture their
attention. From the beginning of its slope to within a close distance of the
lake’s shore, vast masses of woods had spread and created a dense forest. Then,
from the edge of this forest, a grassy plain sprawled to the north, scattered
irregularly with groups of trees. The water of the little river sparkled
intermittently in the distance, and they could trace its winding course back
toward the base of the mountain, where it seemed to have emerged from behind
it. For some time, they examined the land on which fate had cast them. They saw
no signs of people, and still had no detailed idea of their exact location or
the best course to escape this jungle. 


Then
they returned, following the southern crest of the rock platform, bordered by a
long fringe of jagged stones. Hundreds of birds lived here, nestled in the
crevices of the rock wall. Hauk, jumping with excitement, startled a whole
flock of these winged creatures. 


“Eggs!”
cried Hauk.


They
attentively examined the cavities in the sandstone, and they found eggs in some
of the hollows. They collected a few dozen and began to descend toward the
watercourse after Aton found some thin, flexible bush branches, and quickly
wove a basket to carry their bounty of food.


When
they returned to their pile of firewood, it was noon. They were ready to float
the wood to the rock shelter. Aton did not intend to let the raft go away in
the current without guidance, and he did not mean to stand on it and navigate.
Aton, an accomplished hunter and woodsman, was never at a loss when there was a
need for ropes. He rapidly twisted green vines, and made a rope like the one
that he had used to pull the raft across the current in the channel. He
fastened the plant-fiber rope to the rear of the raft, and Aton held it tightly
in his hand while Hauk, using a fallen branch as pole, pushed the raft away
from the bank and kept it in the current. This succeeded beyond their
expectations. The enormous load of wood drifted down the current. Before long,
they arrived a few paces from the rock shelter. 


Hauk
went down the slope to the sandy beach to retrieve their belongings, and he
brought back all of their supplies to the cave. With Aton’s hatchet, he
selected a dozen small trees, just big enough in diameter that he could wrap
his two hands around each one. He chopped them down. Then he dragged the trees
to the riverbank and let them fall across it, one by one, and lashed them
tightly together with sturdy vines. They now had a bridge to cross the running
water. Aton’s first task, after unloading the raft, was to render the cave
habitable by stopping up all the crevices that had made it drafty. Wet clay,
mixed with sand, stones, and twisted branches, closed the gaps that had opened
their new home to the shifting winds. He covered all of these modifications
with thick layers of thatch to protect them from the rain. At the side, they
kept one narrow and winding opening to function as the chimney. Through this
crevice, the draft would lead out the smoke and make the fire draw. They
divided the cave into two rooms, one for a living area and the other for storage
of firewood and other supplies. It was a crude shelter for the weary travelers,
but it would keep them warm and dry, and the ceiling was high enough that they
could stand upright, at least in the living area, which occupied the half of
the shelter closest to the entrance. Fine sand covered the floor and
contaminated all of their possessions, but considering their circumstances,
they were pleased with their shelter. 


Now,
they only had to make a fire ring to prepare a cooked meal. Hauk placed large, flat
stones on the ground at the opening of the narrow passage. This, if the smoke
did not take the heat out with it, would be enough to maintain a comfortable
temperature in the shelter. They stowed their wood in the rear, farthest from
any potential floating red embers, and Hauk placed some logs and brushwood into
the fire ring. 


The
afternoon was nearly over and they had accomplished much in establishing a
place to stay, an encampment, but certainly not a place in which they desired
to be inhabitants for an extended length of time. They were castaways, and each
needed to leave their past behind them, but they had not expected to sentence
themselves to exile. No, this was only temporary, and after they recuperated,
they desperately wanted to leave this place in their wake, too.


Their
curiosity as to the extent of their solitude in this wilderness enveloped them.
Therefore, when they went back to the beach to look for more food to cook in
their new fireplace, they also looked for any trace that people had ever
visited here. The shore was solitary, not a hint of a mark from humans. No one
had even disturbed a pebble. They did not see even a trace of evidence on the
sand, not a solitary human footstep on any part of the beach. It was clear that
no one ever visited this portion of the shore. Just in case they were not able
to make a fire, they collected some more shellfish, which they had already
resolved they could eat raw, and then silently retraced their steps to their
dwelling. It was early evening when they re-entered their cave.


Hauk
sat down on a rock, without saying anything. Exhausted with fatigue, he felt as
if he were dying of hunger and did not have the strength to utter a word. He
sat there, gathered his strength, and watched Aton try to start a fire. Aton
began by making a pile of dry tinder, which consisted of wood shavings and dry
grass. Earlier in the day, while filling the drafty gaps of the rock shelter’s
crevices, Aton had found an ancient empty aluminum soda pop can, partially
crushed, but the concave bottom had remained intact. In the forest around his
home, he had found other refuse of the Americans, none of much good use, but
this relic had a special purpose of which Aton was already aware. He had
already rubbed the bottom of the aluminum can with a slurry of clay and water
to polish it; the metal shone like a mirror. Outside their cave, he could see
the sun closing the distance to the horizon over the water. Pointing the
concave bottom at the bright, late-evening sun, he concentrated the sun’s
reflection onto his tinder. The intensely of the light concentrated, and a
pinpoint of hot light began to make the kindling smoke. He held it carefully,
as steady as he could, and with a quickly beating heart, saw a small yellow
flame appear in the wad of dry grass. He quickly, but gently, blew on the
smoldering tinder to augment the flame, carefully held the pile of burning
tinder in his palms, and ran back inside to the fireplace. After gently placing
it down, he stacked thin twigs onto the small emerging flames in such a way
that the air could easily circulate, and the dry kindling would continue to
burn. He knelt down before the ring of stones and encouraged the flames to
continue growing with gentle puffs of his breath. They heard a little sputtering,
and a large yellow flame sprang up, making a thick smoke that choked them and
burned their eyes, too. An instant later, the thicker dry wood crackled and an
orange flame, assisted by Aton’s vigorous blowing, sprang up in the midst of
the shadowed darkness. The flat stones made a wonderful fireplace. The smoke
went easily out the narrow passage; the makeshift chimney drew, and warmth
radiated across the living area. 


Hauk
had watched with amazement at Aton’s ability to conjure a flame without
friction or steel and flint. He hesitantly touched the metal and then held it
gently in his hands; fully expecting it to be as hot as a flame, but it was
cool.


“The
American’s made that,” said Aton.


“Yes,
I believe they were gods.”


Aton
took back the can. “This is just a piece of metal. They weren’t gods.”


“You
put the power of the sun into our fire, and it’s ablaze. Explain how this could
be, if not from the gods.”


“But—”
Aton could not even begin to explain how it had worked, so he abruptly gave up.


“Aton.
It’s powerful magic. Summon them and ask for guidance. Have them lead us away
from here so we can enjoy our riches. Offer them tribute, jewels, or a
sacrifice. I’ll do anything.”


“If
the Americans were gods, why did they disappear? Where are they?”


Hauk
pointed up. “They watch us from above.”


“Then
you pray for help and I’ll cook something to eat. We’ll see which of the two
actually happens.”


Aton's
first thought was to use the fire to prepare a warm meal, not a supper of cold
and raw shellfish. The basket he had woven contained two dozen eggs. Aton
cooked them over the hot cinders. Shortly thereafter, the eggs were roasted,
and Aton invited his friend to take his share of the supper. 


“Here,”
said Aton, as he rolled the cooked eggs from the ashes with a stick. “You should
have a full stomach when your gods arrive.”


Hauk
grumbled, too hungry to argue anymore, and took his share of the first hot food
in longer than he cared to remember. The warm eggs were excellent, and they
knew that eggs were very nourishing. Even under these meager circumstances,
they felt like they were fortunate. Not wanting to waste anything, they
devoured all the shellfish, and then reclined on the sandy cave floor to rest
and digest the warm meal. 


Night
had come. Outside they could hear the wind howling as its speed increased, and
the monotonous sound of the waves breaking on the shore. Aton retired into a
dark corner, and then overcome by fatigue, he managed to forget his sorrows
when he fell asleep. Hauk passed most of the night with one eye staring at the
aluminum can by the fire, waiting for a sign from the gods. It never came.


During
the night, soft paw prints fell silently, one in front of one another, as they
crept toward the rock shelter’s entrance. Red predator eyes reflected the
firelight as they pierced through the darkness and peered into the cave.
Crouching low in the shadows, the cougar turned its ears in alternating
directions as it took in the scent of the grotto’s new occupants. It
disappeared across their log bridge and went back into the woods as silently as
the curling smoke drifted away from the dying flames of the campfire. 











CHAPTER NINE


The
next morning, they were very hungry, but refreshed after a good night’s sleep.
Hauk knew that they were stuck here for a while, so he buried the leather bag
that contained their loot, covering it with the soft, fine silt and
sand-covered ground inside their grotto. While he dug the shallow hole in the
cave floor, he thought to himself, where are we? It was an important
question, and they both knew that they should solve this riddle with the
shortest possible delay. To get the answer to the puzzle of specifically where
they were, they would have to venture to the summit of the dormant volcano to
look around and observe the surrounding region from the peak. That examination
of the encircling terrain might determine their location and in which direction
they should continue their journey. When they did get their bearings, their
only option for departure seemed to be leaving the area by foot. They had
wrecked the boat and did not have the necessary tools to fix the damaged vessel
or to make another. From an elevated location, they might be able to see a
village or city. Maybe even a waft of smoke from the chimney of a lonely
cottage could get them headed in the correct direction. With the valuables that
they had recently acquired, they could walk to a town and buy provisions to
continue their long trek, but they had not yet answered the most important
question. Where were they? From its answer, they would know what measures to
take. However, according to Aton's advice, and Hauk agreed, it appeared best to
wait a few days before commencing an exploration of the surrounding region.
They must first prepare some provisions and procure food other than just eggs
and mollusks. The castaways, before undertaking the fatigue and stress of an
expedition on foot and in unknown territory, had wisely decided that they must
first regain their strength. 


The
cave offered a retreat sufficient for the present. They had fire and a supply
of dry wood. There were plenty of eggs and shellfish among the rocks and on the
beach. It would be easy to kill, either by throwing sticks, stones, or using
Aton’s bow and arrows, a few of the birds that were flying by in large flocks
over the summit of the plateau. Perhaps the trees, bushes, or plants of the
neighboring forest would supply them with something edible, too. Finally, the
stream water was close to their temporary home and was sufficient for drinking.


After
Aton rose from a deep slumber, he cooked the remaining eggs on the hot embers
of last night’s fire. They decided that for a few days they would remain at the
cave to prepare themselves for an expedition into the interior of the country,
to climb the old volcanic cone. From its summit, they hoped to better determine
where they were, something more precise than just knowing that they were
somewhere around the eastern edge of Lake Pontchartrain.


“Well,”
said Aton, as he tried to rub the somnolence from his eyes, “I think we can do
better than just eggs today.” He retrieved the ancient stainless-steel pot,
turned it over to spill the silt and sand from it, and gave it to Hauk. “See if
you can find some crayfish near the raft. The stream is shallow there. Fill the
pot with water, and we can boil and eat them before venturing back into the
woods.”


Hauk
took the pot and started to walk away, but abruptly stopped when Aton asked him
to look for certain herbs to season their food, herbs with which Hauk was not
familiar. Aton had seen mustard greens growing by the stream and wanted to add
some flavor to their next meal.


“I
don’t know what mustard looks like. I was a soldier, not a gardener.”


Aton
quickly shuffled the eggs in the hot ashes, moving them closer to the edge of
the embers, and sprang up to join Hauk in the search. Exiting their home side
by side, they halted simultaneously as if they had suddenly realized that they
were at the edge of a cliff. Just at their feet, near their cave’s entrance,
was a distinct trail of cougar paw prints on a path of moist clay soil, which
meandered to their log bridge and into the forest. While they had slept, it was
obvious that a large cougar had ventured close to the entry and paused there
during the dark of night.


“They
weren’t there when we went inside last night,” said Hauk.


Aton
knelt by the closest paw print and put his hand over the impression. It was easily
as big as his palm. By the time Aton stood up, they had both smelled the musky
odor of the male cat; it had sprayed the rocks with its scent. Without saying a
word, Aton went back into the cave to get his bow, a quiver of arrows to sling
onto his back, and Hauk’s sword. Because of the stealthy predator, he felt the
urge to keep their weapons close. When he came back into the daylight, he saw
Hauk urinating on the rocks around the cave’s entrance. 


“What
are you doing?” asked Aton.


“This
is my home. I can mark my territory, too.”


“Fine.”
Aton leaned Hauk’s sword against a large rock, and picked up the
stainless-steel pot. “I’ll get the crawfish. Show that cougar who the master
is.”


The
grass was low around the shallow water, no place for a cougar to hide. Without
fear of a surprise attack, Aton gathered some large crawfish and a handful of
fresh mustard greens to boil with their new breakfast food.


Back
by the fire, Aton showed Hauk the foliage from the mustard plant he had just
picked, and then put the leafy greens into the pot of water to boil with the
crawfish. The day’s first meal ended and it was a meager excuse for breakfast,
hardly satisfying. Aton suggested that they go into the forest and try to hunt.
Hauk agreed, so they gathered their weapons, and the closer they got to the log
bridge, the firmer Hauk’s grip became on the handle of his sword.


The
good weather was turning bad, and a stiff breeze blew from the west. A storm
appeared to be brewing on the horizon. After crossing their log bridge, they
proceeded along the bank of the narrow river. Just before entering the cover of
the trees, they looked back, thinking that they might see a lurking predator
sniffing around their new home, but all they saw was the curling smoke from
their fire.


Arriving
at the forest, Aton broke two stout branches from an old tree. He thought they
should transform the thick branches into clubs. Using a large rock as an
abrasive, Hauk rubbed the thick and jagged ends of their primitive wooden clubs
as smooth as he could make them.


“This
won’t protect us from a cougar,” Hauk firmly stated.


“Neither
will your sword.”


“What
do you mean? My shoulder is fine. I’m very skilled with my blade.”


“I’m
not questioning your abilities. What I meant is simply that you’ll never see
the cougar approach. They are skilled hunters, well-practiced at stalking their
game, especially in territory familiar to them.”


“Then
what are we doing here? We’re surrounded by shadows in a thick forest. It could
be anywhere. Maybe it’s watching us right now.”


“Don’t
worry too hard. They like to prowl at night. Besides, I’ve seen deer and hog
tracks. That’s what it is used to hunting.”


“Then
what are the clubs for?”


“I
would rather not waste an arrow on a bird. If we can swing a club into a
startled flock, we might get something else to eat.”


Hauk’s
gaze was still transfixed on the forest’s interior. He appeared hesitant to
enter the thick jungle because of stalking predators concealed in the shadows.


“Let’s
follow the river for a while,” said Aton. “You won’t see any cougars. Let’s
go.”


Hauk
followed him, but did not completely turn his back to the woods through which
he anxiously walked. The two hunters advanced through the long grass, following
the stream’s edge. The river narrowed gradually, and the channel meandered
between high banks, over which the trees formed a green arch. Aton, not wanting
to become lost on this long trek, resolved to follow the course of the stream,
which would always lead them back to the point from where they started, but
obstacles riddled the terrain, making the journey more burdensome than he had
predicted. Tree branches had bent into their path. They had to slash vines as
they made their trail, and they smashed thorn bushes with their clubs. Since
Hauk had not seen a cougar and felt more relaxed because of this, his mood
changed, and he glided around the rough landscape with the agility of a young
rabbit, occasionally disappearing in the undergrowth, but Aton called him back
directly, begging him not to wander away. All the while, the hunters
attentively observed the unfamiliar terrain of the surrounding region. 


The
ground, which was flat and marshy, rose imperceptibly toward the interior.
Here, it looked like a network of narrow streams that a naturally camouflaged
spring appeared to feed. Sometimes narrow creeks ran through the undergrowth,
which they crossed without difficulty. The opposite side of the stream appeared
to be more uneven, and they passed a hill, covered with trees, which
intercepted the view. On the opposite bank, walking would have been difficult,
because the ground sloped suddenly. The strength of their roots was all that
held the bent trees in place over the babbling water.


This
forest, as well as the shoreline they had already surveyed, was destitute of
any sign of human life. They only saw impressions in the soil that wild animals
had left, but they had not yet observed the mark of an axe on the trees, or the
ashes of a fire, or the imprint of a single human foot. Aton finally admitted
to himself that this might actually be a good thing because on any land near
the swamps, they should fear the presence of man, or more specifically,
cannibals.


Because
of the great difficulties of walking through the bushes, they hardly spoke. So
far, the hunt had not been successful. However, some birds sang and fluttered
in the foliage, and did not appear very timid, as if people had not yet
inspired them with an instinctive fear. As the two hunters advanced, they found
the trees to be more scattered, many being magnificent, but none bore anything
edible. Aton had found a persimmon tree, but its fruit had not matured. When
they came across a pecan tree, they put as many of last autumn’s fallen nuts
into their pockets as they could carry.


At
that moment, a flock of birds, of a small size and pretty plumage, with long
feathery tails, dispersed themselves among the branches. The flapping exodus
strewed their feathers, which covered the ground with fine down. Aton picked up
a few of these feathers, and after he examined them, thought they would make
wonderful stuffing for a bed, but he did not intend to extend his stay to
accommodate that luxury. He wanted to leave this place.


The
two of them, creeping among the grasses, arrived at the foot of a tree where
little birds covered the lower branches. The roosting birds were waiting for
flying insects to eat. With growling stomachs, both men hid behind a bush to
observe their prey. Crouched low to the ground, they felt like the prowling
cougar that they feared might be watching them at this very moment. Then the
hunters quickly rose, and using their clubs like scythes, they mowed down whole
rows of these birds, who never thought of flying away, easily allowing the men
to knock the small birds dead. Aton separated the lifeless birds into two equal
piles and wrapped opposite ends of a vine around each cluster of their clawed
feet. He wore the hanging birds like a scarf over his shoulders. Then they continued
their exploration. The river was leading them toward the mountain. Aton thought
that the stream must have its source near there, possibly a hidden lake near
the dead volcano.


Aton
knew that his intention today was to procure the greatest possible store of
game, for meat to dry. They both acknowledged that so far, they had not
attained this goal. The birds were a meager size. Aton’s hunter eyes had been
searching for other things, too. Animals like deer, which he would be willing
to risk losing an arrow for, but he had seen none. The jittery deer were
cautious of the cougar’s presence, just as nervous as the men were.


At
mid-afternoon, they saw turkeys through the trees beside their path. They were
picking at red berries, which had fallen to the forest floor. Aton was
determined to get hold of at least one of those large birds whose flesh he was
sure would be better than the little morsels strung over his shoulders, but the
strutting birds would not allow anything to approach them. After several fruitless
attempts, which resulted in nothing but frightening the birds, he changed his
technique.


“We
need to go fishing,” whispered Aton, not wanting to alarm the turkeys with the
sound of his voice any more than was necessary.


“Walk
all the way back to the lake?” asked Hauk, his voice just passing the volume of
a whisper, revealing his frustration compounded with hunger.


“No,
no, no. Fishing for birds using string tied with a noose at one end and worms
as bait. We’ll let the turkeys snare themselves. I’ve done it before in the
forest near my home.” 


Aton
did not want to risk losing or even damaging any of his precious arrows on
small game. He needed them for large prey and protection from lurking dangers,
like a prowling cougar or a stealthy cannibal. He gave Hauk the task of digging
worms from the soft riverbank while he twisted some dry plant fiber into
strings long enough for each of the snares. With great interest, Hauk watched
Aton work, although doubting the possibility of his success in capturing a
turkey. 


Aton,
passing through the grass and concealing himself skillfully, placed the ends of
his lines, which he had tied as open nooses, near the area where the turkeys
had pecked at the ground for food. He suspended the two snares from the forest
floor using sticks, just high enough that when the turkeys pecked at the bait,
they would plunge their heads through the nooses and expose their necks to the
gallows. Large red worms, which Hauk had acquired, furnished the bait. 


When
he returned from placing the traps, he held the other ends of the long strings,
and hid with Hauk behind a large tree. Both hunters waited, but Hauk still did
not expect much success. He was impatient. To him it seemed as if half the day
had passed, but then, as Aton had surmised, several of the turkeys returned.
They strutted along, pecking at bugs on the ground, and did not suspect the
presence of men. Now that their prey had arrived, Hauk became very interested
in this task. He held his breath, and Aton, his eyes staring, his mouth open,
and his lips parting, as if about to taste a piece of turkey, barely breathed.
Meanwhile, the birds walked around the dangling snares, without taking any
notice of them. Aton gave little tugs that moved the strings, which captured
the turkeys’ attention. The jerking motion attracted the turkeys, and then the
birds noticed the squirming worms, wriggling on the other side of the nooses.
They plunged their necks through the snares and attacked the worms with their
beaks, and the two voracious birds clamped down on the bait simultaneously.
With a jerk to the strings, Aton set the nooses tightly around their necks.
Desperate wing flapping proved that it had worked. Aton quickly handed the
lines to Hauk, grabbed his club, and rushed to their catch. As he sprinted to
the fluttering birds, he heard Hauk yelling, “You did it! You did it! Smash
their heads and don’t let them get away.”


Using
the thin rope for the string of birds he already wore, Aton wrapped it around
the two dead turkeys’ feet, and hung the string on his neck, wearing them across
his shoulders like a feathery shawl. The sun was getting lower, so they judged
it best to return to their dwelling. Toward evening, thoroughly tired because
of their excursion, they arrived back at the rock shelter. Aton inspected the
ground for fresh paw prints or any sign of the cougar’s presence that had been
impressed into the dirt since they had left to follow the stream in search of
game, but he found none. He entered the shelter with their day’s catch of fowl.



Hauk
went to gather clover along the stream. After he filled the reed basket, he
stood motionless by the bridge, his arms crossed, gazing over the lake. The
horizon was lost toward the west in a thick bank of black clouds that were
spreading rapidly. The wind was already strong, and increased with the sun’s
descent. The whole sky appeared threatening, and the first symptoms of a
violent storm were clearly visible. 


Inside
their cave, a good fire crackled beside the hearth. Aton had just thrown on an
armful of dry wood, and the flames cast a bright light into the darkest
corners. Rather than wait for Hauk to return from the stream, he immediately
began to prepare a meal. They both needed something solid and warm to eat,
because they needed to increase their strength for the impending journey out of
this wilderness. He kept the string of little birds for the next day, but he
plucked the turkeys, which he skewered to sticks, and roasted them over the
blazing fire. 


With
a mound of fresh clover held securely in his reed basket, Hauk rushed back
inside to escape the bad weather, and he dumped the pecans from his pockets
onto the ground beside a flat stone, on which he intended to crack the nuts
open later that evening. Some large raindrops had fallen on him as he had run
for shelter, so he was slightly wet. Bad weather had arrived. A furious gale
blew from the west. The lake roared as it slapped the beach. The storm dashed
the heavy rain into particles like dust. Eddies of wind whirled and gusts from
this maelstrom lashed the stream that ran near their abode. The storm pushed
the smoke from the campfire back through the opening, filling the interior.


Therefore,
as the birds cooked, Aton let the fire die down, and only preserved a few
glowing embers buried under the ashes to keep drying the meat, changing it to
jerky for their trip to the dormant volcano. The turkey constituted the only
hot item on the menu that evening. They ate the clover raw, by the handfuls.
The long excursion had rendered them very hungry, so they devoured it with
immeasurable contentment, and considered it excellent. They went to rest where
they had fallen asleep the night before, but this time only with glowing embers
instead of bright and warm, yellow flames. Outside, as the night advanced, the
tempest also increased in strength. The wind howled around their cave’s opening
with each terrible gust. After a loud crack of thunder, Hauk rose and went to
the entrance of their rock home. There was not much to see other than a
terrible storm, so he returned to the fire, where the embers glowed beneath the
ashes. 


Regardless
of the storm’s fury, Aton had fallen asleep quickly. Anxiety kept Hauk awake.
Worrying about the storm and hungry cougars that prowled at night, he tossed
around restlessly on his sandy bed. Now and then, his eyes, heavy with fatigue,
closed for an instant, but later that night, a sudden frightful noise reopened
them almost immediately. 


“Listen,
Aton, listen! You need to wake up!” 


Aton,
still groggy, strained his ears, but he could hear no noises beyond those
caused by the storm. “It’s the wind.” 


“No.
I thought I heard a cry for help.”


“You’re
dreaming.”


“I
wasn’t sleeping. I know what I heard.”


“You’re
tired and your ears are playing tricks on you. Go to back sleep.” Aton rolled
over and turned away from Hauk, but a short moment later, they both heard the
unmistakable beat of drums. Aton, instantly after hearing the steady beat, sat
bolt upright, eyes as wide as dinner plates.


“Hear
that, Aton? I wasn’t dreaming.”


“Maybe
it’s just the wind,” he suggested, reluctantly. “You heard a cry for help?”


“And
I heard a scream.”


Aton
swallowed the knot in his throat and felt it travel all the way to his stomach.
“Get your sword. We need to see what’s out there.”


“That
might not be a good idea.”


“We
need to find out who is out there before they find us.”


“What
about the cougar?”


“Cougars
don’t scream or beat drums. Get your sword.”


Hauk
complied; he attached his sheathed sword to his belt, and he watched Aton get
his club instead of his bow.


“A
club?”


“I
can’t get my bow wet. Besides, it’s dark. I couldn’t see good enough to shoot
anyway.”


They
had great difficulty walking after leaving their cave. They crossed the wet,
slippery logs of the bridge, and it was easy to see how much higher the water
had risen, almost touching it. The wind drove them back, but they succeeded
after exerting great effort against the squall, and could only remain standing
by leaning against each other. They looked around, but did not speak. The
darkness was intense. The lake, the sky, and the land were all mingled in one
black mass. Not a speck of light was visible. They remained there for a few
minutes, overwhelmed by the wind, and drenched by the rain. The storm was
violent, and was perhaps at its height that very moment. Not a single ray of
light from the moon pierced through the clouds. 


Gradually,
the rain subsided, but the wind was terrific. The gale had shifted, now blowing
from the south, and consequently into their faces. They sometimes went slower
than they liked, and had some difficulty in keeping their feet, but their
inherent tenacity gave them strength enough to continue through the dense
woods. They pushed against the wind and found their way into the depths of the
dark forest, Aton in the lead. Hauk thought he saw a cougar in every dark
place; the shadowy forest deeply troubled him. They went blindly to the south,
away from their shelter, as the only direction they thought possible to have
been where they had heard the sound of humans. The drums had ceased long ago,
and neither of them heard anything other than the stiff wind. They had walked
aimlessly to the south and arrived at the lakeshore, so they decided to turn to
their right and go back home, following the beach. The wind was dying. The storm
was ceasing. The last low mutterings of the thunder had died away in the west.
Rain stopped falling, but clouds still obscured the sky. 


After
emerging from the forest, and while plodding along the beach to get back to
shelter, it was obvious that the clouds had slightly risen, and the wind,
slower and absent of rain, was very warm. They could see that day was about to
break. High above them, where the fog was less thick, gray shades bordered the
clouds. Under an opaque belt of receding darkness in the early morning sky, a
luminous line clearly traced the horizon. As they continued walking home on the
empty beach, on the right, they could see parts of the coast begin to
illuminate with the morning sun. After daybreak, the clouds lifted rapidly.
Aton and Hauk had gone farther than they had ever traveled in this direction,
and could now just see the cliff near their temporary home come into view.
Their cave was waiting for them to the north. They were following a very flat
shore bounded by a reef of rocks, whose tops scarcely emerged from the lake,
because they were in deep water. On the right, the country appeared to be one
vast extent of sandy fields, bristling with thistles and their purple flowers.
The shore had offered no resistance to the stormy waves of the lake. The
scruffy land next to it had only a few trees, inclined in the direction of the
prevailing winds, their branches projecting in that direction, too. Beyond this
was the seemingly endless border of the forest. 


After
agreeing that they would never solve the source of the mysterious noises, they
quickened their pace. All they wanted to do now was get home and rest. It
seemed to them that their fatigue was never ending. With the exception of a
boulder ahead of them on the beach, the shoreline was monotonous. 


Just
as they passed that large gray rock, a long moan came from behind it. They ran
around it from opposite sides. A naked man, skin as pale as the sand, with long
braided hair and beard, had leaned against the rock for shelter from the storm,
and he had curled in the fetal position, with his back to the boulder, and was
lying on his side, hands bound together with a long, thin strip of leather
around his wrists. His eyes remained closed, and he moaned deliriously again.
Aton knelt and touched the man on the shoulder. The bound man flinched, but did
not utter a word. Aton tried to roll him onto his back, and the man winced with
pain and seemed to try to scream, but he only emitted garbled noises. Then Aton
saw that the captive had the shaft of an arrow projecting from his back.
Apparently, he had lost a lot of blood, and one lung had collapsed, making it
difficult for him to breathe. Hauk cut the man’s bindings, and his arms fell
limply. Aton propped up the stranger by firmly holding onto his shoulders and
torso. From this position and in the increasing light of day, Aton could see
the great extent of bruising around the man’s neck, under his long black beard,
salted with strands of gray hair. The marks on his throat indicated that his
abductors had choked him, and that the effect of a violent constriction around
his neck, from brutal hands or rope, had apparently halted his ability to
speak. 


“Get
him a handful of water,” commanded Aton. “His lips are dry and cracked.”


Hauk,
at his friend’s request, ran to the lake for water. He went knee deep into the
lapping waves, and with cupped hands, scooped up as much as he could. Aton
tilted the man’s head backward so that Hauk could pour into the man’s mouth
what had not spilled during his jaunt back to the boulder. The cold water
produced an almost immediate effect. The injured man’s chest heaved and he
seemed to try to speak as his eyelids snapped open, but his eyeballs had
already rolled back, revealing just the white sclera. In the shadow of the
boulder, his eyes had quickly opened, appearing like two flashes of sheet lightning
on the dark horizon, before collapsing shut. His body went limp. Aton felt for
a heartbeat, but there was none. Aton’s hand did not rise and fall on the
corpse’s silent chest, because the man was dead. Satisfied that he held a dead
body, Aton let go of the torso, and the corpse fell over, so he removed the
arrow to inspect its construction. At the end of the reed shaft was an
arrowhead made from chipped flint. Fish-bladder glue covered twisted wrappings
of sinew, securing the arrowhead’s stem to the reed shaft. They went back to
their cave with a very clear understanding that they were not alone.











CHAPTER TEN


Aton
and Hauk slumbered past the morning hours, because the nightlong trek through
the woods and the return trip up the beach to their cave had exhausted them.
Hauk woke with the noon sun. Like usual, he was the first to wake, although it
was already midday. They had spent the night searching for the source of the
mysterious noises, and had concluded with finding a dying man who could not
speak, but he did not have to say a word for them to understand the gravity of
their situation. On their walk back to their rock shelter earlier that morning,
Aton had confessed that they could be in close proximity to cannibals. This was
his fear, and because of this fear, he did not want to delay collecting a
supply of food and climbing to the peak of the dead volcano. From the summit,
they would scan the landscape and determine where they were so they could
conclude the direction in which they should travel to leave this endless
wilderness. It would be foolish to commence a trek into the unknown interior
just yet. With no boat or horses, they would have to walk their way out of this
jungle. 


They
needed to find a city or at least a village where they could establish
themselves and start new lives with new identities. They would have to reinvent
themselves, and now both had the resources to buy new lives. They could start
over, but they would have to escape this place first. Therefore, the best idea
that Aton could summon was to hike to the top of the dormant volcano, and look
around for any indication of human inhabitation, at least a village, a road,
even just a simple trail. All they needed was to see something that showed in
which direction they should go; any hint would do. Hauk agreed to the plan and
suggested that they should commence that journey after another hunt for meat, a
quest for delicious flesh, so that they could dry it into jerky for their trip
out of this great forest bordering the lake.


Hauk
clumsily dropped an armful of dry wood onto last night’s glowing embers. A
bright flame illuminated the hollow interior of their stone home, and Aton
woke. 


“What
time of day is it?” asked Aton.


With
a quick glance at the bright light outside their cave, Hauk replied, “By the
length of the shadows, I guess high noon.”


Not
quite mentally focused yet, Aton tried to rub the tiredness from his face, but
after rolling around on the sandy floor during his sleep, fine silt and sand
had covered his hands. As he rubbed his eye sockets with his dirty hands while
trying to wake himself, he accidently massaged gritty filth into his eyes,
stinging them. He cursed aloud and stood, hitting his head on the rock ceiling,
and cursed again while Hauk tried not to chuckle at his clumsiness.


“That’s
not a good way to start the day, my friend.”


Aton
rubbed the throbbing bump on his head as he took a few deep breaths to clear
his mind. He usually did not sleep that far back in the cave, under the lower
ceiling, but because he had been extremely tired from their recent, fatiguing,
all-night adventure, he had slept where he had reclined.


“Don’t
worry about me,” said Aton, ready to change the subject. “We need to get going
and find more food if we want to get out of here.”


Before
leaving, they ate some of the dried turkey and pecans, and washed it all down
with a little fresh water, drawn from the river in an immense shell. This time,
the two hunters, instead of following the course of the river, plunged straight
into the heart of the forest. The monotony of the trees appeared the same as
the previous day, but less threatening than during their nighttime excursion. 


They
went into a clearing where the remnants of burned trees littered the ground. Time
and the elements had worn away the charred remains, and termites had helped
nature reclaim the trees that had died but had not burned. Black and rotten
stumps pocked this void in the woods, which was crisscrossed with charred and
decomposing logs. It appeared that this section of the forest had suffered from
a raging fire, only as long ago as it had taken some saplings to emerge from
the ground to the height of a man. Here, the grass was easy to walk through.
Then the open space passed; the undergrowth thickened again, and the woods
became almost impenetrable. 


Without
any beaten track, it was difficult enough to find the way among the groups of
trees. They marked their trail by breaking off branches with their clubs so
that they might recognize their path home. Aton thought he might have been
wrong not to follow the stream, as they had done on their previous outing in
search of food, because after walking part of the afternoon, they had not seen
any game. Even the little birds were invisible from the ground while they hid
in the treetops. He thought they might have to return to the marshy part of the
forest, where they had snared the turkeys with string made from twisted plant
fibers. On second thought, where they had caught the turkeys was too far from
this location. The sun was getting lower, so they decided to head back to the
cave, following their trail of bent and broken tree branches. At the fringe of
the clearing, near the location of the old forest fire, they found a thicket of
blackberry bushes, covered with the first of the season’s dark and juicy
berries, ready for picking. Having seen this delicious treat, they thrashed
their way through the grass and suffered countless scratches to their forearms
as they picked the sweet fruit. After they had their fill, they sat in the
grass and rested. Now they were thirsty and regretted once more that they had
ventured away from such an easy source of fresh water. 


Aton’s
eyes were closed, and he was tired. Both of them were ready to take a nap when
he heard grunting and rustling in the tall grass on the other side of the
clearing. Aton’s eyes snapped open; with a finger to his lips, he cautioned
Hauk to be silent, and his friend understood. Aton nocked an arrow. When
crouched, the grass came to the level of their eyes. They stayed low and
observed the moving weeds. Hauk quietly put his club down, and was ready to
quickly unsheathe his sword. To their relief and delight, it was a feral hog.
For a moment, they had feared it was a cannibal crawling through the weeds,
tracking them. Hauk let go of the sword and wrapped his hand around the wooden
club as if he were shaking hands with an old friend. He could taste the pork as
he waited here with his lips slightly parted. Although he was very thirsty and
his mouth had felt extremely dry, hunger made the saliva flow from the corners
of his cracked lips. He whispered the words, “Shoot it,” to Aton, and
encouragingly, but gently, pushed him toward a bountiful supply of meat on four
hooves waiting for an arrow to bring it down. Aton delayed launching an arrow
until the hog was intensely rooting into the dirt, which was still soft from
the previous night’s rain. At the proper distance, he raised the bow, bent it,
and a second after he released the arrow, it penetrated behind the shoulder
blade, easily piercing the thick, dark, bristled hide. The boar bolted away
with a screech, awkwardly colliding into the weathered, charred remnants of a
tree trunk. Hauk leaped his way over clumps of tall grass to the injured
creature and hit it five times on the skull before it completely collapsed.
Aton retrieved his arrow to use on another hunt.


“Its
thick skull was hard as rock!” exclaimed Hauk with a tone of exasperated
delight.


“But
its flesh will be as tender as clover after it’s cooked. Let’s gut it and be on
our way.”


Hauk
already had his sword ready. He split the abdomen with one skillful slice of
his blade, and they disemboweled it.


“This
will feed us for days.”


“Yes,
but—”


“But
what?”


“We
should get more, and dry more meat. We still don’t know exactly where we are or
how long it will take us to get to a city, or at least a village. This won’t be
enough meat.”


“We
don’t belong here, Aton. It’s just a matter of time before whoever killed that
man we found on the beach, finds us. Maybe we’ll meet the same fate. We need to
leave. We can hunt on our journey away from here.”


“Hunting
takes time and patience,” said Aton. “I don’t want to sneak around and hide in
the bushes while we try get out of this jungle. I want to walk as fast as I
can. We’re too close to the swamps. This is cannibal territory.”


“They’re
savages, every last one of them,” said Hauk. “That’s exactly why we need to
leave, now.”


“I
have an idea,” offered Aton. “Would you like to hear it?”


“Yes,
and be quick about it. If there’s a cougar nearby, I’m sure it’ll be interested
in our kill and maybe us, too.”


“I
say we hurry up and go to the mountain, get to the top or as high as we can,
and look around. If we see a town, we head that way.”


“So
we hunt for more meat and leave as soon as we have enough. Correct?”


“We
can hunt from here, while we climb to the peak,” said Aton as he grinned.


“Why
are you speaking in riddles?”


“And
let me tell you something else. We can cook this hog during our expedition to the
top of that mountain.”


“Have
you gone crazy? What do you mean?”


“Let
me show you something.” Aton led him to the far side of the clearing. He showed
Hauk that other hogs had cut through the grass and made a trail here, riddled
with cloven hoof prints. “We’ll dig a pit and put sharp sticks, pointing
upward, on the bottom of it, and then cover it with branches and leaves.
Anything heavy enough that walks across it will fall and impale itself.”


“Have
you done this before?” asked Hauk.


“Yes,
it’ll work.”


“And
how do we cook it while we’re gone?”


“We’ll
dig another pit, cover the bottom and sides with stones, then fill it with wood
so we can set a fire inside. After the stones are hot, we wrap the meat with
green leaves, put it into the cooking pit, and cover it with dirt. That’ll take
a day to cook.”


“Is
this something you are familiar with? Will it work for sure?”


“Yes,
you have to trust me.”


“Then
what are we waiting for?” Hauk tested the dirt with the tip of his sword.
“Soft, but it will take some time. We really need a shovel.” 


To
make a pickaxe, Aton found two branches that the recent storm had broken, and he
joined them at an acute angle by binding them together with vines. He added a
stone at the bound joint for extra momentum so that when he swung it at the
ground, it would plunge deeper into the soil. With the pick, Hauk attacked the
dirt, still soft from the rain. The soil broke into clumps, and Aton scooped
the loosened dirt from the deepening pit with a large, wide section of fallen
tree bark. After they finished the hole, Hauk pushed sharpened sticks into the
pit’s bottom so that if a hog were to fall into it, there would be no doubt of
impalement. He also made a grid of branches to cover the opening. Aton gathered
leaves to cover it, and the job was complete. After finding a pole stout enough
to support the dead hog’s weight, they bound its hooves around the pole and
carried it back to their shelter, supporting the bending shaft on their
shoulders.


To
dig the fire pit near their cave, they used the same crude pickaxe, but Aton
had found an old sun-bleached turtle shell to scoop away the loose dirt. They
gathered stones and lined the pit with them to even out and retain the heat
from the fire that they were now ready to create. Hauk dropped armloads of logs
into the deep, wide hole in the ground and set them on fire. While the fire
blazed, and they waited for the wood to turn into glowing red embers, they
covered the butchered sections of the hog with bundles of green leaves, and
then they wrapped vines around the bundles to hold it all tightly together. 


Using
their raging fire, Aton cooked turtle eggs that Hauk had acquired from the
shoreline of the lake. Turtles had frequented the margin between the water and
the land. Little mounds of sand covered the beach, concealing spherical, white,
soft turtles' eggs, waiting for the warmth of the sun to hatch them while they
hid, buried in the beach.


The
meal ended, they threw fresh armfuls of wood on the fire, and weariness soon
buried the two inhabitants of the cave with an avalanche of exhaustion. They
needed rest. It was late; they were tired, so while the fire blazed, they slept
through the night.











CHAPTER ELEVEN


No
incident disturbed that peaceful night, and the next day they woke refreshed,
ready to undertake the excursion that would determine the direction of their
fate. After the cooking pit had transitioned from flame to hot coals during the
night, they put the bundles of meat into the broiling pit and covered it with
dirt. They were as ready as they would ever be for the expedition through the
dense forest to surmount what they thought was a mountain, but was actually a
volcanic cone. 


Hauk
had created canvas shoulder bags from a segment of the boat’s sail, which he
had harvested for that very purpose. He cut sections of the material with a
sharp blade and used a sliver of pointed, polished bone as an awl to punch
holes into the hemlines of the pieces of scavenged sail. Through these eyelets,
he inserted twisted strands of plant fiber and pulled tightly as he sewed the
material together, creating the satchels. They put some pecans and dried turkey
in the shoulder bags, hoping the remains of the dried meat and nuts would be
enough to sustain them for at least two days, although they expected to find more
food on the way. The blackberry bushes they had already found in the woods were
especially delicious, and they expected to find more. Finding more berries on
their trek to the mountain would be a tasty and welcome treat. 


It
was just after sunrise when the explorers, armed with a bow, a quiver of
arrows, and Hauk’s sword, and carrying their two crude clubs in their hands and
canvas satchels slung on their backs, headed to the east, toward the jagged mountain.
Following Aton’s advice, it appeared best to take the path they had already
traversed through the forest, by way of the stream, and return to their cave by
another route, to scout for any nearby threats on their way home. The stream
route was the most direct way to reach the highland, so they left, following
the river’s bank. They easily found the path they had already trodden under the
arching trees, and at late morning, they reached the border of the forest. 


The
ground was boggy at first, dry and sandy afterward, and it had a gentle slope,
which ascended toward the interior of the country, in the direction of their
travel. They saw a few very timid animals: an opossum, scampering squirrels,
and a few raccoons. With Aton’s keen eyes and the tip of an arrow, they could
have had more game, but that was not the plan. They needed to keep moving
because they still had food in their satchels. Aton was not the kind of man who
would allow anything to divert him from an idea. Hauk imitated his friend’s
tenacious resolve. They went forward, with little conversation.


 As
they left the forest, the mountain appeared. It was composed of a singular
peak, not rising to a narrowing point, but from their perceptive, the summit
appeared like a collapsed plateau. Below the top, but near it, was a flat rim.
Rock buttresses appeared to be supporting it all, branching out like the talons
of an immense claw latched to the ground. Between these were narrow valleys,
bristling with thickets of trees that rose to the top of the flat rim. As the
elevation increased up the mountain, there was less vegetation. They decided
their first goal would be to attain the flat rim. Proceeding up the dormant
volcano’s slope while traveling in a switchback pattern seemed to be the best
way to attain it. 


They
continued to the conical protuberance. Their path became increasingly rough as
the elevation increased, but they reached its base. From here, they began to
ascend a wide buttress using a winding path that joined the first plateau. 


Although
they thought it was a mountain, it was actually a dormant volcano. It had
erupted after the asteroid impact sent shockwaves through the earth many
generations ago, which was something neither of them understood. The rocky cone
was far smaller than a real mountain, but compared to the highest hills of the
local region, it seemed like a mountain, and from its top it would be tall
enough to extend the view of the horizon far enough for them to fix a direction
to their journey out of here. 


As
they climbed, this rough terrain appeared completely foreign to them. An
ancient subterranean force had evidently convulsed the ground, distorting it
into a convoluted landscape, changing the earth into a kind of topography that
they had never seen before this day. Scattered about the landscape were
fractured boulders, large volcanic rocks that had erupted from inside the cone
or broken free from an old lava flow. Trees rose in isolated groups. At the
bottom of the narrow gorges, massive tree canopies had formed, which were
almost impenetrable to the sun's rays. They ascended slowly and with cautious
attention to their footing. 


The
length of their journey to the top increased because of detours and obstacles.
Sometimes the ground suddenly fell, and they found themselves on the edge of
deep chasms that they had to go around. Therefore, in retracing their steps to
find some feasible path, they expended considerable time and energy for
nothing. At noon, they stopped to eat at the foot of a large group of trees.
There, they found themselves still halfway from the plateau, which they would
most probably not reach until nightfall. They were not quite high enough to get
an extended view of the horizon. A protruding rock buttress, which appeared to
form a powerful support of the cone, blocked their view. They drank some water
from a hollow gourd and continued.


They
entered into thick bushes, and under the shade of the trees, several varieties
of birds fluttered. Some flew to the ground and faked having injured wings,
dragging themselves through the undergrowth, acting like easy prey in an
attempt to lure Aton and Hauk away from their nests. After leaving the region
of bushes, they climbed up a steep slope and reached a level place with very
few trees. It was necessary to ascend by meandering to make the incline easier
to climb, because it was very steep and the footing was precarious, to say the
least, but they continued the ascent.


As
they approached the flat rim, the difficulties of the climb increased, but by
late afternoon, they passed the arboreal zone. There only remained a few twisted,
stunted trees, which must have had a hard life trying to thrive in such a rocky
terrain. The weather was fine, perfect for their journey, very tranquil. 


They
felt the purity of the sky through the transparent air. A perfect calm reigned
around them. They could see the setting sun, which they were sure was making
the cone cast an immense shadow on the east side of the volcano, as the radiant
disc of sunlight sank toward the level of the water of the distant lake. They
were not far from the flat ridge, which they wished to reach tonight, but the
terrain was increasingly more difficult, and the ground slid under their feet.
Frequently as they climbed, the slope was so steep that they slipped when the
stones that littered the ground rolled under their feet, often making them feel
as though they slid back two steps for each step forward.


Evening
finally came, and it was getting dark when they arrived at the flat ridge. The
cone’s dark shadow pointed east, and at this time of evening, it was so long
that to travel its length, a journey in that direction would take them weeks to
walk through all the trees and across the rugged prairie to the extreme
distance of the shadow’s terminus. They decided to sleep here for the night; on
the flat and open ground, which was still warm from the sun’s rays that had
soaked into the black rocks. First, they would eat, and then they would rest.
The dried turkey and pecans were all they had. The ground was very barren, and
there was nothing to burn for a campfire. A few scarce plants dotted the stony
ground. Retrieving firewood from the zone of trees below would have been
impractical. The second stage of the mountain, above the flat rim, rose on a
base of volcanic rock. 


Aton
suggested exploring the circumference of the cone, along the flat ridge. He
wanted to know if it was possible to get around the base of the cone just in
case its sides were too steep, making its summit inaccessible. If they could
not reach the summit of the mountain, and if they could not get around the base
of the cone, it would be impossible to survey the entire horizon, and all of
their effort would have been in vain. Therefore, they began to follow the
plateau around it. 


The
night was beautiful and still, the darkness not yet deep. In some places, the plateau
opened before them, and they passed without hindrance. In others, obstructed by
rocks, there was only a narrow path, only wide enough for one man to go through
at a time. After a while, they had to stop. The flat ridge had narrowed as they
walked, but at that point, it merged into the rocky slope, and their path
disappeared. Not ready to quit, they took it as an opportunity to ascend. Long
ago, lava had escaped down the side of the cone, and the molten rock had formed
a natural staircase leading to a wide crack that was open to the cone’s
interior. They entered the dim chasm of the volcanic crater, which had a dark
body of still water at the bottom. Inside, they continued the ascent. Slowly,
they climbed the interior of the cone in the dim light, feeling for handholds
as much as looking for them. As they climbed, they saw the opening of the
crater widen above their heads. The diameter of this circular portion of the
sky, framed by the edge of the cone, increased. At each step, new stars entered
the field of their vision. Finally, they set foot on the highest ridge of the
mountain at the summit of the cone, but it was too dark to survey their
surroundings for signs of inhabitation. Not quite dark enough to see a distant
fire, but their surroundings were too dusky to see the effect of humans on the
adjacent area.


“Let’s
find our way back down,” said Aton. “We’ll return in the morning.”


Glad
that they were able to reach the top, they went back to the black rocks of the
flat, partially circumferential rim where they had decided to spend the night.
The joy of success had put a spring in their steps. The walk back to their camp
was quick. Aton confirmed with his friend that he was not able to see any
landmarks that could assist determining their exact location because it was too
dark. The next day they would return to the top for another look at their
surroundings, in complete daylight. Then each settled himself as well as he
could to sleep on the warm, dark rocks of the ridge. It was a peaceful night,
and they enjoyed a profound rest. 


The
next day, after a scanty breakfast, which consisted solely of dried turkey and
half of what remained of the pecans, they were ready to climb to the summit of
the volcano again to more attentively survey the strange land imprisoning them.


It
was early in the morning when they left their encampment. Neither of them
appeared to be anxious about their situation. They had confidence in
themselves, but the basis of their convictions was not the same with Aton as
with Hauk. Aton had confidence because he felt capable of extracting from this
land everything necessary to survive. Even though it was a harsh existence
strewn with some persistent difficulties, they seemed to manage the obstacles
set before them, utilizing Aton’s experience as a hunter and woodsman. Hauk
feared almost nothing because of his friend’s presence, but especially since
Aton had made fire with the polished aluminum can and reflected sunlight, and
because of Aton’s confidence and resourcefulness in the forest, which was like
a dense jungle at some locations. Aton was an experienced hunter in the woods
while Hauk had experience on the battlefield.


They
followed the same path as the previous evening. They went around the cone by
way of the ridge, which was like a shoulder on this giant rock, to the mouth of
the chasm. The weather was magnificent. The sun rose in a pure sky, and its
rays flooded all the eastern side of the mountain. They reached the crater. It
was just what they had made it out to be in the dark; a vast funnel that
extended, widening, to a height much greater than the plateau on which they had
camped. Below the chasm, large thick streaks of lava had poured over the sides
of the mountain, cooled, and permanently marked the course of its flow down the
stone buttresses after it had solidified. The interior of the crater presented
no difficulties or obstacles to the ascent. They noticed traces of very ancient
lava, which probably had overflowed the summit of the cone before this lateral
chasm had opened a new way to it. With the aid of increased daylight, their
climb was swift, and they attained the summit of the crater. They were mute and
motionless as they surveyed the area for a while, examining it to its most
extreme limits. From the perspective of this great height, land and water
appeared to divide their world in two: the expansive water of Lake
Pontchartrain, which was to the west, and to the east, land as far as they
could see. 


Looking
to the west, the lake formed an immense sheet of water all the way to the
horizon. Aton had hoped to discover some inhabited coast, some island shore,
which he had not been able to perceive in the dark the previous evening, but
nothing appeared on the farthest verge of the skyline. No land was in sight,
not a trace, not even a lone sail among the waves. Over all this immense space
to the west, only the lake was visible. He had hoped for a port, some
commercial region with ships, which would take them away for a fare. He saw
nothing.


Now
they looked to the landside. The morning sun was low and warmed their faces as
they observed the infinite emerald blanket that extended all the way to the
eastern horizon. An enormous green belt of trees surrounded the lake. To the
north, the tree belt was thinner, allowing them to easily see a vast, grassy
plain past the tall trees. To the east, the woods extended much farther away,
but at a great distance, it also transitioned into prairieland, merging with
the waves of tall grass to the north. Acknowledging the immensity of the
surrounding verdure, Aton understood the importance of determining the best
path for their travel. Being lost in the woods would be a terrible existence.


They
could not perceive the work of a human hand anywhere. There was no telltale
sign of a city. Not a trace of a village, or an obvious network of roads, not
even smoke curling in the air from a lonely campfire. If there were solitary
cabins in the distance, the canopy of trees easily concealed them. 


Just
when Aton concluded that nothing he saw appeared to show that people occupied
the area, he noticed, in a pale line from the north to the south, an absence of
vegetation on the grassy plain that continued like a scar going south through
the forest, only remaining visible due to the absence of trees. From its direction
and proximity to the lake, he believed that he was looking at an ancient
American road with which he might be familiar. 


Several
years ago, during one of his distant expeditions from his clan’s stockade, he
had found a road referred to by local inhabitants as Interstate 55. He had
determined its name from old metal signs he had found near it while exploring.
He had understood the writing on the American signs, and had used that
knowledge to confirm its name as the same name that clans in close proximity to
the old highway used when mentioning the old road. Others had referred to it
using the same nomenclature, so when he had found it, there was no doubt in his
mind as to what he had been standing on. 


Years
ago, during his expedition to that place, he could see that the width,
thickness, and extent of the material the Americans had used to build that
highway had inhibited the growth of encumbering vegetation. Therefore, the
ancient road that thick brushwood, saplings, dense grasses, and thistles did
not burden with their presence, made travel, including troop movements for
warfare and wagon trains for commerce, more easily conducted when compared to
the crude dirt roads that connected many of their current population centers.
If that was the ancient American road, and he believed it was, then that
landmark would guide them out of here. The old road traveled to the south, all
the way to the ocean, which he had not yet seen. He had only heard of the ocean
from various tales but had never ventured all the way to the gulf coast. He
also knew that ancient highway traveled close to his old home and territory
familiar to him. Now he understood that if he followed the shoreline of the
lake, that road would soon come close to the water's edge. He estimated their
proximity to the ancient thoroughfare, which was certainly in the direction
that they would travel, and concluded they could attain it, but with some
difficulty. From that highway, he knew that he could find a village and start a
new life.


Aton
confidently lifted a finger to point in the direction of where he understood
the ancient road was. Hauk nodded his head to acknowledge his understanding.
They both agreed to the plan, which was to exit this place by following the
lakeshore and travel south a great distance before turning to the east and
journeying through the woods in search of that ancient highway. Initiating the
excursion on the flat beach would make walking so much easier, compared to
slashing the entire way through the vines and thorn bushes of the thick forest.
The lakeshore would eventually meander close to the road, so where they would
estimate the beach and road were in relatively close proximity, they would
traverse through the woods, hoping to find an opening in the dense wall of
trees or at least an animal trail, to find their way to the old highway.


Before
departing the summit, Aton had another close look at the distant hilltops to
the south. Some of those peaks appeared to be void of trees. He could easily
explain this if the crests consisted of rocky terrain, but even though he was
at a great distance from them, they appeared to be lush and green. Where had
the trees gone? Aton had no explanation, but it was his nature to become
obsessed with a question that he could not answer, so he brooded over the
riddle. He also wondered if he had seen narrow paths connecting the denuded
hill peaks. Resolving that he had already found an ancient American road, a
landmark that was the object of their current exploration, he put his thoughts
about it to rest. They were leaving soon, and that was all that mattered now.


They
only had to descend the mountain slope again, so the arduous labor of ascension
had ceased. To their great relief, the excursion was a success. They knew that
when they returned to their rock shelter, they would need to prepare for their
exodus from the forest jungle that had entrapped them, and their first priority
was to acquire a supply of food for the journey. Tender hog flesh was waiting
for them in the roasting pit at their cave. If they dried more of that meat,
they would nearly be ready to leave the confines of the unfamiliar forest.


They
began the descent of the mountain. Climbing down the crater, they went around
the cone and reached their encampment of the previous night. Hauk suggested
that they eat breakfast before beginning the long walk back to their cave. They
ate so heartily that the store of dried turkey and nuts was totally exhausted.
After leaving the plateau, Aton reminded Hauk of his proposal to return to
their shelter by a different route. Recent events had left him with an uneasy
feeling. He wanted to know of any hidden threats, maybe cannibals, lurking near
their temporary home. 


They
followed the sloping ridge down, below which the nearby creek that drained into
the lake flowed past. It probably had its source at some point past the shadows
of the rocky cone. They agreed to stay close to each other during the return
trip. They had been lucky so far in the forest, only having seen paw prints of
a cougar, and the hog they had killed had been of a size that they would have
been able to defend themselves if it had attacked, but it was very certain that
dangerous animals, maybe cannibals, inhabited this thick forest, too. It was
prudent to be on their guard. Aton took the lead. His keen hunter’s eyes hardly
blinked whenever they blazed a trail through dense vegetation.


Toward
late morning, they descended the last slope of the mountain, where rocks,
bushes, and ragged trees were strewn upon the ground. A strip of rocky, rough
terrain surrounded the northern band of the cone’s base. Before the lush
vegetation began again, great blocks of rock, which appeared to be of a
different origin than that which surrounded the dormant volcano, littered the
foreground. The asteroid’s collision with earth had ejected the stones
confronting them; debris from the collision had struck here, and the craters
that had surrounded the impacted rocks had leveled long ago, disappearing after
the flood and deluge of torrential rains receded.


It
was here among the rocks ahead of them that Aton thought he saw smoke. He
stopped abruptly and so did Hauk, who followed close behind his friend.


“Smoke,”
whispered Aton. 


“Cannibals,”
replied Hauk.











CHAPTER TWELVE


They
thought that they had clearly seen smoke, but it was actually a billowing cloud
of steam rising from a small geyser behind the scattered boulders, spraying
into the air, quickly dissipating as it rose. No longer fearing this to be
smoke from a campfire, but still not understanding its source, they went
forward to investigate. As they got closer, a disagreeable odor impregnated the
air, almost choking them. It reminded them of the stench that saturated the
abandoned city of Baton Rouge. This putrid smell was from sulfur dioxide gas
mixed with super-heated water vapor escaping from a deep fissure in the earth,
so the rising clouds and noxious haze actually had a volcanic subterranean
origin. Geothermal heat from hot magma deep below the earth’s crust had scalded
an underground pocket of water, causing intermittent eruptions. They accepted
it as a warning and immediately left the area. 


They
proceeded toward the border of the thick forest, which they would reach after a
short jog, following the bending stream as they went. On the way, the waters of
the creek flowed between high banks of red clay. They were approaching a
watershed of merging stream valleys, which was the source of the little river.
The trees nearby were tall, healthy, and full of shiny leaves, rising to the
sky on sloping banks. Birds swarmed among the branches, which did not hinder
the colorful display of their feathers, and they appeared like a moving rainbow
accompanied by a deafening clamor of sound. 


This
wonderful image of moving color interrupted their walk for a moment, and then
they resumed the trek along the stream, under an arching tree canopy of a
fantastic height. The thick foliage was superb camouflage, concealing the
eventual source of the stream from their previous observation on the cone. As
they walked, the creek grew much wider, and Aton supposed that they would soon
reach its source. In fact, after emerging from beneath a thick clump of
beautiful trees, it suddenly appeared before their eyes. The meandering valleys
converged at a central point, from where the effluent waters joined into a
larger stream that eventually flowed by their cave and into Lake Pontchartrain.
The explorers had arrived at the stream’s watershed. The place was well worth
looking at, reposing in a crowd of diversified trees. 


Toward
the west, through a curtain of flora picturesquely raised in some places, a
horizon of water sparkled across the lake. Numerous aquatic birds frequented
the shore below the rock cliff. On the plateau above the rock wall, kingfishers
perched on large stones as they watched for fish, and then darting down, they
plunged in with a sharp cry, and reappeared with prey in their beaks. On the
shore strutted wild ducks, pelicans, and innumerable other water fowl.


Ready
to return to their shelter, they descended toward the great plateau. It was
with difficulty that they broke a path through the thickets and brushwood. This
area appeared like so many other places in this jungle that they had walked
through, as if people had never been there, free from the effect of human
intervention. They went toward the west after emerging onto the flat top of the
great rock cliff that bordered a long section of the lake’s eastern shore.


While
crossing the plateau, they happened to find a fissure that had opened across
this flat mesa. It was a giant crack in the deep layers of stratified rock, and
its bottom sloped gently down as it opened to the shoreline, vertically splitting
the cliff like a doorway to the beach. They climbed down the jagged rocks
inside the cleft, which resembled a natural staircase, and were pleased to
reach the sandy beach. To return to their cave, they had to walk south, reach
the semicircular bay that they had explored their first day after wrecking the
boat, and then walk over the peninsula’s narrow dimension to reach the section
of shore that would lead to the grassy slope below their rock shelter. 


Going
down the beach, they were tired, but elated because they had seen no serious
threats confronting them, except the surrounding wild terrain. Upon seeing
imprints of footsteps in the sand, their elation soon vanished, and confusion
filled the void, as if they had seen a haunting apparition. It was a trail of
naked footprints on the beach going in the same direction that they were,
south. They stood stiff and motionless on the shore, as if they were
thunderstruck. They listened, looked around, but heard or saw nothing other
than the lapping waves against the sand, and birds that were busy flying to and
from their nesting places. Hauk kneeled to touch one of the damp impressions.
The features were distinct, toes, heel, and a flat arch between them. Neither
of them said it, but both knew that someone from a tribe of cannibals had been
here. 


“This
isn’t good,” Hauk confessed.


“Maybe
it’s not as bad as it seems. We have our bearings to leave, and this is a lone
man. We outnumber him.”


“But
what if he was walking toward others?” asked Hauk. “We are walking in the same
direction.”


“Where
are their canoes?” asked Aton.


“I
don’t want to find out. Besides, maybe they don’t have any,” Hauk firmly
replied.


“We
are on an open beach and can’t be ambushed. There is nothing the cannibals can
hide behind.” 


“I
don’t like it. We should turn around,” said Hauk.


“We
don’t have any more food with us,” said Aton. “I’m tired and hungry. Going back
the way we came can’t be a good idea either. It would be dark before we got
back to the cave. Here, we walk in the open. Nothing can lurk in the shadows or
hide behind a bush and attack us. I say that we continue. If we see anything
strange, anyone, even a beached canoe, we can turn around. I just want to get
back to our shelter. I’m hungry, and so are you. The hog should be cooked by
now. I can just smell it.” He closed his eyes and imagined the aroma.


“Fine,
alright then. We’ll continue, but if I see more footprints or tracks where
canoes have beached on the sand, we turn around and go back.”


“Agreed.”



Hauk
pointed to the south and raised his eyebrows as an indication that he was ready
for Aton to take the lead, and the confident hunter did just that.


Hauk
was more terrified than he would admit. Like Aton, he was hungry, but he had
been hungry before, so this was nothing new. He understood that food was
waiting, so he thought they should have returned to their cave by using the
longer, but safer, route. The open beach left them vulnerable. There was no
place to hide. They could not run to the west because of the lake, and the
cliff blocked the east, so they could only retreat down the beach. His eyes
scoured the shore from the edge of the water to the verge of the rock wall,
looking for footprints or tracks where a canoe might have beached, and he did
this while imagining every bush, every small tree, and every large stone in the
distance to be a man, hungry for human flesh.


On
their way to the bay of the bent peninsula, after not seeing anything other
than the single trail of naked footprints, which had quickly disappeared, they
slightly relaxed, and Hauk thought he might have overreacted. After all, Aton
was a skilled hunter and was familiar with the habits of these savages.
Therefore, as they walked, their apprehensions dissolved, and they thought more
about the warm pork waiting for them at home. 


They
arrived at the bay and entered it to cross the narrow dimension of the
promontory, because it was the shortest path to the slope leading to their
shelter. Deep into the bay, it went without saying that when Hauk stumbled on
the warm ashes of a campfire, to conclude that he was perfectly bewildered
would have been an understatement. Then they looked around the cove, this time
with eyes motivated by panic. 


Aton
should have known better. He was all too familiar with the unrelenting cruelty
of these savages who ceremonially ate the flesh of humans to capture their
spirits. As the result of his bad judgment, he stood there frozen stiff with
terror, unable to express the horror of his mind after seeing that cannibals
had strewn on the shore of the bay many fractured skulls, hands, feet, and
other cooked bones of human bodies. A small, crackling fire was in a deep pit,
and that was where he surmised the cannibals had cooked the humans, on which
the savages had then feasted. He turned away from the horrific scene, and his
empty stomach wretched with dry heaves. 


They
ran to the hill, bordered to their left by a wall of slippery rocks, to cross
the narrow dimension of the peninsula and escape from the appalling scene. The
beach on the other side would take them home. Fatigued, they ran as fast as
they could to get to the farther beach and continue their journey to their rock
shelter and safety. In the tall grass on the hill, both of them collapsed to
their knees so they could catch their breath. Then they heard strange voices
enter the bay, which sounded like a language of incoherent gibberish. It was
the unmistakable intonations of cannibals speaking to one another. Two sets of
cautious eyes peered from above the tall grass and looked down into the bay to
see the place from where they had narrowly escaped. 


A
theater of horror unfolded before their eyes. After the savages beached their
canoes in the bay, Aton counted no less than two dozen sub-human beasts that
had gathered in the cove. In the fire pit, one of the cannibals kindled the
flames back to life. While the fire began to envelop the crackling wood in the
pit, the half-naked men danced in contorting, violent, barbarous gestures. They
had shaggy hair with untrimmed beards that descended to their chests. Their
bodies were almost naked except for a rag of coarse cloth around their waists.
They had wild eyes, enormous hands with immensely long fingernails, dark,
sunburned skin, and thickly calloused feet. 


After
they completed their ceremonial dance, the feral brutes dragged two miserable
wretches from where they had moored the canoes. These aboriginal men of the
swamp had tied the naked captives’ hands behind their backs, bound at the
wrists, like the mortally wounded man Aton and Hauk had recently found on the
southern beach, hiding behind a rock, in shock and on the precipice of death.
Part of this dreadful group took one captive toward the fire and knocked him on
the head with a club. The strike did not kill him. Their victim was still
alive, but staggered around, disoriented and dizzy. During the captive’s pleas
for mercy, as he tried to stumble away from the fire pit in a futile effort to
save his life, Aton heard and understood the groveling man’s words. His accent
was that of a nomad, and by the similar appearance of his friend, he was most
likely a nomad, too. A final blow to the skull silenced the captive as he pleaded
for mercy, and the fatal strike took him from vertical to horizontal, sprawled
in a death pose on the ground. A few others came to assist with the process,
and went to work immediately butchering the warm body for their meal while they
left the other victim standing by himself, seemingly frozen stiff with fear. At
the very moment that the cannibals gathered around the warm corpse to collect
and drink the blood, the second prisoner, seeing an opportunity to try an
escape, inspired by the natural desire for self-preservation, darted away and
ran with incredible swiftness on the sand, and he ran directly toward Aton and
Hauk. When they saw the fleeing man run toward their concealed location, fear paralyzed
their bodies, because they naturally assumed his abductors would pursue, and
during the chase, they might discover Aton and Hauk hiding in the tall grass.
To prepare to fight, Aton would have to stand to string his bow, and he knew
that action would betray their concealed presence. Staying low, Hauk pulled the
sword from its scabbard and Aton retrieved his dagger. To their relief, only
three men chased the escapee, but his incredible swiftness made them worry that
the running man would gain their position, revealing it to the pursuers, and a
bloody fight would ensue. Fatigue caught the fleeing captive before the
cannibals did. He collapsed to the ground, and the human beasts beat him to
death with clubs. They dragged the naked body to the growing fire in the pit,
heaved it onto the flames, and burning flesh began to scent the air.


Hauk
silently thanked the gods for his safety and whispered to Aton that he had seen
enough. With all due caution, they traversed the scruffy land of the
promontory, exited it, and then ran south until the rock wall faded away. At
this location, they went up the slope to the plateau and found their home in
the cave, greeted by the faint aroma of slow-cooked pork. Famished, neither man
could wait. Ready to dig his way into the warm soil, Hauk removed his heavy
sword to be free of any hindrance while he dug. They attacked the heated earth
that covered the cooking pit. Aton used the turtle shell as a scoop, and Hauk
used his hands, but the rocks below were still too hot to touch, so Hauk
crossed the log bridge and went to the closest thicket of trees, surrounded
with dense bushes, to look for broad, thick, green leaves to use like oven
mittens. 


After
standing up and turning around with an armful of green tree leaves, Hauk was
face to face with a fierce cougar. It was a young male, not fully mature, but a
daunting opponent to a man armed only with his friend’s knife. Startled and
surprised, he was standing with his back against a tree, while the animal
gathered itself together, getting ready to pounce. With his back pinned to the
tree, feeling like he had no other choice, with no other weapon than a knife,
he dropped the leaves, withdrew the knife, and rushed on the formidable animal,
which turned to meet its new adversary. 


Hauk
possessed immense strength and agility. He seized the cougar's throat with one
powerful hand, holding it like a vise, ignoring the beast's claws that tore at
his chest, and with the other, he repeatedly plunged the dagger into its heart
and lungs until he felt the vicious cat stop fighting. The cougar fell limp
onto the ground. The struggle was short. Hauk kicked the dead body aside. Blood
flowed from his shoulder, under his torn shirt, but he took no notice of it
because the adrenaline rush had masked the pain and made his hands tremble like
leaves in a spring breeze. When his nerves calmed, he cut the front and hind
paws from the cougar’s dead body to keep the claws as a trophy, and he limped
back to camp.


When
Aton saw his bloody friend cross the log bridge, he grabbed his bow, which he
had already strung, and notched an arrow, fully expecting Hauk to have just
escaped a life-or-death clash with a cannibal. Aton remembered that in their
haste to leave the bay and avoid the man-eaters noticing them, he was sure they
had left a trail of footprints that those feral men of the swamps could easily
track back to the cave. He swallowed hard and prepared for an invasion. Then he
saw the bloody cougar paws and quickly realized that Hauk had confronted a
different kind of savage beast. 


“I
turned around and it was there,” said Hauk, still breathing heavily from the
struggle. “It was as quiet as a shadow. You were correct. I never heard it
stalking me.”


“And
then it pounced?”


“No,
I pounced first. If you hesitate, you die. Remember that, Aton.”


While
Hauk washed the blood from his body, Aton finished removing the hot dirt and
stones from the cooking pit, using mittens made with green leaves from the
woods. They ate ravenously and drank copious amounts of fresh water from the
stream. They were glad to be back, but most of all they were just happy to be
alive.


Next
to the cooking pit, they started another fire, placed flat stones on it, and
then put the remaining hog meat on top of the flat rocks. They were drying the
pork into jerky for their departure from the deep forest. Hauk put more armfuls
of firewood into the stone-lined pit. The dying embers came back to life under
a cloud of white smoke.


“Why
are you starting another fire?” asked Aton.


“For
the animal in our trap.”


“How
do you know it worked?”


“Because
you said it would. Let’s go to it before dark. We don’t have any more time to
waste.”


“You
should rest. Just look at you! Your chest is still bleeding.”


“If
you hesitate, you die, and I’m not going to starve to death. We need more meat
to dry, and then we need to get out of here. Bring your bow. We don’t know what
else is waiting for us, and I’m not taking any more chances.”


Aton
took his bow, but he would have anyway. As they went to the clearing to inspect
the pit trap, Aton could not stop thinking about the trail of footprints they
had left in the sand after they had fled from the cannibals in the bay. What he
should have done was drag a bush behind them as they escaped along the beach,
whisking away the footprints with the shrubbery as if it were a broom. Before
the next sunrise, nature would have completely obscured what remained, leaving
nothing that the cannibals could find and use to track them. 


On
the way to the clearing, which surrounded the animal trap, he thought he saw
hungry, human eyes in every shadow, and heard twigs snapping under bare feet
that mischievously stalked them. Just after they entered the clearing, they
heard the unmistakable cry of an injured boar. They could see that the
leaf-covered branches that had camouflaged the pit had collapsed. They peered
down into the trap and saw a freshly impaled wild boar, lying on its side,
futilely kicking and struggling. 


Hauk
carefully jumped into the hole, ever vigilant to avoid the sharp, vertical
sticks, and plunged his sword through the animal’s side, into its heart. It
died quickly after one last shriek. Hauk knocked over the sharp sticks and
kneeled beside the feral hog. He put his hand under it and tried to pull up
against its thick, bristly fur to test its weight. Under the hog’s rump, his
hand had wrapped around what he thought was another sharp stick. He pulled it
out and realized that it was an arrow. He stood and held it up for Aton to see.


“Aton…is
this yours?”


“No.
It looks just like the one—”


At
that moment, Aton heard steps coming in their direction, along the animal path,
but behind thick bushes, which obscured his view. Hauk saw the look in Aton’s
eyes, and he leapt out of the pit, holding his sword ready for another battle.
Hauk could hear the unmistakable sound of advancing steps and saw the shrubbery
move as something came toward them.


“This
is it, Hauk. They tracked us here. Keep the pit between them and us. It’s time
to fight!”


The
bushes on either side of the trail opened just as a magnificent animal showed
itself on the path. It was a cougar at least twice the size of its counterpart,
which Hauk had recently killed. The brown color of its hackled fur, raising
like a forbidding ridge of mountains along its spine, contrasted with the white
hair of its chest. The beast was as beautiful as it was lethal. It was an
immense female, mother to the male cat that Hauk had killed. Initially, the
scent of cooking meat had attracted the cougar, but on her journey to
investigate the smell, the cat had spooked the injured boar to run for its
life. The trail of blood from the arrow wound had easily allowed the cougar to
track the injured hog to the pit trap. The cat had followed the wounded prey’s
odor, but now she smelled the scent of human blood in the air and confidently
licked her whiskers as she set her piercing eyes on Hauk. The cougar advanced
and gazed around them with blazing eyes, her hair bristling as if this were the
first time she scented the tender flesh of men. 


Aton
moved from behind the pit, and after advancing to within twenty paces of the
crouching beast, he remained motionless, his bow bent, arrow ready to fly, and
stood there without moving a muscle. The cougar collected her rear legs
underneath herself to leap.


“Don’t
hesitate!” Hauk advised him.


The
bowstring hummed. The arrow flew true, and the shaft pierced deep into the
animal’s throat. The big cat writhed on the ground, struggling with impending
death, and lost that battle. They rushed toward the dead cougar and, as she lay
stretched on the ground, contemplated the animal’s appearance, thinking that
her magnificent pelt would be a great testimony to bravery, but they settled
for taking the claws instead. Skinning the big cat and preserving her hide
would take too long. They were in a hurry to leave. They decided to remove the
claws so that each of them could make a necklace of the curved daggers taken
from a jungle cat. After the cougar attack, each of them thought he was ready
to leave now, more so than his counterpart was, because if a cougar could find
them, it was only a matter of time before they crossed paths with the
cannibals. They took the gutted wild boar back to the shelter and expedited
butchering it. As they slept, the meat cooked and dried on hot, flat rocks by
the fire.











CHAPTER THIRTEEN


The
next morning, they woke before dawn. In the darkness just before sunrise, Aton
put some small logs on the crackling fire. He added just enough wood to fuel
the rising flames and get the rocks in the fire pit hotter, but not so much
wood that it would create a visible plume of smoke that hungry cannibals could
easily see from a distance. After witnessing the savage brutality of the swamp
men at the bay, they preferred not to advertise their location. Although they
were leaving today, they were not quite ready. They had a few more chores to
complete before they began their trek. While the meat dried beside the flames,
and Hauk was gathering all of their possessions, Aton took his hatchet and went
to the woods to change sapling trees into sturdy poles, so they could build a
travois sled to transport their goods during the long journey away. 


Although
a sled was more primitive than a wagon, the types of terrain they expected to
encounter would have made wheeled transportation less efficient and less
versatile. During their exodus, they fully expected to encounter a sandy beach
sprinkled with cumbersome stones, and dense woods with all of its hazards,
which would obstruct an easy path to the ancient highway. Besides, they had no
time to fashion crude wheels and axles, or fiddle with perfecting a design for
a human-powered cart. For the quickest solution to their transportation
problem, Aton had suggested assembling a travois sled, and Hauk had agreed. It
was a sound idea, because to heap all of their possessions, the bag of coins
and jewelry being the heaviest, on their backs as if they were beasts of burden
would be unmanageable, just as impossible as trying to build a wagon.


After
Aton gathered two long poles and some smaller branches that he could fashion
into a double yoke and braces for the frame, he went to work lashing it
together with long, green, sturdy vines. He bound the two lengthy poles
together in the shape of an elongated isosceles triangle, so that the most
acute angle of the frame would point forward when finished. For more efficient
hauling of the sled by two men, he fitted a stout branch across the front of
the sled as a double shoulder harness. At the rear, near the dragging ends of
the frame, he stabilized the two poles by wrapping vines tightly around the
intersection of each pole to a branch that he had secured as a brace across
them, which would be horizontal to the ground. He cut a section of their sail,
still stained dark from the toxic fumes that surrounded the forbidden section
of the marshy lake, and he punctured holes around the perimeter of the thick
cloth, threading vines through the eyelets and around the poles to bind it
securely to the frame. The stitched canvas appeared much like a hammock between
these two wooden shafts, and was just the correct size for all of their
belongings. They made quick work of the sled construction, and by late morning,
it was ready for them to drag with the double harness.


They
loaded everything onto the sled, stood on either side of it, lifted the double
harness, and each of them put his side of the yoke onto his tired shoulders.
With a grunt and mutual sigh of relief, they headed down the slope and onto the
beach, as if they were two tired horses with heads hung low. It easily slid
across the shore. The friction of the wood on the sand made a constant hissing
noise as it dragged behind them.


Trailing
away in the background, the cliff gradually decreased in height against the
perspective of the receding horizon. Eventually, they could only see the green
tops of the few trees that crowned it. After the rock wall behind them
disappeared, the coastline became crooked and meandered in an irregular
pattern. Intermittent stones covered the beach, and sandbanks riddled the
shallow water. They could see long waves breaking over the rocks by an islet,
materializing a foamy fringe. At this point, the beach was very narrow between
the edge of the forest and the water. Walking was more difficult here, because
of the numerous rocks they encountered on this section of the beach. Birds that
were indifferent to their presence capriciously strutted across their path, and
innumerable shells were strewn across the beach, dotting the landscape like a
mosaic. Flocks of a variety of birds fluttered around them. In the woods, but
near the beach, they could hear the bushes rustling and see the grass waving,
indicating the presence of timid animals. Farther down, the shore became flat
and sandy again. The woods were thinner here, and a few trees rose above a low,
marshy ground. 


It
was getting late, and they were tired, so they dropped the double harness and
decided to spend the night on the beach. The weather was spectacular. After
getting their fill of dried pork, they gathered grass and leaf litter from the
forest floor and used it to make beds on the sand. The harmonic sound of the
gentle waves eased their minds into a deep slumber. The breeze died away with
the last light of day, and only rose again with the first streaks of dawn. The
night had passed quietly.


The
next day was much the same as the previous. With the burden of their belongings
weighting their shoulders as they pulled the crude sleigh, they suffered along
a constant path of sand under their feet. On this long flat section of beach,
parallel lines from the poles they dragged across the sand framed their
trailing footprints, which receded to a single point on the horizon behind
them. Aton knew that eventually, they would find an opening in the woods that
connected the giant lake’s shore to a road, or at least a path away from the
lake and the dangerous marshland near it. He knew there had to be an opening to
a trail somewhere. They continued forward, each with one eye toward the forest,
looking for an opening in the trees, but they did not find an egress as they
walked for what seemed like forever. 


The
forest continued like a wall on the left, blocking their escape. After becoming
completely exhausted, they took a short rest. They ate more of their dried
rations, drank from the lake, and then started again. As the sun declined on
the western horizon, they approached a gap in the woods where wet weather had
washed eroded topsoil down to the shore, and a long stretch of lush, green
grass had grown on it. The vacant beach that surrounded the path of grass harshly
contrasted against this river of verdure, which appeared as if it were a soft emerald
carpet against a barren strand of sand. The effects of erosion had prevented
sapling trees and thick brushwood from rooting here, making this long swath an
ideal location to pierce through the forest rather than plunge blindly into a
thick and dark section of the unfamiliar woods. Aton thought this might be
where they should turn to go into the forest. It was a good place to begin
their search for the ancient road, which would be their path away from the
lake, and Aton’s first step toward home and maybe revenge. One way or another,
he was fully confident that they would soon get to a village where they could
both start new lives, but rather than wait and take their chances on a better
exit from the beach, they decided to explore here, which was their first
opportunity to leave the lake’s shoreline. From where they stood, the path did
not look like it was manmade. From his experience with forest trails, Aton was
confident that nature had created this egress from the beach. Whether it was
nature or manmade was of little concern if this route traversed the dense woods
as a path away from the beach. Before they committed to this path, Aton
suggested that they go forward without the burden of the heavy sled. It would
be much faster to explore the clearing without the travois, because if they
concluded it was a dead end, they could just turn around and leave, unburdened
with the weight of all their belongings. If it was a true route away from the
lake, it would be just as easy to return for their supplies and continue the
journey. 


Hauk
buried the leather bag that was full of precious treasure, but not before each
of them removed a handful of glittering wealth to put into his pockets. They
had done this just in case an unexpected tragedy separated them permanently
from their loot. Because of this precaution, they would at least have something
to start a new life with if something catastrophic and unexpected happened that
might prompt them to flee for their lives as they traveled into this unknown
section of woods. 


They
put their sled over the hole that contained their hidden wealth, which they had
just covered with sand, and entered the forest through the clearing. The thick
foliage of the trees threw shade onto the ground for the weary travelers. The
path extended as far as the eye could see. As they went farther, it was still
evident that wet-weather erosion had created the trail and washed away any
saplings that had ever dared try to establish roots. Deeper in the woods, under
the denser tree canopy, a thin layer of pebbles, loose dirt, and sand paved the
way between the stand of trees on either side, splitting the forest. They
looked for any clue that people had been here, but saw nothing to indicate any
sign of human intrusion, not one suspicious trace. As they walked along the
natural trail, little birds, which glittered in the shafts of sunlight through
the tree canopy like winged rubies, escaped from the bushes. The sun was
already sinking toward the horizon, and the trees threw long shadows onto the
ground. They advanced deeper into the woods, but to their great disappointment,
they did not see any signs that human beings had ever passed this way. It was
difficult to imagine that any human had ever been at this remote location, but
then, a little farther away, a dirt trail crossed perpendicular to the gully on
which they walked. Because of this dirt trail just ahead, it was apparent that
people had visited this area. In several places, they could distinguish recent
traces of human intervention, broken branches, ashes from a fire, and
shoeprints in the dirt alongside a multitude of cloven hoof prints, which were
most likely from a herd of domesticated animals. All the imprints indicated
that the people and their animals had journeyed south, which was the direction
Aton and Hauk intended to travel. 


The
last rays of the sun gleamed through the thick foliage and glanced on droplets
of water clinging to leaves, making them sparkle with all the colors of the
rainbow. It was late, and they were too fatigued to think of returning to the
shore that evening for their possessions. To conserve their store of dried
meat, they ate a meager meal of dandelions, snails, and mussels that they had
caught earlier along the shoreline, and they tried to rest. The past excitement
of losing the boat and all the drama that had caused, the long march away, the
lack of good food: all of it stirred in their minds, and it was all they could
do to relax while they silently hoped that they had escaped the cannibal’s
realm. 


Weary,
they could move no farther along this path, so they tried to rest. The time
passed slowly. The sun sank below the watery horizon, and the wind fell to
nothing. In an open section of the high canopy of leaves, where an old tree had
fallen to the ground and exposed a window to the night sky, the stars appeared
against their dark canvas. Night had arrived, and they were restless and weary
of the shadowy woods deep in the interior of the forest, so they decided to
sleep near the trail. They had chosen a spot under an oak on the green mossy
slope, near the trodden path. The night was warm and humid to a degree that
Aton did not miss his hunter’s covering, but there was no rest for him, because
of his racing mind. Hauk stomped a patch of tall grass flat to the ground and
used it like a bed. He put his hand on the handle of his sword, and closed his
eyes. Toward dawn, Aton finally fell asleep with his back to a tree’s rough
bark. He woke in broad daylight to see Hauk standing next to a man armed with a
long spear.


Aton
sprang to his feet. He yelled, “Hauk!” and instinctively felt for his knife,
but he immediately realized that the stranger intended neither of them any
harm. The man was smiling, leaning on the shaft of his spear, which also
doubled as a shepherd’s crook. They looked at each other curiously for a moment.
The visitor was clad in a tunic and wore a hat of woven straw. He was very tall
and strongly built. The spear was his only weapon, and it was twice his height.
His long beard came down on his chest and swayed in the gentle breeze. 


“Relax,
Aton. His name is Tig. I met him on my way back down to the beach.”


Tig,
still smiling, bowed his head tranquilly. Aton held out his hand as a gesture
of peace, which the other took. Speaking with an unusual accent, Tig expressed
his greeting. When Aton tried to explain their predicament, a word Tig spoke
reminded him of the race of hill people that roamed the plains and lived on the
hilltops near the neighborhood of his clan’s territory. His family had traded
metal tools for wool with people that had spoken like the stranger standing in
front of them. Aton mimicked his accent, which Tig understood to be another
friendly gesture. Slowly, as they continued to speak to each other, their
mutual level of comprehension increased. 


Tig
told them that he had seen the travois sled, and Aton learned that he was a
scout sent ahead to see if the path was clear of enemies. His tribe was on the
march with their herds of goats and flocks of sheep, and to avoid a recent
influx of cannibals in this section of the marshy woods, they had deviated from
their usual forest path to follow the level and open beach to the gap in the
trees that Aton and Hauk had already found. While they were talking, the
clatter of sheep hooves grew louder from the direction of the beach. Others
from Tig’s tribe were arriving.


Tig
explained that during summer, they marched in the night and early morning to
avoid the heat of the day. Their resting place was close, but he must go on and
see that all was clear. Aton and a joyful Hauk accompanied him. Hauk ecstatically
thought that this was their first step out of their forest prison. He had
wealth in his pockets and he wanted to spend it. He desperately wanted to taste
a free man’s life and was anxious to get to a village to buy his new future. 


Along
the dirt trail within the woods, Tig found a freshwater spring. The herder
threw down his spear, and began to dam the trickling water with rocks and clay
dirt to form a pool where the animals could drink. Hauk assisted him, and the
water promptly began to rise. Tig would not allow an entire flock to rush to
the water. To avoid confusion and the destruction of the improvised pool, a
tribesman and his dog brought in a few sheep at a time. There were plenty of
sheep, but only a few cows and goats circled the rising spring water. They had
no horses. Their baggage came on the backs of their animals.


When
done at the pool of spring water, the women lit several fires. The women’s
stature hardly differed from the men. Both were tall and stout. It was not
until the logs burned brightly in their pits that the others gathered around to
hear the castaways’ story. The women, after learning that Aton and Hauk were
hungry, ran to their inventory of food, and gave them flatbread, goat cheese,
butter, dried meat, and a bladder of fresh milk. They could not eat it all.
Eager to show his wealth, Hauk gave Tig a darkly stained silver coin, which was
one that Aton had gathered at the ancient city, and Tig handed it to the group.


All
the tribesmen laughed, and told Hauk that it was of no value to them, but they
passed it from hand to hand, and he noticed that they began to look curiously
at Aton and him. Then Tig pointed to Aton and Hauk’s leather shoes, which had
remained blackened and appeared scorched. Tig remembered the gloomy staining on
the travois sled’s canvas sling. From the mysteriously darkened appearance of
these items and the strangers’ clothes, they inferred where the men had been.
Superstitious tradition considered survivors of a journey to that region of the
lake to be almost like deities. The whole camp now surrounded the two
newcomers, and the tribe’s intense curiosity surrounded them, too. With some
linguistic difficulties, Aton described their journey over the site of the
ancient city, which was interrupted with constant exclamations, questions, and
excited conversation. He told them everything, even about the treasure, which
meant nothing of value to the tribesmen. The discolored silver coin made its
way back to Hauk. To make room at the bottom of his pocket for the coin, he
removed the cougar claws, and when he did, several members of the tribe gasped.
Hauk made a gratuitous offering of the claws to the hill people, and they
happily accepted these symbols of power and virility. 


To
the people of Tig’s tribe, cougars were a scourge. Around the forests, they
plagued their goats and sheep, and were responsible for much destruction.
Understandably, the tribe hated these great felines, but respected them for
their abundant strength, stealth, and agility. Although as a group, the tribe had
killed cougars with the assistance of their dogs, no one had ever heard of or
met a man who had singlehandedly killed one of these nocturnal demons of the
forest. After the tribe explained the symbolic power of possessing cougar
claws, and the aphoristic attraction it had with women of their community,
Hauk’s superstitious mind decided to keep one for himself, because he had found
himself attracted to the women of the tribe.


After
Aton and Hauk shared their stories of adventure, the tribe’s disposition toward
them changed. At first, the tribesmen had been hospitable, but now they teemed
with a deep respect that was somewhat like worship. The elders and their chief
treated them with formality and marked admiration. They brought children to see
and even to touch them. Their amazement that these men had escaped from the
deadly vapors and Hauk’s story of killing a cougar with just a knife and his
bare hands was so great that they attributed it to divine intervention, and the
tribe looked at them with superstitious awe. The elders asked them to stay,
offered them a choice of any of their daughters for marriage, and begged them
each to take a place on their tribal council.


Aton
told them that he could not speak for Hauk, but politely offered to stay with
them for a while, which was all he could do because his love was for one woman,
Esina Regalyon, and he desired to return to her as soon as possible. It had
seemed to Aton that as each day passed since his escape, his fondness for her
had continually increased. There was only one conclusion in the back of his
mind. He could not run away any longer; he had to go back, and by any means
necessary get revenge on Lanzo Brill. He was sure that he had made the correct
decision to return home. Since he had a general idea of the location of old
Interstate 55, he knew that he could find home again, and in that same
direction maybe fulfill his desire for revenge that burned in his heart with an
intensity just as hot as the flames of his passion for Esina. 


Hauk
enthusiastically agreed to stay and take a woman, but after Aton put a hand to
his friend’s shoulder and explained the complexities of cultural differences,
Hauk changed his mind. He trusted Aton’s intellectual wisdom and agreed to stay
for only as long as Aton did. However, while Aton was scratching a crude map
onto the dirt, Hauk did not shy away when a group of women asked him again
about fighting the savage cougar. He removed his shirt to show them the bravery
of his scars, and he relished the affectionate attention given to him by the
tribe’s women, who lusted after the wounds on his chest and ignored the scars
of slavery on his wrists. Freedom was truly delightful. 


Aton,
after discussing their location on the dirt map, mentioned their hidden
possessions and got up to return for them, but the tribe would not allow it.
Two tribesmen volunteered for the journey back to the beach, so Aton gave them
directions to the hiding spot, which was not necessary. They were confident
that they could find it because the travois sled was an easy landmark and not
that far away. The tribe remained where they were the whole day and rested from
their long journey. 


The
herders bombarded Aton and Hauk with more questions, and they answered the
tribesmen as clearly as they could, struggling with the accent. They felt too
grateful for the tribe’s thoughtfulness not to return their requests with
kindness. While the curious people of the hill tribe handled Aton’s bow, they
passed his red-fletched arrows around so that the quiver became empty as they
inspected his weapons, and the arrows scattered in many inquisitive hands. He
astonished them by exhibiting his skill with the weapon, striking a tree with
an arrow at a distance much farther than any of their spears could possibly
travel. They had never seen shooting like this. Although they were familiar
with the bow, it was not a preferred weapon. To them, the spear was more
practical. They had nothing but spears and knives. 


While
they waited for their fellow tribesmen to retrieve the sled, Aton helped a
woman chop a dead, dry branch from a fallen tree. Then he used an axe to make a
stack of wood, which he carried for her. Aton preferred that women did not have
the burden of physical labor. The women looked on with astonishment, because in
their tribes, they considered female labor valuable and appraised it like that
of any beast of burden.


Without
knowing it, Aton had appeased and won the respect of the two most powerful
parties in the camp, which were the chief and the women. By refusing to lead
the tribe, the chief was flattered, possibly preventing future jealous
hostility. The act of chopping the wood and carrying the bundle of logs gave
him the hearts of the women, because they did not think their labor was
oppressive, but it was pleasing to them that he had offered help. That action
secured respect from the women of the tribe.


The
two tribesmen who had gone for the sled and supplies, including the buried treasure
that Hauk had hidden in the sand, did not return until the next morning. They
stepped into the camp, each with the sharp tip of his wooden spear red and
dripping with fresh blood. When Aton saw the blood, he wondered if it was from
a human. He had seen enough blood spilled and wanted to be finished with the
horrors of combat if he could avoid it.


Nomads
had infiltrated the area, and they were searching for their comrades that the
cannibals had abducted. Some time ago, Aton and Hauk had found one of the
captured nomads who had escaped from the cannibals and died behind the boulder
on the beach, and they had witnessed the two remaining captive nomads
slaughtered in the bay. The enslaved nomads had already perished at the hands
of the cannibals. Evidently, the nomads were still searching for their friends,
not knowing that the cannibals had already murdered them. While the nomads had
been unsuccessfully searching for their abducted comrades, they had decided to
follow the hill people.


To
escape the nomad’s pursuit, the two tribesmen had decided to attack. They took
their revenge by climbing into trees that arched over the trail. As the nomads
passed under, they stabbed them with their long spears. 


All
of the hill tribes had feuded with the nomads for many generations. The nomads
followed them to and from their pastures, cut off stragglers, destroyed or
stole their sheep, goats, and cattle, and occasionally attacked a tribe.
Lately, the skirmishes had increased in frequency and bloodshed. The population
of nomads seemed to be increasing.


Mounted
on swift horses, the nomads had an advantage over the hill people. On the other
hand, the hill people, being men of great stature and strength, could not be
defeated if they had time to form a defensive circle, which was their custom of
battle. During times of conflict, the hill people had lost many men to the
spears thrown by the nomads, who had ridden to the edge of the hill people’s
protective circle, cast their lances, and retreated. If anyone from the hill
tribes had ever left their protective formation, the nomads could have easily
trampled them down, but when they maintained their defensive perimeter, they
would only lose a few, and save many. Large battles were rare. The nomads had
watched for opportunities and had executed raids against the hill tribes. The
hill people retaliated, and therefore the endless hostilities continued.
Wanting to avoid conflict, the hill people regularly posted sentinels, and
always sent scouts forward to determine if the way was clear. These skirmishes
were so frequent that even the children were accustomed to the horrid scenes of
war.


The
tribe’s scouts returned soon after sunrise, which had been coming earlier every
day going into the summer months. After their return, Hauk quickly verified
that the leather bag of treasure was among their belongings. Sand from the
beach was still in the folds and wrinkles of the leather bag. No one had opened
the bag since he had buried it on the beach. The camp had patiently waited for
the return of these men, and after their arrival, began to move. The march this
morning was not a long one because the sky was clear, and the penetrating heat
soon exhausted the flocks. Ahead of the animals, Aton accompanied the scout.
Hauk trailed behind and flirted with the women. Armed with his bow, Aton was
ready to encounter the nomads, but he was wary of another battle. Aton had
thought he was through with war when he had escaped Grinald’s war camp, but he
was wrong.











CHAPTER FOURTEEN


For
several days, Aton and Hauk marched onward with the hill people, and then they
came to a range of rolling hills, which ancient trees covered in a dense
forest. Earlier that year, at the beginning of spring, when the grazing
pastures around the hills were still sparse with grass, their herds and flocks
had moved to the meadows in the flat lands near the lake for better foraging.
In the early days of summer, they returned to the hills, but in the fall, they
would return to the pastures of the lower ground. Their tribal homes were in
those hilltops, and that was where they thought they would be relatively safe
from attacking nomads, but they were wrong.


The
scouts returned with grave news. They reported that a large group of nomads was
moving in a direction that would cross their path tomorrow. The chief held a
council of the elders, and they determined that the tribe should immediately
make a forced march along another route, more to the east, because they thought
that by doing so, they might reach the relative safety of their own tribe’s
hills by evening. The distance was not great, and the tribe could have easily
navigated the new route, but the flocks of sheep and other animals could not
travel swiftly. For assistance with the nomads, the chief sent a messenger to
summon other tribes from the surrounding hills, and the march began. Traveling
off the trail and going through the woods and underbrush made the movement
exhausting. The cumbersome route drained everyone, and they all walked
lethargically. Toward evening, the trees began to thin, and the slowly marching
column reached the first slopes of the hills. There, another tribe joined them,
a congregation from the nearest camp. The tribesmen thought that the danger had
passed, that the nomads would not attack them on the hill, but that was a
mistake.


Coming
along the slope on the right, a large horde of nomads almost immediately
appeared. The nomads were furious that several of their men had recently
disappeared, and they suspected the hill people of foul play just as much as
they did any tribe of cannibals. Whoever was responsible for the abduction of
their comrades was of little concern, because they could easily justify the
aggression if they attacked their multi-generational enemy who resided in the
hilltops, and extracted revenge for the perceived offense. Spilling the blood
of a long-time nemesis would quench their thirst for vengeance, until the next
alleged transgression. 


Because
of their open movements and numbers, it was evident that the nomads intended
battle. The hill people drove their flocks and herds into a narrow valley. All
the armed men of the hill tribes formed a circle to envelop the women and
children. Standing inside the circle, Hauk watched the hurried men to whom he
had given the cougar claws. Men of the tribe were passing the claws around,
sharing the sharp amulets with one another as if they possessed some mystical
power, a residual energy from the cougar’s jungle spirit, which would augment
the bravery of whoever possessed them during battle. Hauk had put one of the
claws deep into his front pocket. He pressed the palm of his hand on it, and he
felt its outline bulge through the fabric of his pants. If the claw could act
as a conduit of supernatural energy, he would gladly accept the bravery of the
cougar’s spirit on the battlefield. He had his sword, and he was ready to fight
in hand-to-hand combat.


Outside
the ring of spears, Aton took his stand on the battlefield beside the remains
of a grand old oak tree that had fallen a long time ago. A blanket of velvet moss
covered the dead tree, which was on a higher section of ground, and Aton
thought that this elevated position could give him an advantage when he shot
his bow. The tribe begged him to enter the circle, and when that did not work,
Hauk forcefully tried to pull his friend into it. Aton explained to Hauk that
he could not shoot if they surrounded him, and he intended to divert the
nomad’s attention away from the women and children. They gripped forearms, and
Hauk went back inside the defensive circle, drawing his sword, ready to fight.


Aton
unslung his quiver, and placed it on the ground by his feet. He stuck the tips
of several arrows into the dirt, so that he could grab them quickly, and then
he clutched two arrows in his left hand while he held the bow, ready to launch
an arrow with his lethal precision. The arrow he had nocked to the string was
ready to kill, but he suddenly wondered if he was prepared to engage another
enemy in combat. Aton had thought he was through with war, but he found himself
yet again observing an enemy advance toward him, intent on snuffing away his
life. 


The
nomads began to trot down the slope. Because of the rough terrain, they could
not surround the hill people, and the aggressors could only advance for a
frontal assault. Aton felt his breathing and pulse become rapid, and he felt
the tension of impending battle rise in his body. He felt a nervous tremble
affect his hand. The effect of this anxiety made him think of Briand and his
cousin’s brave behavior in the heat of serious battle. 


He
heard his friends call from inside the circle, begging him to retreat and enter
the safety of the defensive perimeter. He began to doubt his courage. He looked
at the circle of tribesmen with spears held ready for combat, and for a brief
moment thought about joining them, but he repressed the urge to dash behind
their spear tips in search of safety and refuge from the impending battle. He
turned to look at the nomads, and they were still advancing. Then he had a
sobering thought. Why should I be scared? It was a legitimate question,
because he had already survived combat in service to Grinald, the cruelest of
warlords. He had already proven his bravery on the battlefield, and he had
confidence in his expertise with a bow and arrow. However, in another moment of
self-doubt, he took his eyes off the advancing enemy to look at the safety of
the circle again. The teary eyes of a terrified child, whose mother held her
tightly in a loving embrace, brought him back to his senses. He knew what he
had do, which was protect this tribe, so he raised his bow. As his resolve to
fight finally solidified, his vision tunneled, and he saw nothing but a
confused mass of charging men on their galloping beasts, coming toward them,
closing the gap. The nomads were within range of his arrows. He selected his
targets, who were the men leading the charge. He pulled the bowstring, planted
his left foot solidly on the ground in front of him and aimed for a horseman’s
throat, but instead of piercing the neck, the arrow hit the moving target in
the center of the advancing enemy’s chest. The nomad slumped off his charging
horse, and hit the ground, tumbling like a discarded ragdoll.


After
the nomads saw their point-man fall, they paused and widened the breadth of
their frontal assault. Each charging man raised his spear to be ready for the
throw when the advancing pack approached closer to the hill tribe’s defensive
circle. For his next victim, Aton chose the chief, who was giving orders and
directing the charge. He quickly drew back another arrow. The bow obeyed, and
the string hummed. The metal-tipped arrow flew as straight as an eagle, swiftly
plunging through the air, searching for its prey. The arrow embedded deep into
the chief’s throat. The nomad leader’s arms went limp, and his body leaned back
in the saddle with the arrow’s shaft pointing straight up into the air, like a
flagpole of surrender. Without their chief, the horde of advancing nomads lost
their organization and discipline.


The
hill people shouted with joy and raised their long spears. Aton shot again, and
another charging nomad collapsed to the hard ground. Although the enemy was
closer, making the mounted nomads easier to hit with his arrows, Aton noticed
that the advance had slowed. He shot more arrows; all of them found their
marks, and more dead nomads went to the ground. The hill people screamed loudly
with delight. Completely unfamiliar with this type of fighting, and after
losing their chief, the nomads finally retreated. Aton sent death through the
air again, and more nomads collapsed during their withdrawal. Aton felt the
rage of battle burn deep inside him. His eyes gleamed. His lips were open, and
his nostrils were wide like a horse running a race. He felt indestructible. As
he snatched up his quiver, he shouted for Hauk to raise his sword and for the
hill people to follow him with their spears, and he ran forward to pursue the
retreating enemy. The nomads fled quickly, but they stopped at a safe distance
from Aton’s arrows.


Aton
ran at full speed. He was lighter and swifter than the others were, and he left
them behind. In the lead position, he charged the horsemen as they formed a
line to commence another attack. He kept the higher ground as he ran, but
stopped suddenly when he found a grassy knoll to continue his offensive from an
elevated location. His arrows flew through the air, raining down misery on his
enemies, and more nomads fell dead to the ground. A dozen of them galloped
toward Aton, but they also charged directly into his swift arrows. Those in the
lead died, and the rest withdrew. The hill people came running to Aton, and he
ordered them to attack the retreating nomads. His confidence gave him
authority, and they obeyed his commands. As the hill people charged, he shot a
barrage of arrows, and the deadly projectiles found their victims with ease.
Suddenly, the nomads turned and fled into the brushwood on the lower slopes.


Breathless,
Aton sat down on the knoll, and the hill people swarmed around him. They raised
their spears, cheering for Aton and the victory. Before they had a chance to
speak, there was a shout, and they saw a cluster of neighboring tribesmen
descending the hill. The messenger had successfully summoned hundreds of them.
The other arriving tribesmen were too late to join in the fight, but they had
seen the last of it. The hill tribes examined the battlefield. In many
instances, the arrows had nearly gone through the bodies, which lacked
defensive armor. Then, for the first time, they understood the immense power of
the bow and arrow in combat with skillful hands. They retrieved the spent
arrows and gave them back to Aton.


Aton
was overwhelmed with attention, and they almost crushed him when they
surrounded their hero. The woman he had seen protectively holding her crying
child with a loving embrace, as if it were the final hug they would share, fell
at his feet and kissed them, but the archer was speechless; the adrenaline was
gone; he just wanted to rest. 


At
the encampment, he threw himself on the grass by the fallen oak, relaxed under
tree branches thick with green leaves, and cleared his mind. The tribe talked
all night about Aton and Hauk’s adventures in the marshes of the ancient city
of Baton Rouge, the boat Aton had made, the cougar Hauk had killed with just a
knife, and Aton’s skilled archery. 


The
next morning, the camp set out for their summer home in the hilltops, and
hundreds of hill people joined the exodus. The tribespeople gave their two
newest guests souvenirs of the fallen nomads. They gifted Aton and Hauk with
golden earrings, coins, other jewelry, and a gold broach from the chief’s horse
blanket. Hauk gave some of the plunder to the women.


After
a day’s long march, they arrived at the tribe’s summer home. The tribe had
named this place Greenhill. Aton immediately saw how easily they could fortify
this location. There was a deep and narrow valley that appeared like a groove
or green trench opening to the south. At the upper end of the valley, a hill
rose, not very high, but steep, narrow at the ridge, and steep again on the
other side. Over it was a broad and wooded valley of great beauty, and beyond
that, more rolling hills. Toward the foot of the narrow ridge, a succession of
cliffs hindered an approach from that direction. There was a spring in the
gorge of the enclosed, narrow valley. The hill people had formed pools of water
for their animals, one after the other, and farther down, where the valley
widened, there were open acres of meadow for grazing. The spring then ran into
a babbling brook that formed a border with the rugged forest.


Aton's
idea was to erect a log wall along the boundary of the brook and up both sides
of the valley to the ridge. There, he could build a fort. They could connect
the edges of the cliffs with a wall to form a complete enclosure. He mentioned
his plan to some of the chiefs, but they did not seem to care for it, or maybe
they just did not understand its advantages. The rugged nature of the country
had not easily permitted the nomadic horsemen to enter. On the hill, they had
always been secure without a manmade barrier, because the slope of the hills
provided a defensive advantage, but now they were so completely under Aton’s
influence, that they set his idea into motion just to please him. 


Aton
had to show them how to make a sharp post for a defensive wall of logs, and he
made the first one, exhibiting his skill with an axe. The hill people were
adept at building a wall with loose stones, without using mortar, but the
construction of a log palisade was unfamiliar to them. Soon they had the wall
along the brink of the cliffs erected, and they constructed the fort on the top
of the ridge shortly after. The fort consisted merely of a circular wall as
tall as a man, with openings for archers that would only be useful if they
should ever adopt that weapon and attain that skill.


When
it was finished, Aton had a sense of leadership and confidence. In this fort,
he felt as if he could rule the world. From day to day, hill people came from
the more distant parts to see the famous archer, the brave swordsman, and to
admire the enclosure. Although the idea of a fortification had never occurred
to the hill people, now that they saw it, they fully understood its advantages.
Based on Aton’s advice, two other chiefs erected similar garrisons. While Aton
explained the details of effective fort building, Hauk enjoyed the attention
provided by the tribe’s eligible women.


Aton
and Hauk needed new clothes. Their long journey had stained, tattered, and torn
their garments. The people of Greenhill had unanimously accepted Aton and Hauk
as members of the tribe, so the elders decided that their honored guests should
also share the same attire. A representative of the chief brought them to the
woman that usually made most of the tribe’s clothes. She had years of
experience making the wool fabric from which she had created much of her
tribe’s apparel. 


They
arrived at her hut to see that she was busy instructing an apprentice how to
use a loom. Standing behind her, they briefly watched as she skillfully turned
wool yarn into a wide length of fabric. Hauk had already met the woman, so he
introduced her to Aton. She was very glad to meet Aton and even more happy to
be doing a service for these mysterious strangers. She began by taking an
estimate of their sizes. Precision was not necessary to tailor their style of
clothing. The tribespeople wore similar clothes, leather pants and a wool
tunic. In their society, members of the tribe did not use garments to designate
status or as a fashion statement. Apparel was purely functional. 


At
first, Aton did not notice the ring that Hauk had given to the woman, which was
on the middle finger of her right hand. Hauk had taken it from one of the dead
nomads as a souvenir. It was large for a woman’s finger and made of silver, but
she did not consider it valuable, just a trinket. When her hand swept by Aton’s
face as she measured the width of his shoulders, he realized something about
the ring; it had an insignia. He asked to see it, and the woman graciously
complied and offered it to Aton as a gift. She thought that he desired it for
himself, which was odd to her, because she was used to men, or at least the men
in her tribe, not wearing jewelry. Aton did not really want the ring. He just wanted
to get a closer look at it, so he pulled her right hand closer to his eyes, and
to his astonishment, the ring’s emblem was that of the warlord Olar Regalyon,
Esina’s father. Now, Aton did want the ring. He told the woman that he actually
needed it, because the silver band meant something to him that he could not
explain to her. She did not care, because it was just a trinket, something from
a battlefield. She shrugged her shoulders at the request and waved her hand in
his direction to offer him the ring. To thank her for the ring and the clothes
that they would soon receive, he dashed to their treasure trove of jewelry in
the dark leather bag, and he removed a gift for her. It was a gold ring, set
with a faceted ruby. It glittered in the sunlight, not like the tarnished
silver band she had just given him. She graciously accepted the present. Aton
told her that the gold ring was a gift from Hauk and him. It fit nicely on the
middle finger of her right hand, not like the other ring that was bulky and got
in the way when she wove fabric with the loom. 


After
measuring the men, she let them know it would not take long to make the tunics.
The fabric was complete. All that remained was to stitch the seams, and for
that task, she had the help of an apprentice. The leather pants would be ready
later that night. She sent them on their way to the stream to take a bath, but
before they left, she gave them some lye soap. She thought they stunk worse
than the tribe’s herds of goats or flocks of sheep. 


While
Aton and Hauk were naked in the water of a nearby stream, scrubbing the stench
from their bodies with the harsh lye soap, she delivered them two new wool
tunics. She put the new garments on a bush beside the creek and took their old
clothes with her, wanting to burn the stinking clothes in a fire. She admired
her new gold ring, set with a faceted ruby, which sparkled in the daylight all
the way back to camp.


After
they dressed, Aton showed the silver ring’s insignia to Hauk and explained to
him that he had no doubt it had belonged to someone important in Olar
Regalyon’s service. Most likely, the nomads had killed an important man and
taken the ring from the corpse. Either the nomads were raiding closer to Aton’s
home, or someone from the warlord’s estate had traveled far away, into
dangerous territory. Regardless, the thought of raiding nomads anywhere near
Esina was uncomfortable to say the least. In his mind, Aton scolded himself
again for running away from Olar’s estate and abruptly leaving his family and
Esina. He resolved that he should have stood his ground, fought, and remained
with the woman he loved, but he had not, and for that, Aton felt very ashamed.
Now, he felt more than ever like he needed to return home, which was where he
could redeem his honor, and most of all, extract his revenge.











CHAPTER FIFTEEN


Aton
was anxious to continue his journey, but he did not want to leave the hill
people. Nestled in the rolling hills, his life was so pleasant here, which was
in sharp contrast to that through which he had suffered. His dreams of love for
Esina and revenge against Lanzo were becoming more vivid as each day passed. It
was hard to think of anything other than getting closer to home, his family,
and the woman he loved. He desperately wanted to know if she was safe. As for
Hauk, he had never been happier in all of his life, because he was free, and
the hill people had no concept of slavery or prejudice against him. To these
people, the scars on his wrists were as much a symbol of masculinity and
bravery as were the scars on his chest. In fact, his wounds were very appealing
to the tribe’s women, who were a carnal indulgence that Hauk found hard to
satisfy. 


As
usual, when pondering his thoughts, Aton wandered over the hilltops, and then
into the depths of the peaceful forest. At first, the Greenhill tribe insisted
on at least two of their men accompanying Aton when he ventured away. They were
fearful that the nomads might find him alone in the forest, or if he got too
close to the swampland, a cannibal from the glade might pounce on him like a
cougar from the shadows, but in either case, the unintended outcome of the
surprise encounters would be the same for Aton: death. This accompaniment was
annoying to him. In time, he convinced them that he was a much better hunter
than any man from Greenhill, or any man from the other tribes of the
surrounding area, so the council of elders eventually permitted him to roam
alone. 


During
one of these expeditions into the forest, he discovered another beautiful lake.
He looked down on the water from the summit of a bare hilltop. He thought it
was not far across this lake, because he could see to the other side. On the
opposite shore, the grassy meadow was dotted with tall oak trees. The woods
framing the open field joined with the oak trees farther away and became one
extensive forest. Beyond it were rolling hills covered with lush, green
vegetation. He imagined a stockade of his own in the little clearing. Through
the grassland on the left side, he visually traced the course of a large stream
flowing down to the calm water, entering it on the right, and the lake
gradually narrowed to a river on his left. Once more, he wondered if this were
where he could start a new life with Esina, away from the political corruptness
that surrounded her family. He yearned for the day that he might make it back
home. 


He
followed the course of the stream that left the small lake, occasionally
disturbing wild boars as he walked along, and twice he saw white-tailed deer
under the oaks across the water. Farther along, he saw that the river flowed in
the direction of Lake Pontchartrain. This stream was a tributary to the lake
from where he had originally started his journey in the crude sailboat. 


Curving
toward him, a short cliff almost overhung the river and jutted out into the
newly discovered lake. A fort on that cliff could command the entrance to the
river. The cliff was a natural breakwater, which would allow a harbor at its
base. The stream appeared broad and deep enough for merchant vessels. Aton was
enthralled with this spot and the beauty of the small lake, the unmistakable
richness of the soil, the beautiful river connecting with the larger lake, and
the cliff commanding its entrance. In all his imagination, he had never thought
an expanse of land so desirable for a settlement and the founding of a city. He
remained here a long time, designing it all in his mind.


The
base of his imaginary fort would be next to the brook, because it looked more
peaceful there than on the shore of the lake. He desired to clear the forest
back a little way and erect a wall that enclosed a large pasture of grassland
for livestock. Beside the shore of the lake, he wanted to build a town, so that
his fleet of ships might easily engage in commerce and increase his riches. His
vivid daydreams kept him here almost until sunset and prevented him from
noticing the brewing storm clouds. A clap of thunder closed the curtains on his
imagination’s theatrical performance, and he saw a rainstorm rapidly
approaching.


He
descended the hill and sheltered himself as best he could under tree branches.
After the lightning, the rain poured so heavily that it penetrated the dense
canopy of tree leaves and pummeled the ground with large raindrops. He unstrung
his bow and placed the string in his pocket, so it would not become wet.
Instantly, there was a shout on either side, and two nomads darted from the
undergrowth toward him. While he had his trusty bow strung, they had followed
him, tracking his footsteps, but the moment he had unstrung his bow, they
rushed at him. Aton ran wildly between the trees, breaking branches as he did,
but in doing so, he opened a passage for them to follow. They could have easily
thrust their spears through him, but their purpose this evening was to take him
alive and seek revenge for the death of their fallen comrades by torturing him.


When
Aton escaped from the trees, he headed toward a distant tribe’s camp for
refuge, but three more nomads were ahead of him. He turned again and went to
the steep hill he had just descended. With all his strength, he raced up the
slope. His swift feet carried his body nimbly through the forest’s numerous
obstacles, and he reached the summit. He knew they would overtake him unless he
could quickly think of some ploy. In the instant that he paused to catch his
breath while on the peak, a thought struck him; a strategy of survival began
unfolding in his mind, but he needed a little more time and distance between
the angry nomads him and to bring his idea to fruition, so he raced like the
wind along the ridge to escape to the smaller lake, along the same path he had
followed in the morning. 


Once
on the ridge, the five pursuers shouted at him tauntingly. They thought they
had him trapped like a scared rabbit, but Aton was not yet ready to quit. Aton
was young and in superb physical condition. He kept his lead, and even expanded
the gap between the nomads and him, but he knew his pace would falter, just
like a wounded deer during the chase; it ultimately submits to a pack of
stalking wolves, and dies. Aton knew they would track him until they had him. To
stop his pursuers, all he needed was enough time to string the bow and draw an
arrow, but he could not get a big enough lead. If he stopped running, they
would have him before he could string it and fit an arrow, because they were
still too close. While he ran, his mind gestated an idea, but now that he
attained the ridge, he was ready to give birth to his clever plan. 


Aton
kept along the ridge until he reached the place where the small lake narrowed
to a river, and then he dashed down the hill toward the water. Dead, fallen
branches and trees hindered the path to the water’s edge, but he scrambled over
and through all of it anyway. Tearing a path through the bushes, he plunged
into dense shrubbery. A branch caught his shirt, so he quickly cut himself
free. Then, with the bow and knife still in his hands, he headed to the shore
of the small lake and dove into the water. His hope was that the nomads, who
were used to traveling in the forest and over the rolling landscape only by
riding their hill ponies, might not know how to swim. Luckily for Aton, his
assumption was correct. His pursuers stopped on the shore and yelled their
loudest. When he had passed the middle of the lake, their rage rose to a
unified scream for his head, startling a nearby heron.


Aton
safely reached the opposite shore, but the bowstring was wet, and now the bow
was also soaked, so both were temporarily useless. He struck off at once,
straight across the grasslands. He went past the tall oaks that he had admired
from the hilltop, and he ran beyond the green knoll where, in his imagination,
he had built a fort and started a settlement. He swam through the stream, which
he just realized was larger than it had appeared from the ridge. After a quick
sprint into the woods, a wall of green camouflaged him. He rested under a thick
tree canopy, still panting from the chase, and tried to regain his bearings to
plot a course back to his adopted tribe. The nomads obviously knew of
Greenhill’s location, and he thought his pursuers would have cut off his return
path back home by infiltrating the woods that surrounded it. Aton decided to go
on a long, hard trek to another camp farther east, which was not what he
supposed the nomads would expect him to do.


Knowing
that the nomads were close, he cursed himself for leaving the relative safety
of Greenhill to explore the woods alone and for having no other weapon than the
bow. The knife at his side was only practical for self-defense as a last resort
if the fight transcended into hand-to-hand combat. If he had a short sword or a
spear, he would have faced those nomads who had wanted to attack him. He was
very angry with himself for making such a foolish decision as leaving the camp
alone, and for the imprudence of wandering without precaution into a territory
that so recently was full of nomads. He had killed a lot of them with the very
weapon in his hand, and had killed their chief, too. They had every reason to
desire his capture, so they could extract their revenge. If he had used the
ordinary sensibilities of a hunter, of which he had years of experience, he
would have noticed their careless hints left among the trees, and he would not
have exposed himself on the bare hilltops where a person was visible for a
great distance. He knew all too well that because of this type of carelessness,
many lone men had perished in the woods. His predicament was humiliating, and
he wondered how he would ever explain his foolish actions. The men of Greenhill
had been correct; he should not have left the camp alone.


After
recovering from the long sprint and swim to safety, he scolded himself once
more, then set off at a moderate pace with long, springy steps. The wet forest
was in the worst possible condition for a speedy egress. The rain had soaked
the ferns and other undergrowth, and every branch showered raindrops on him as
he made his way through the thicket. It was now past sunset. The dusk was upon
him and faced him like another enemy by blinding his path, but he used it to
his advantage and welcomed the concealment of darkness. He traveled until
nearly dawn, turned to the right and reclaimed the line of hilltops at sunrise.
He rested and then reached another camp after daybreak. Although this tribe was
quite a distance from Greenhill, he had already met them when they had
journeyed to his adopted tribe. They had come to meet the mysterious strangers
from across the lake. After his unexpected arrival this morning, the tribe that
provided him refuge sent a messenger to Greenhill, requesting armed escorts for
his return journey through the forest.


While
he waited for his bodyguards to arrive, the wet and stormy weather kept him
inside, so he spent the next day in a thatch hut recuperating from the chase
and the all-night trek through the dark forest. The loud claps of thunder did
not wake him. The storm ceased the next day. 


Aton
took his sore body and walked down the slope to work the stiffness from his
joints and muscles. Just past a dense growth of tall shrubbery, which he had to
walk around to continue down the slope, he saw a nomad and his hill pony lying
on scorched earth, both dead from a lightning strike. He went to inspect the
burned carcasses and then sat on a rock the size of a stool while he caught his
breath from the jaunt down the steep hill. He saw a small pool of water near
the roots of a large sycamore tree, and he thought that the nomad must have
known of this tiny spring and went there to drink and shelter himself from the
rain. The nomad and his horse had died from a lightning strike during the
search for water and shelter. Aton went back to the camp to tell his friends,
and then accompanied them back to the tree and showed them what he had found.
After seeing the dead nomad and his hill pony, the tribesmen gathered stones,
blessed them with an incantation, and began to heap them at the site. 


Always
wary of lightning, it was their superstitious custom to pile a mound of stones
wherever lightning had struck. They always did this with an enchanted stack of
rocks to warn others and protect the spot from another strike. It was also
their tradition to dismember the carcass of any herd animals that lighting had
struck and to take all of the pieces of the disjointed remains to a location
that they did not frequent, because of the fear that it was something within
the animal that had attracted the deadly lightning. They never dared to eat the
meat of an animal that something as mysterious as lightning had killed, or even
bring its flesh near the camp. As they labored with the nomad’s body, the
carcass of his horse, and mound of stones, Aton told them that there was water
here, which was not quickly obvious, because of the general dampness in the
area due to the recent torrential storm. It was only a casual remark, because
he thought they must have already known.


Because
the hill people always desired easy water for their animals, and they
considered Aton different and special in a certain sense, they took his casual
remark literally and treated it like a command. They brought their tools, dug,
and found an ample spring. After moving buried rocks and shovels full of clay,
the water gushed out and formed a small stream. The tribe gathered around the
mysterious water, and rumors began to spread. This gossip merged his reputation
with divinity, because many of the tribe thought that he had summoned the
lightning to kill one of their enemies. 


Aton
did not want this superstitious attribute, and he tried in vain to explain that
the water was already there, and the nomad and his horse were already dead from
a random lightning strike. He wanted them to realize that he could not summon
lightning and bring fresh water from the ground, but that was not what they
wanted to hear. There had been lightning; a nomad and his hill pony were dead,
and there was a spring of fresh water. In their judgment, after Aton had
summoned a mysterious power, one of their sworn enemies and his horse had died,
and clear water had emerged from the ground, just where Aton had said it would
be. To the tribe, Aton obviously had the power of divine retribution. From the
perspective of the hill tribes, he was merely seeking revenge and punishing
those who had recently tried to harm him and his friends. This news about Aton
spread again, but farther this time. 


Some
of his old friends from Greenhill arrived to escort him home, and they had
already heard the rumors of a miracle. Later, other tribes journeyed from far
away to see the spring and the scorched earth for themselves. It was time to
leave this tribe’s hospitality and return to Greenhill. Five men with spears
had arrived as his chaperones. One man was a scout, who would run ahead and
assume the point position, looking for hidden dangers lurking in the forest or
along the roads, and the remaining four were to stay by Aton as they went home,
two men on either side of him. 


Instead
of going back to the dirt trail that connected the tribes, which the patrol
from Greenhill had just used to arrive here, his escorts went toward a wall of
trees on the east side of the camp. He did not question the unexpected
direction of travel, because he assumed where they headed was a shortcut
through the woods to avoid nomads that might be patrolling the trails. Before
leaving, Aton thanked the tribe again, and then gave them a final wave before
stepping through the wall of dense trees and shrubbery. He was on his way back
to Greenhill. Within a short distance, a vast thicket of tall, magnificent trees
encumbered their travel. The exploration of these dense woods was difficult in
the extreme. The sun could barely pierce through the thick foliage, and it
would have been very challenging for them to retrace their way if they needed
to turn around. 


After
they entered the thick woods and traveled slowly for half of a day, they exited
the forest to see a long, wide path of ground that was free of all trees. It
was very broad, and two parallel trails went through this swath of land.
Because of the straggling nomads and his recent ambush, Aton had not realized
that they would go back using a road. He had thought they would return to
Greenhill under cover of the forest to avoid an additional confrontation with
their enemies. The scout was confident that the nomads who had attacked Aton
were stragglers of the group whom they had already vanquished. Recent patrols
no longer found nomads in the area, so the main highway, which was the ancient
road that Aton had been searching for, was clear to use. Aton was delighted.
Travel on such a wide and level path would make the journey so much quicker and
easier than trudging through all of the dense forest’s obstacles. In fact, if
he had a horse, the journey to Greenhill would comparatively take no time at
all. Thinking of travel by horse on a wide and clear thoroughfare had brought a
thought to him. From the position of the sun, and from where he guessed he was
relative to the lake, he thought the ancient highway known as Interstate 55 was
directly under his feet. Aton was overjoyed, because he was familiar with this
road, and he had already traveled on its southern extremity years earlier. His
careless journey away from Greenhill had led him to a path back to his family
and Esina. Using a hill pony that they had captured from the slain nomads, it
would take him relatively little time to get home. His desire to return to his
clan was burning hotter than ever. As they traveled using the ancient highway
on the way back to Greenhill, all he could think about was Esina, home, and
revenge.


Within
a week’s return to Greenhill, Aton’s fame had traveled among most of the hill
people. Some had traveled days to see him. He tried to explain away this
growing superstitious belief that he had spiritual powers, but they would not
listen, because they wanted a deity, something to give them hope in times of
despair. The story now was that he had single-handedly defeated the nomads.
They no longer had to fear the nomads or the cannibals. Nobody doubted the
nomad’s defeat, so the story of Aton’s unassisted victory continued. The tale
of Aton’s lightning strike that had killed a nomad and his horse, and had
obviously burned the ground as a testament to his divine power, also added to
his reputation. The clear-water spring that Aton had identified was also there
for the world to see. The water appeared to have emerged through jagged rocks,
and that gave it a mysterious appearance, so the story of his healing waters
spread with the desire for hope and salvation. 


The
hill tribes ignored his humble denials of the facts. These simple people
understood nothing but the events as they perceived them to be. To them, the
defeat of the nomads, summoning deadly lightning, and the discovery of the
spring were nothing less than supernatural. Hauk was very brave in the face of
battle and had undoubtedly killed a cougar with his bare hands and a knife, so
it was obvious that Aton’s great spirit could affect those that surrounded him.
Besides all that, it was true that Aton was different from the people of Greenhill.
He had spent his life educating himself, and with this superior knowledge, he
had set himself apart. Aton was a man unlike any other that they had ever seen.


They
also sought his wisdom by bringing him irreconcilable disputes, but he did not
want the position of judge. Members of the surrounding tribes persisted, and it
was useless to try ignoring their requests. They would patiently wait for the
intelligence and fairness of his decisions. What he disdained and feared the
most were sick people who wanted Aton to heal them. Some merely went to the
spring to drink from the water. It seemed to cure all ailments, or at least
that was what the stories indicated, which had increased his fame. Concerning
medicine, Aton was firm. He would not attempt to cure or heal, and they went
away. He did share his knowledge of medicinal plants and they came back. He
feared that if the rumors persisted, an angry tribesman might have an
unreasonable expectation of Aton’s abilities and kill him because of emotional
frustration due to a sick or dying loved one not recovering under his care.
Aton considered this a dangerous circumstance and thought of a way to remove
himself from medicine. He announced that he was going to plant a garden of
medicinal plants, but not administer any medication himself. He would tell
their own healers all that he knew, so that they could use his knowledge. Aton
gave wild herbs to the shamans of several tribes, and they carried out Aton’s
instructions. When people professed that Aton’s medicinal herbs had relieved
certain ailments, it furthered his reputation.











CHAPTER SIXTEEN


Aton
began to understand a constant, everlasting truth: life’s difficulties would
always confront him. Success might change the nature of his complications, but
it would increase their frequency, too. He realized that his father, Davin
Matin, a clan leader respected by the common man, a person with a lifetime of
experience exposed to the political complexities that come with the acquisition
of power, was correct when he had given him sage advice, instructing him to
stay in the figurative middle of the road on his journey through life. There,
in the median of life’s road, is where Davin had believed his son would be
content, with a humble existence between the extreme ditches that frame life’s
path. He thought that was where Aton could avoid the misery of hardship along
with the labor and suffering of most people. Along that straight and narrow
path, the pride, luxury, and ambition of being a warlord would not embarrass
his son. Maintaining a steady course down a straight and narrow pathway was how
his father had found satisfaction, and he thought that should be perfectly
suitable for Aton, too. Now that success seemed to smile on Aton, difficulties
faced him in every direction, but he had become a man with power. Although he
had power, what good was it if it seemed impossible for him to do anything? 


Long
ago, he had dreamed of leaving the constraints of his clan, and planned to seek
adventure while searching for a battlefield where he could prove his bravery in
combat. That prospect for adventure had turned into a nightmare when he had to
flee his home to save himself from the vengeful backlash of his warlord’s
wrath. Whether he had fulfilled his dream of adventure, or had suffered through
a nightmare exodus, was irrelevant now, because either way he had left his
home, and along that journey had discovered bravery in battle, a good friend,
and treasure. He had survived horrific trials and tribulations, and he
considered himself a better man for surviving in the midst of such harsh
adversity. Now that he was at a place to reflect on his recent successes, which
unfortunately was after he had to leave his family and the woman he loved, he
began to reconsider the merits of life as a fugitive. He had an idea that he
might be able to establish his own clan that could prosper into a city, by
using his newfound wealth. If bringing that idea to fruition were possible, he
would take Esina away from her father and snatch her from Lanzo’s clenched talons,
while saving his family, too.


After
he had found the silver signet ring that bore Olar Regalyon’s crest, he wished
to return home more than ever, but he feared that the tribe would not permit
his departure, and it would be hard to convince Hauk to leave his female
indulgences behind. If he could persuade Hauk to leave, they might have to flee
in the night, in which case he could hardly return to Greenhill, but he
desperately wanted to go back home. He felt like he had abandoned his family
and Esina, and had not tried his hardest to stay with them, fight for his
honor, and to bring Lanzo to justice. Instead, he had turned and run. Those
desperate and impulsive actions had wrapped his conscience with guilt.


Another
week slipped away, and Aton was still contemplating his departure, when one
afternoon, a delegation of hill people arrived from a distant tribe. They had
nominated Aton to be their leader, and had sent their council of elders to
convey the proclamation. Apparently, rumors of grandeur do increase over time
and distance, and this was no exception. Naturally, Aton was flattered, but he
was baffled about what he should do, because he did not know whether the people
of Greenhill would be enthusiastic at the proposal, or resentful. He certainly
did not want to bring disharmony to these peaceful people who always exhibited
so much intertribal unity.


The
citizens of Greenhill acted quickly. There was an assembly of the tribe and
they unanimously chose Aton as their chief. Secretly, they were annoyed that
another tribe had been more forward and overt in their selection, and they were
anxious to retain Aton for themselves. He humbly declined the honors. In spite
of his refusal, all the tribes treated him as if he were their leader. Days
later, other tribes voted to crown him as their ruler, and they sent their
messengers to convey the decree. Others followed, and it seemed that they all
brought him the same message over the next several weeks.


Aton
thought intensely on the matter. He was flattered and ready to accept the
position as the chief of Greenhill, but he was wary of the effect that absolute
power can have, because he had witnessed the inherent corruption of supreme
leaders. He announced that he would not use the title of chief or exercise the
functions of a ruler, at least not as they were normally understood. He
summoned elders from the extensive network of hill tribes for an important
meeting, and explained his plan to the council of elders. He would only assume
total authority in time of war, and decreed that the present chiefs would
retain their powers and each should govern as before, in a decentralized
fashion, but they were free to ask for his opinion on any occasion. Hauk would
serve as a military advisor, expecting the same respect as that given to a
chief. The council unanimously agreed to create a federation of hill tribes,
and they elected Aton as their leader. In only a few weeks, news of the
decision spread, and in that same timeframe, thousands of men had joined the
tribes’ union. Aton had unified the hill people and created a small nation. 


The
hill people had built a special hut for Aton’s residence, but he received all
the political delegations in the circular fort of Greenhill. He felt obligated
to visit so many tribes that he postponed what he had once considered his
escape from Greenhill. During Aton’s journeys from tribal camp to tribal camp,
he gained alliances with even more of them and could only estimate that the
coalition had grown again by thousands of people. Filled with pride in his
accomplishment, Aton considered that he commanded a loyal army that was far
larger than any marching forces dreamed of by the warlord Olar Regalyon. In
fact, it would take the power of a warlord to match the number of men now under
Aton’s will, but he still was not happy.


The
truth was that he missed his family and Esina more every day. There was no
means of communicating with them and no way of knowing who currently ruled over
Aton’s clan. So much time had elapsed since he fled his clan that nearly
anything was possible. Back home, Lanzo’s treasonous aspirations might have already
attained for him the title of warlord. Aton would have given anything to know
of his family’s fate, and Esina’s, too. Only a special courier with extensive
and detailed knowledge of the region could successfully convey a message, but
he could not get an emissary like that. Even if he found a long-distance
messenger, he could not instruct him exactly how to reach his family or Esina,
and there was always the possibility of hostile people intercepting his message
or killing the courier. 


Aton
desperately wanted to communicate with his family and the only woman that he
loved. He desired to tell them that he was fine, to learn of their
circumstances, and let them know that he hoped they were also doing well. Now
that he had found the old American road, Interstate 55, he believed that he
could get home through this unfamiliar territory, which was a region that he
had always wanted to explore. He thought that he knew the approximate direction
of his clan, and had inquired about it within the Greenhill tribe, but they had
no idea where it was. However, to the south along the ancient American highway,
they knew of a village named Tarply. That village had clansman, like Aton, with
whom they had traded for metal tools. The Greenhill tribe knew that it was a
dangerous territory, because raiding nomads also inhabited the area. After
hearing of the village, he supposed that he could find a path back to Esina and
his family by using that ancient road, but he might risk his life while
crossing such hostile territory. Nomads had traveled through the area, but
after such a humiliating defeat and the loss of their leader, the Greenhill
chief suspected the nomads might have already left the region to form new,
smaller groups before they resumed their wandering lifestyle. It would actually
be an opportune time to travel on the old highway.


To
the south was the ocean. The hill people only went that way to trade for metal
implements. They did not live there because food for their flocks and herds was
not as plentiful near the coast. Until now, Aton did not know that he was so
close to the ocean, so he decided to visit that immense body of water during
his impending journey toward home. As nearly as he could discover, the eastern
border of Lake Pontchartrain did not reach any farther south. Therefore,
Greenhill was not far from the lake’s southern border. He concluded that the
southern shore of the lake must run parallel with the ocean’s coastline, and if
he followed the lake’s southern shore, he would ultimately reach the very creek
from where he had started in his boat, but he had no idea how far it was.


He
knew that he could not send a message with any of the hill people, and they
preferred not to travel through the dense forests, because their migratory
paths through the woods and the open plains were their chosen habitats. The
forest was just a place to hide. Two routes home were open to him. One was
straight through the forest on foot to the old American highway, and the other
by water. To travel by water would require him to construct another boat. Since
he had no boat, nor any effective way to make another one, travel by foot was
obviously what he was better prepared for. Consequently, he chose the forest
route to the ancient road, and he resolved to attempt the journey. When and how
could he do it without offending his friends with his departure?


In
the meantime, while he considered the details of his parting, he visited a
river where it flowed to the shore of the big lake, this time accompanied by a
dozen men with spears. The visit only increased his admiration of the place; it
would be sad to leave. He ascended a tall cypress tree. From these branches, he
had a clear view of the vast lake and its distant, wide horizon. There were no
islands and no land in sight. The water was open with gentle, rolling waves. A
warm breeze blew from the south. He imagined the wind was Esina’s sweet breath
blowing across his neck. He knew his true happiness was in that direction, but
sadly, it was away from the tranquility of Greenhill and all of his new friends
who resided there.


While
perched on his arboreal throne, he concluded that he would travel south, to the
village of Tarply, but not alone. He would convince Hauk and a group of
tribesmen from Greenhill to accompany him to the village near the Gulf Coast.
To get there, they would ride the slain nomads’ horses on the old American
highway that Aton had already discovered. Travel should be swift on the
ancient, clear, and wide path.


He
jumped from the tree, and they started back to the village. The escorts had
some trouble maintaining their new leader’s pace as he went through the woods.
On the way back to Greenhill, Aton was preoccupied with how he could leave his
friends and still be able to return to them and resume his position as their
leader. As he walked back, he thought and thought, trying to discover some
means by which he could accomplish this goal, but the more he considered
solutions to this perplexity, the more difficult it appeared to him. There
seemed to be no plan that promised easy success, but he had to risk the
attempt, because it was all that he could do.


Days
after returning from the woods, he woke one morning with a mind full of ideas
that he felt would surely succeed if anything could. The question had solved
itself during restful sleep. His mind, strained with too much exertion, had
recovered its intellectual capacity and bloomed again like a spring flower.
With the men of Greenhill that would join him on the path to Tarply, and others
that would soon follow, he hoped to establish another tribe near that southern
village, to increase his power base. Therefore, the journey would be more like
a migration rather than an expedition away from Greenhill. Then, he could
devote himself to increasing and consolidating his rule over the two peoples,
hill people and clansmen. Perhaps he might organize his own dominion that could
rival any warlord’s, but first he would have to unite two different cultures.


Aton
summoned Hauk and, inside Greenhill’s circular fort, convened an assembly of
chiefs from the nearest tribes. Before the meeting could take place, they all
drank from a ceremonial cup filled with warm goat’s milk, passing it hand to
mouth, slurping the tepid drink loudly as they did. He asked the council if
they would place sufficient confidence in him to assist him with carrying out
certain plans. In unison, they replied that they had faith in him and would
explicitly obey. Without directly appealing to Hauk first, he explained his
intention to leave Greenhill, hoping the chiefs would not take the announcement
as an insult, because he did not present his plan as if it were an abandonment
of the tribe, but rather an expansion of it by taking volunteers with him to
colonize the southern region. If they agreed, and he assumed that they would,
this would prompt Hauk to resume the long journey home with Aton. After all,
how could Hauk spend his share of their fortune while living with a tribe in
the hilltops? To use it, he would have to find people that understood the value
of precious metals and jewels, people who would accept the plundered treasure
as payment for all the material things that Hauk had desired during his rough
life, but had never been able to attain while living as a slave. Therefore,
Aton intended to influence Hauk’s decision indirectly by first getting the
council to agree with the plan. If Aton could sway the opinion of the majority,
the rest, including Hauk, would simply agree due to peer pressure, and the
decision would appear to be their own. As the owner of his decision, Hauk would
be more committed to the endeavor with Aton. 


The
council voted and unanimously agreed with Aton’s proposal, and so did Hauk,
just as Aton had suspected they all would do. The council suggested to Aton
that such a journey away would require the protection of many men from their
tribe. The Greenhill chief decided that if the men were to travel by horse,
they should use all of the animals that they had confiscated from the dead
nomads. The horses were healthy and strong, had beautifully hand-tooled leather
saddles, and intricately woven horse blankets. Twenty swift horses for twenty
men. They would leave the next day. 


The
next morning, they began the ride toward the ocean, soon afterward expecting to
find the village of Tarply near the coast, which was exactly where Aton’s
guides had already told him it would be. The best path to travel to Tarply was
the old highway, which meant that they first had to traverse through a section
of the dense forest to get to that road. This journey to the ancient road was
not in a straight line, because an almost impenetrable timberland covered the
area, which constrained them to a serpentine path across it. They meandered
around thickets of trees, because certain sections were too dense to pass through
when accompanied by horses. Although they had hill ponies that were accustomed
to the rough terrain, the pace was slow. 


They
also had to slip through a river valley to avoid a great ridge of hills,
because it was the nomad’s tradition to travel along them for great distances,
and their enemy had frequently traversed these ridges. Although the threat from
nomads was low, because of the recent crushing defeat delivered to the road
pirates at the hands of Aton, Hauk, and the hill people, they thought it would
be best to remain cautious. Through the river valley, which wound between the
hills, they approached the old highway, hidden by the timbers. Tig knew it was
there, but the trees were so tall and thick that they could not see very far.
He dismounted, broke low branches to clear the shortest path out of the forest
and yelled a command for the others to dismount and pull the reins to lead
their horses the final distance through the thick woods. 


They
emerged into the bright light of the afternoon sun, and the old divided highway
was before them. At the sight of the road that might unite him with Esina and
everyone else that he loved, Aton could not restrain the joy in his heart.
After mounting his beast, some invisible osmotic force seemed to transfer Aton’s
joyous spirit to his horse, and without an overt command from its new master,
his steed pranced its way to the road. As Aton’s horse trotted toward the
chosen path, he only gave the reins one small pull to the right, and his
stallion entered the road heading the correct direction: south. At first, Aton
took the lead, but the nomads quickly spurred their horses, catching up with
him and enveloping their new leader. A galloping escort of mounted horses had
encircled Aton; he considered this protocol unnecessary and restrictive. Hauk
guided his animal through the prancing wall that surrounded Aton, so that he
could travel next to his best friend. Their mounts were so used to the rough
terrain of the hills that the horses found galloping across the relatively
level path of fractured concrete almost effortless. They maintained a healthy
pace along the tree-lined highway until sundown, and then they looked for a
place to rest for the night.


Tig
had scouted ahead, as he was used to doing, and came back to tell the others
that he had found a place to camp. They trotted to a place where the outer lane
deviated from the highway. It was what remained of an exit ramp, which
continued to the right and up the embankment. Tig led them up the hill on what
still lingered of the cracked concrete. At the ruins of an ancient building,
their shelter for the night, Aton dismounted, and his horse began grazing in
the tall grass. Tig took the reins of Aton’s steed and gestured that he would
do the same for Hauk. The hill people knew of a nearby stream where they could
water the animals. Before giving his horse to Tig, Hauk removed his and Aton’s
saddlebags. Aton and Hauk had divided their loot evenly between them, by
weight, balancing the saddlebags, which had hung heavily on either side of
their horses’ flanks. They trusted the men of Greenhill with the fortune, but
it made Hauk feel much more comfortable to be in control of that which he hoped
would provide him a life of luxury. 


With
the dimming twilight through the tall trees of the forest, Hauk peeked into the
bags to steal another look at the treasure. With great pleasure, he fondled
their plunder, feeling the jewelry pour between his fingers, before concealing
it with the leather flap. He hid the bags next to a nearby tree, under a
blanket of leaf litter.


Hauk
went to the front of the building, or what remained of it, and found his friend
intently staring above the archway of what had been the front entrance. Aton
seemed to be in a trance as he stared at the ruins of the structure, so rather
than disturb Aton, Hauk wandered away to find a good place for a campfire. He
chose to go back to where he had hidden the saddlebags.


Only
two of the building’s adjoining walls remained. There was no roof, doors, or
windows. Above the open doorway, Aton was looking at the words engraved into a
rectangular block of concrete. Two words, REST STOP, were still visible.
Whenever Aton read inscriptions of the ancients, he was mesmerized. His
imagination had run wild as he tried to decipher the connotation of ancient
words and the intention of the American writings, and now he had two more words
to decipher their combined meaning. Individually, he understood the words, but
together, he surmised that they might have had a different implication to the ancient
ones than anything that he could presume. Too tired for any mental puzzles, he
shrugged his shoulders and went through the doorway to the other side of the
adjoining walls. In the corner of the only two standing brick walls was a pile
of ash on an old slab of cracked concrete. Radiating upward and away from the
corner, expanding on the surface of the concrete slab and walls, outward from
the pile of cold, black cinders on the ground, was the residue of all the soot
from the countless fires that had previously burned there. Behind these walls
was a good place to have a fire that travelers on the highway could not easily
see when passing. Obviously, from the size of the pile of ashes, and the
thickness of the smut covering the walls, other travelers had also thought of
this. Now it was Aton’s turn to establish a campsite. 


Not
realizing or concerned with the advantage of concealment that the remains of
the ancient building provided, because he had carelessly slept in the open on
numerous occasions, Hauk had already started a fire near the hidden saddlebags,
only a short distance away from the old structure, but still visible from the
road. Aton summoned Hauk, told him to bring firewood, and convinced his friend
that the ash pile in the corner of the old building should be their fireplace
this evening. 


After
placing dry fallen branches on the pile of dark cinders, Hauk lit a twig in the
fire that he already had ablaze, and he transported it to the better location.
He threw the burning stick onto the kindling. The wood crackled, ignited, and
emitted a bright light. The dark ashen walls behind the flames appeared like a
shadowy passageway to an abyss. They slept uncomfortably on the hard slab of
cracked concrete.











CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Early
the next morning, they departed on the old freeway, traveling swiftly on horses
that were bounding with energy after a full night of rest. Unlike the
convoluted trails that went over the hills and through the forests that
surrounded them, it seemed to the travelers that the old, divided highway was
as straight as the shaft of an arrow. The ancient thoroughfare split a vast,
emerald cloud of leaves floating on parallel walls of tall trees that lined the
roadside. The continuous arboreal barrier on either side of the twenty riders
went the length of the old highway, as far as the eye could see, as if they
were the stockade walls of a giant ogre’s fortress, receding and converging at
a distant point on the horizon. With each stiff gust of wind, the rustling
leaves of the verdant mountains seemed to hiss, like a warning. As they
traveled down the road, it felt like they were riding in the valley between two
green mountains that swayed with the shifting breeze. They were glad to have
this scar through the forest that the Americans had scratched across the land,
because their dirt trails were tortuous and frequently encumbered with
obstacles to speedy travel.


The
seeds from a variety of plants had found sanctuary in the many crevices of the
fractured concrete or cracked asphalt surfaces of the ancient road. Clusters of
wildflowers appeared as if they had rushed to squeeze through the endless
cracks, escaping from deep inside the jagged splits in the highway before the
recurrent succession of traveling merchants trampled them flat, onto their
stony graves. The cracks in the concrete were teeming with vegetation, and
randomly connected at various abruptly changing angles across the road, from
edge to edge, appearing like angry bolts of green lighting, occasionally tufted
with a variety of colorful flowers, which bloomed from spring to autumn. 


Between
the parallel lanes of the ancient, divided thoroughfare, where lengthy
depressions in the ground had filled with water after drainage culverts had
clogged with silt and refuse many generations ago, marshy oases had emerged.
Among the cattails of these bogs, choruses of frogs were calling for their
mates as the rising sun warmed the small swamps. The increasing sunshine had
slowly warmed the splintered surface of the road, too. 


Early
one morning, a den of garter snakes lethargically slithered onto the dark
asphalt to embrace the increasing heat, and they waited on the warming road for
their body temperatures to rise, so they could slither more nimbly as they
silently hunted the frogs and insects in the narrow marshes. In the low areas
of the earthen median, isolated swamps intermittently pocked the land between
the northbound and southbound lanes of cracked concrete. From these little bogs,
Aton and his men captured an abundance of frogs, snatching the somnolent
amphibians during the coolest time of day, and ate their legs for breakfast
every morning.


The
next day, the monotonous terrain continued. Intermittent travelers, people
traveling away from the south, broke the repetition of Aton’s journey toward
the Gulf Coast. Those they passed along the road were mostly merchants. Some
were people who were just leaving the treachery of their former abodes to begin
a new life away from oppressive rule, traveling with nothing more than a few
possessions in their handcarts, which was everything that they owned. A few of
the more fortunate immigrants had beasts of burden to pull their wagons and
assist with the heavy labor of migrating far away.


As
they passed a damaged wagon that a migrant had stopped at the side of the road,
Aton noticed a man struggling with the wagon’s broken wheel. The frustrated
man’s family had hidden in the shade of a frayed sheet of cotton cloth that he
had affixed as an awning to the side of the cart. The ragged sunshade was
flapping in the light breeze. The cry of a hungry baby escaped from underneath
the fluttering, threadbare sheet. The newborn wailed inconsolably while the
mother tried to soothe her fussy child. As the man screamed obscenities at the
impaired wheel, he had his back turned away from the road and was oblivious to
the approach of Aton and his companions. During the man’s fits of rage while
trying to fix the wheel, he had upset the newborn child even more, causing it
to cry and fuss all the worse. Aton whistled a greeting and startled him, but
he quickly realized that Aton and his men meant him and his family no harm.
Helpless and stranded, he pleaded with Aton for assistance with repairing a
cracked spoke. Aton possessed some tools and knowledge of woodworking, so he
offered to help the stranded migrant mend the wheel.


The
horses needed to rest, so Aton suggested that the men do the same. Their
animals took to the grass. Hauk and the other eighteen men all sat on the
roadside and took in the warmth of the afternoon sun. 


Although
the wagon was relatively new and appeared to be in good condition, the wheels
had been hastily finished. Constructed during the winter months of lower
humidity, the wooden spokes had swollen from the high moisture content present in
the air during summertime, which was especially muggy around the lake and near
the Gulf Coast. To Aton, it was obvious that the wheelwright had not used
waterproofing. The bare wood had absorbed the moisture in the air along with
pounding raindrops during the thunderstorms of summer, and then a weakened
spoke, warped and deformed, cracked near a knot when the wheel had hit a rut.
With only the few tools available, his knowledge of woodworking, and the
abundance of raw material in the forest, Aton helped the man repair the wheel.
After the work was completed, the wife revealed herself and the young child
from beneath the shade to thank Aton for his assistance. She reminded Aton of
Esina, and the baby pushed his imagination to consider the possibility of Aton
and Esina’s future relationship, and their mutual desire to have a family
together. This young couple struggling by the roadside was very much like a
vision to him. The man with the damaged cart beside the road represented Aton’s
struggles during his journey. The stranded wife symbolized Esina, and the
infant foreshadowed the union of Aton with Olar’s daughter, who was the only
woman that he desired romantically. 


Aton
found a gold coin deep in his front pocket and gave it to the young family. It
was worth enough to buy a new wagon. The man and wife thanked him profusely.
Aton went to his horse, after wishing the family well, and only gave them a
quick wave goodbye as he and his men left to continue riding south. When the
shock of the gift faded, the formerly stranded man and his wife wept joyously
together as if they had seen a divine spirit. 


The
following day, Aton and his men encountered traveling merchants who had banded
together, heading north as they trekked on the opposite lane of the ancient
road. The wagon train that passed Aton’s group was hauling a variety of
commodities that the merchants had planned to sell as they passed through
different villages. Tig spotted a particular cart that appeared to have dried
food, and he suggested to Aton that someone from their group should ride to
that wagon, which they had just passed, and buy some of the owner’s wares. Aton
agreed, and he struck his heels into the side of his horse and pulled hard on
the reins to turn his beast around. It responded gracefully and galloped
quickly to the cart in question. He asked the carter what food he had for sale.
The man replied, “All of it,” which was an answer that was agreeable to Aton
and the wishes of his companions.


After
thinking about the purveyors in this line of traveling merchants, the eclectic
nature of their inventories, and the constantly shifting side-glances found
only in the guilty that had yet to be discovered in their crimes, Aton wondered
if these were stolen goods and if the merchants were criminals, fleeing with
their plunder. Then a terrible thought came to his mind. He had heard of
friendly and hospitable people, not in the least way suspicious, who would
offer abundant food and drink to weary travelers, but the provisions were
drugged and the unsuspecting would wake naked with a full stomach and an empty
coin purse. Heeding caution from that old tale, Aton negotiated a plentiful
supply of dried fruits and vegetables for the price of some jewelry. Aton’s
terms and conditions were firm: the seller must eat a sample from each item
that Aton was to purchase. With no protest, the migrating vendor agreed, and
only a short while later Aton surmised the man suffered no ill effect from
hidden drugs or deadly poisons. The merchant left and was several rings and
necklaces richer after he had sampled his own food to prove that it was safe to
eat.


Aton
called the men to him and they divided the load of food evenly among the
horses. Before they continued to the south, Aton gave Tig a handful of raisins
to taste. His lips puckered at the intense concentration of sugar. Although he
had eaten berries, the sweetness of this dried fruit was a new and pleasant
experience. 


Early
afternoon of the subsequent day, over the clatter of clopping hooves on
fractured concrete, they heard a low murmur coming from a distance ahead of
them. As they continued heading south on the old road, the sound increased to a
dull roar. Soon afterward, the thick forest of tall trees that lined the old
road yielded to a scruffy grassland as the men emerged from what had felt like
a valley between tall, verdant cliffs. The dense woods faded behind them as
they went forward. The ancient highway came out from the forest and continued
under the massive body of saltwater in front of them, bounded by a coast of low
scruffy land, thinly bordered with scattered bushes. Aton could see that the
ocean had swallowed the road, which disappeared under the sandy beach just
before it slipped beneath the lapping waves. The ocean level had obviously been
much lower in the past or the elevation of the land had been much higher;
either way, it mattered little, because this was the end of the old highway. He
knew that along the underwater road, somewhere under the rolling waves of the
ocean, there were submerged towns now inhabited by fish and old human
skeletons. The group went closer and saw the dark line of the ocean rise,
extending itself on either side along the endless beach. In the glory of the
scene, he forgot his anxieties and his hopes; they fell from him altogether,
leaving his mind alone with itself. His objectives returned in all their
strength, but one did more so than the others: vengeance. He resolved to follow
his goals and never quit. Standing where the foam came nearly to his feet, the
resolution to pursue his aspirations took possession of him, as strong as the
waves of the ocean water beat onto the shore.


All
the men except Hauk played like children on the sandy beach. They ran with
their bare feet across the shore and waded into the lapping waves. However, the
novelty of the ocean soon wore off, and they went back to their horses. At the
intersection of the ancient highway and a dirt road that went toward the
northwest, into the thick forest, Hauk had stayed with the horses while the
others absorbed the scenery. There was no good place to hitch their animals and
still be in sight of his friends. He was afraid that the horses might get
spooked and gallop away, but he was not afraid of walking the remaining
distance to the village of Tarply. He only stayed here because the horses
carried his share of the fortune. That was something he preferred not to lose
just for the experience of running across the beach with his bare feet to feel
the sand between his toes.


To
better observe the direction in which the shore trended, Aton ascended the
tallest tree that he could find. He wanted to see if he could trace the
direction of the coast. If so, he would be able to put together a mental map of
the country, which would allow him to understand the correct route back to
Esina and his family. The shore seemed to head east and west, like the southern
boundary of the big lake. It appeared that between here and the massive lake,
there was a broad belt of forest, which increased in density with its proximity
to that large body of water. He thought that if he continued due west for a
still unknown distance, then turn to the north, he could reach Olar Regalyon’s
estate and his own family’s clan beyond that, but to him, this was unexplored
territory, so he had no idea how many days of traveling it would take to reach
his final destination. 


Given
his assumed location relative to the lake and the ocean’s coast, he was more
certain than ever that they could use the dirt road under their feet and travel
through this belt of green, which was where he must pass to get back to his
clan. Before he would travel the final distance to his home, they would stop at
the village of Tarply, because Aton hoped that the villagers might have news of
the warlord Olar Regalyon or maybe Lanzo Brill and his father Trahan. However,
the people of Tarply had never been absorbed into Olar’s dominion, because the
warlord had never thought to expand his control in the direction of Tarply, so
they might not know anything of use to Aton.


Aton’s
guides were ready to leave. They told him that if they continued on the dirt
road, which wagon wheels had deeply rutted, they would find the village of
Tarply on the south side of the path. This primitive trail was much narrower
than the highway on which they had just traveled. 


After
half a day of trotting over the dirt trail’s ruts, the walls of trees
surrounding them seemed to push the group gradually into a narrow line as they
went along the dirt road, shaded by an extensive canopy of tree branches, thick
with green leaves, kudzu, and Spanish moss hanging from the limbs. They spent
the remains of the day traveling under this continuous, dense canopy of leaves
that provided shade from the bright afternoon sun and the oppressive heat,
which usually increased prior to late summer sunsets. Their eyes were wide and
alert, ready for a cannibal to leap from the bushes, slice at them with an
edged weapon contaminated with slow-acting poison, and then watch them suffer
to death while hiding under the cover of ferns. 


In
the dense woods, darkness came early in the evening. They dismounted their
horses with just enough time left in the day to use the sunshine filtering
through the rustling leaves to set up their camp. They slept uncomfortably on
the forest floor. On this day, the sheer number in their group, twenty strong
men, protected them from the opportunistic and unpredictable cannibals. 


Not
long after they continued their journey the next morning, as they turned a
sharp corner on the trail, the trees lining the road began to spread apart, and
their path broadened, revealing a wide swath of grassland gently sloping toward
the valley of a small stream. In the distance, they could see the village of
Tarply surrounded by extensive grassland and grazing cattle. A dense forest
that the villagers had incrementally harvested of its abundant trees surrounded
all of what they saw in front of them. The landscape between the twenty men and
the village was dotted with the rotting remains of numerous tree stumps,
cloaked with green velvet moss that camouflaged the older stumps as they
decayed back into the rich soil. 


Several
types of cows were grazing around the village’s pastureland, some white cattle
from the plains, some black from the wetlands around the forests. In these
herds, all of the cattle had descended and evolved from Holsteins that had
survived in the abandoned stockyards and open pastures of the Americans. 


——   ——   ——


After
the population of Americans plummeted during the post-apocalyptic cull, the
farms were as abandoned as the cities, and cattle died in droves. Death came
just as much from a want for food as the inability to endure exposure, which
caused widespread fatalities among the cattle. In the northern country, a few
deep winters had ravaged them so harshly that countless animals died, and
desperate dogs and wolves mangled the weak. The hardiest that remained quickly
became feral, and their descendants were now more difficult to approach than
deer.


There
were two kinds of feral cattle: the white and the black. They were divergent
survivors of the Holstein breed, which had both colors. The black cattle were
smaller than the white cattle, and they inhabited the areas near the forests
and marshes. Their dull coloration helped them blend into the shadows of the
trees and the darkness of the marshland. The black were timid, unless a calf
accompanied the mother, but this new breed rarely turned on their pursuers.


The
white cattle roamed the open grasslands near herds of bison, but did not
intermingle. Their light coloring gave them an advantage on the grassy plains
during snowfall. They were fierce at all times, confident in their evolved
speed, strength, and the size of their herds. They would not usually attack
people, but when provoked into confrontation, they would hardly ever run from
them, either, so it was not always safe to cross their ranges on the plains.


The
bulls were particularly savage at a certain time of the year: mating season.
Usually, if they saw people at a distance, they retreated. However, if they
came unexpectedly close to a person, they would charge. This characteristic
enabled those who traveled through areas inhabited by white cattle to avoid an
encounter, because occasionally blowing a horn dispersed the herd that might be
in the vicinity. There were usually more than two dozen in a herd. The hides of
the white cattle were highly prized, both for their inherent value and as
evidence of skill and courage, and the horns were trophies, too. The white bull
was the king of the southern grasslands while bison were in command of the
Great Plains.


——   ——   ——


The
townspeople of Tarply had constructed its protecting walls with sharply tipped
palisades, placed tightly side by side. Each vertical log had been hacked to a
point with a broadaxe. For double the protection, the town’s inner walls
surrounded the most important buildings, but most of the village resided behind
the first wall, the encircling outer barrier, which extended its oblong shape
along the length of the little river adjacent to the town. Although the weary
travelers were a distance away, still too far for the town to notice them, it
was obvious to Aton’s eyes that the village had encountered some recent
difficulties. Fire had damaged a section of the tall wooden walls. Strewn near
a damaged section of wall were burned logs that had been part of the village’s
outer protective barrier, but they appeared more like dead soldiers on a battlefield,
violently scattered. The breech in the barricade was wide enough for several
wagons to enter through the gap, side by side. Near the damaged barrier was a
good quantity of long, straight tree trunks that woodsmen had already cut and
dragged from the edge of the forest for the carpenters to erect. The
surrounding dense woods were abundant with this raw material. At the
construction site, men were swinging axes, hacking away at the logs to create
pointed ends for each new column of wood needed to repair the outer protective
wall. Across the open land, which was speckled with grazing cattle, the
trotting formation of twenty mounted horses went unnoticed. Overlooked and
unhindered, they went across the pasture, closer to the open gate of the walled
village. Tarply’s guards had apparently left their assigned posts, which were
by the main entrance, to help with the reconstruction of the wall. Under normal
circumstances, they would have closed the gate doors, but apparently, it did
not seem to matter even though security was paramount. Nomads had attacked the
wall, set it on fire, and destroyed a large portion of it during a fierce
battle. The people of Tarply could have closed the front gates, but with a
gaping breach already in the stockade, they thought it would not matter.


Constructing
a barrier wall was usually very labor intensive, but to a casual observer, the
workers did not appear to be applying much effort today. The playful laughter
of the children frolicking in the open field and near the town’s stockade walls
distracted many of the workers, who were also the proud parents. Young children
were running around, jumping over logs, playing tag, behaving as children were
naturally inclined to do. Some of the little ones were bold enough to tease the
cattle nearby, which were lazily grazing as they roamed the extensive pasture.
The laboring adults, looking for a pleasant excuse to halt their toils,
encouraged their children’s play, and some even participated with them. The
sound of youthful laughter was intoxicating. At that moment, more men were
leaning on their axes than were swinging them. Larn, Tarply’s clan leader,
finally noticed the group of twenty men who had arrived near the open front
gate and who had begun to hitch their horses to an old wagon, which appeared
vaguely familiar to Aton. 


The
old wagon was long and narrow. The wood was gray, weathered, and splintered.
The rear axle was visibly cracked. Its sides were high enough that the weary
travelers had not seen the two children playing inside it when the men had
begun to hitch the horses to the wagon’s wheels. The two young girls jumped out
of the cart, giggling as they did, and picked up a metal hoop and wooden barrel
stave, with which they had been playing near the adults as they repaired the
burned section of wall. The thin loop of iron had been the largest of three
that had held a wooden cask together. The barrel had fallen apart, but the
village children put its remnants to good use by making a toy from spare pieces
of the cask. They used a wooden slat from the broken drum to roll the metal
hoop across the trampled grass and around the perimeter of the village. The two
children who had been playing in the wagon ran back to the adults, taking turns
using the barrel stave to roll the metal hoop along the ground, not seeming to
care about the sudden appearance of the men on horseback. To the young girls or
any other undiscerning eye, the twenty newcomers appeared like hill people,
whom the townspeople had seen before, most often when they had come to trade
wool for metal, but to the discerning eyes of the adults, these men had not
arrived in the normal fashion of the bartering hill tribes. There were no
flocks accompanying their arrival, no stockpile of wool or goatskins to trade,
and the men who had just arrived were all on horseback. To the people of
Tarply, who were slowly gathering near the front gate, this prompted a sense of
caution.


More
villagers turned to face the yard adjacent to the front entrance, some still
sweating from the hard work of construction, some still grinning from watching
the children play. They had turned to see twenty strangers with twenty horses
that had assembled near the main gate. Finally, all the villagers stopped
repairing the wall, and Larn was the first to go cautiously investigate the
strange, unexpected newcomers. When Larn emerged from a group of his town’s
citizens, the others followed behind him closely, with curious children
scurrying behind the adults.


Larn
was the elected leader of Tarply. This distinguished their village’s politics
from other clans. Larn’s clan had traditionally chosen their leaders while
other clans had hereditary rulers. Normally, power passed from clan leader to
son unless there was a coup, in which case the conquering clan would establish
a new clan leader, with hereditary right of rule. Larn’s father had also been
the clan leader, and he had been an elected official. Voting for their leaders
had always been the tradition since the first settlers had founded their
village. Like his father, Larn had been the clan leader for many years. He was
middle aged, with gray hair sprinkled through his beard. In his youth, he never
had political aspirations. He had intended to find joy and passion with a
career as a blacksmith, and the village of Tarply had plenty of them ready to
accept Larn as an apprentice, but fate took him into another direction, which
was following in the footsteps of his father, and that is what he had done.
Therefore, when old age had gotten the better of his father, the town
unanimously elected Larn as their new clan leader. 


Tarply
was a village of commerce. There was some farming, but because so much of their
commercial endeavors were for the production of metal tools and woven fabric
from the bartered wool of the hill tribes, or cotton from their own nearby
fields, they traded their abundance of finished products for grain or other
surplus food. During the harvest season, the villagers of Tarply traveled to
nearby clans to swap metal tools and bolts of cloth for corn, wheat, and beans.
Tarply’s metal tools were the finest. Old tales had said that the founders of
Tarply were skilled artisans who had found a plentiful source of ancient metal.
That was true. They had settled their village far away from others, to help prevent
jealous clans from raiding, disturbing their businesses, or discovering their
metallurgical secrets. Soon after the town’s founding, they learned that they
had settled near ancient railroad tracks, and they promptly harvested the steel
rails. Since their steel tools were the highest quality, they were in great
demand, and the village prospered. Word of their quality metal had traveled to
a village near an ancient, open-pit coalmine that the Americans had abandoned.
Representatives from that village had come to Tarply with a sample of the coal
that they had for sale. It was brown coal, lignite, and very low quality, but
it was plentiful and better than burning wood to heat a forge. Tarply used the
coal. Their steel tools became better, and their village kept growing. 


Until
recently, the town was peaceful and prosperous. Their village was located far
enough from other clans that the distance protected it from rival clans raiding
them, because of the logistical problems that extensive travel can create for warfare.
Incursions into clan territories by the nomads had been mostly a nuisance, and
cannibals from the swamps historically were never any great threat to an entire
community. It all took a turn for the worst for Tarply when the nomad threat
had elevated into something treacherous. Larn suspected that tribes of nomads
must have uncharacteristically banded together, which had increased their
bravery and desire for battle. When the nomads began to terrorize the dirt
roads and ancient highways unrelentingly, it hit Tarply’s economy hard,
disrupting the supply of coal and their ability to sell their metal tools. With
their trade restricted, the village had come under financial pressure to pay
their debts for the coal shipments. Because of this, Larn had made the mistake
of venturing to a distant warlord, Olar Regalyon, and Tarply became indebted to
the tyrant. Since its founding, the town of Tarply had been independent of any
warlord’s control. Olar understood this, and hoped the village’s financial
troubles would continue, so that he could bankrupt Tarply with an unserviceable
debt burden, and add it to his dominion by annexing the troubled village.


Then,
one fateful day, the nomads attacked Tarply directly and burned a large section
of the protective barricade. All commerce ceased on the roads around the remote
village. Without trade, there was no way to pay their debt, but the worst
tragedy had not been the threat of coming under the control of a warlord. It
had occurred during the battle in which the nomads had burned a large section
of the town’s wall. On that fateful day, desperate for trade, women who had
woven numerous bolts of cloth had traveled with their daughters to a nearby
village to try to sell their goods, or at least trade them for food. When the women
and their daughters returned to Tarply, it was under another attack by the
nomads. Tired of the battle, wanting quick and easy plunder, the nomads
captured the female travelers as they returned home. The men who had escorted
the town’s women on the business venture had tried to fight, but the nomads
killed them along with any of the mothers who had viciously fought to protect
their daughters. The nomads had taken the young girls and sold them into
slavery. Larn had lost his wife in that attack, and his six daughters went
missing, captured by the nomads and sold into slavery. Tarply was a close
community, and that was the worst day in its history. The happiest was when the
girls returned home after escaping from a slave trader who had purchased them like
animals from the nomads. So now, when the community’s children played and
laughed, it was understandable why the adults, even when working on something
as important as erecting a protective barrier, would stop, listen, enjoy, and
appreciate the town’s innocent youngsters as they played.


At
the distance from which Larn had first seen the men, the strangers appeared as
hill people, but they were all mounted on horses, and their flocks of sheep and
herds of goats that usually accompanied the hill tribes were nowhere to be
seen. There were no women traveling with them, either. In his mind, Larn began
to question if the newcomers had peaceful intentions when he noticed one of the
men, Hauk, had a sword attached to his belt. This was extremely puzzling,
because although he had seen men of the hill tribes carry weapons, which were
usually wooden spears, he understood them to be mostly peaceful, and none he
had ever seen had possessed a sword. Neither the swordsman nor the man next to
him, Aton, looked much like the rest of the group of twenty. Most of the hill
people had very similar physical features. They resembled each other because of
intra-tribal marriages, and all the hill people were at least distantly related
to one another, as was bound to happen in such a closed society. With the
exception of Aton and Hauk, they truly appeared like people from a hill tribe,
but Larn remained suspicious. 


As
head of his clan and elected leader of the village, Larn led the curious group
of townspeople to the yard of the front entrance, expecting to meet an
eccentric group of hill people wanting to trade something for his village’s
metal goods. He hoped for a trade, or anything that would spread the word that
Tarply was still open for business. 


As
Larn got closer, his suspicions of the men increased even more. He could see
that they were dressed in the attire of the hill people, which were tunics made
from the yarn of spun wool, and goatskin pants, but he could see that the
horses were like the breed used by the nomads. This was troubling to him,
because nomads had caused the damage that they had been repairing. Most
clansmen, and the people of Tarply were no exception, considered anyone
associated with the nomads as a pariah.


The
workers continued approaching, still warily carrying their axes. To the
peaceful people of the Greenhill tribe, including Aton and Hauk, this appeared
aggressive. Now they could obviously see that none of the villagers were
smiling or waving friendly greetings to them.


Larn
stopped walking, and the men behind him also came to a standstill, but the
children playing in the rear of the stalled group of town citizens continued
their game of tag, unfettered. From the stranger’s appearances, Larn suspected
these outsiders were nomads who had disguised themselves as hill people, or
nomads had somehow convinced the hill people to align with them in a ploy to
gain the clan’s confidence before the road pirates attacked Tarply again. Larn
whispered a word of caution to a messenger standing next to him, and the man ran
away, disappearing behind the town’s walls.


Dangling
from a leather lanyard around Larn’s neck was a ceramic whistle. As clan
leader, he was head of security and military operations. Larn could sound his
whistle as a signal to attack, and a shrill whistle from his soldiers, when
assembling for battle, meant they were ready to fight. He pulled the whistle
out from behind his sweat-covered shirt and handed his axe to a nearby man.
After hearing two sharp toots from behind the walls of his village, which indicated
that the townsmen were ready to fight, Larn held up the palm of one hand as a
signal for his men to stay back and let him make the initial contact with the
strangers. 


Larn
stepped forward from his group. Aton did the same and took the initiative to
greet the clan’s leader. The newcomer extended his right hand to clasp forearms
as a friendly salutation. As each man gripped the other’s forearm, both were
simultaneously concluding each other’s inferiorities. To Larn, Aton was thin,
with skinny arms, hardly the build of a man that could work red-hot metal on an
anvil. To Aton, Larn had the look of a common laborer, an uneducated man and
therefore intellectually inferior, but he was obviously a leader of men, so
Aton respected him for that.


“Fresh
water is in the stream, just a short distance away,” said Larn, holding the
ceramic whistle close to his lips.


“We
seek shelter,” replied Aton. “But only with your permission.” Aton lowered his
head and eyes, submissively, because he could sense the tension of the group.
It was obvious that the village was still recuperating from an attack, so their
heightened sense of security was understandable.


Larn
lowered the whistle, but raised his eyebrows. Aton had not spoken like the hill
people. His accent was more like a clansman from near the giant lake. “Who are
you?”


“Aton
Matin. Is this the village of Tarply?”


“Yes,
it is. If you were from a tribe of hill people, you should already know that.
Who are you?”


“I
am Aton—”


“No,
I mean all of you. Who are you?” Larn pointed to Hauk. “That one. He’s not from
a hill tribe.” Larn’s eyes went to the scars on Hauk’s wrists. “He is a slave.”


Hauk
was not a politician, and he was not a slave anymore, wanting to keep it that
way. He did the politically incorrect thing during an initial greeting between
groups of armed men. He grasped his sword’s handle and exposed part of the
blade from its scabbard. Aton held up his hand to caution Hauk, so he let go of
the sword, and it dropped. The hilt hit the scabbard, resonating a distinct sound
of submission.


Aton
sternly announced, after a quick glance at Hauk because of his indiscretion,
“His name is Hauk, and Tig leads the hill people that we travel with. We all
come in peace.”


“Slavery
is not allowed here. No one can own him.” 


Along
with electing their leaders, another distinguished characteristic of Tarply was
their abolition of slavery, but Hauk had not understood that when he had
partially removed his weapon. 


“I’m
not a slave!” Hauk barked, interrupting the discussion again, but this time
with his deep voice and not the partially exposed blade of a sword.


“And
you’re not from any tribe of hill people who I have ever seen! Who carries a
battle sword attached to their belt? Not someone from the hill tribes.” Larn
pointed at Aton and Hauk. “You come to my village wearing wool tunics and
goatskin pants like hill people, but I think you two are wearing disguises. The
others, the men behind you, look like men from tribes that we have bartered
with, but none has ever rode horses like these. Hill people tend to goats and
sheep. I see none with you. In the past, we have had no trouble with the hill
people, but they don’t seem to be holding their spears very peacefully now.”


Tig
and the others from the Greenhill tribe were holding their spears tightly and
leaning them forward, ready to defend Aton. What Tig had thought would be a
peaceful encounter had turned intense. It did not get better when Tig gestured
for his men to spread around Aton, forming a defensive half circle. To Larn, it
appeared like an aggressive posturing of men with spears, a standoff, and it
was no longer a diplomatic greeting. 


“He’s
from Acadia,” Aton quickly interjected. 


“Acadia?
That’s far away, on the other side of the lake.” Larn took a step back and
raised the whistle. “I think you’re lying to me.”


Aton
raised his hands. “I can clearly see that you don’t believe us.” He waved his
hands in a downward sweeping motion to let his men with spears know that they
should lower their weapons. “Let me give you something.” Aton went to his
horse. As a gift of goodwill, Aton removed the gold broach from his horse
blanket. He intended to give it to Larn and demonstrate his peaceful intentions
with this valuable gift. Gold was highly cherished, and he expected Larn to
accept the present, graciously.


To
distance himself from the strangers, Larn stepped back. Sevi, his oldest
daughter, had stealthily crept behind him to view the outsiders more closely.
So keenly focused on the group of twenty men, Larn had not noticed the presence
of his daughter behind him. Sevi was tall and thin for her age of thirteen
years. She had long black hair, like her mother, whom the nomads had murdered
during the raid when a large section of the village’s protective wall had
burned. Sevi, a victim of the nomads herself, did not feel threatened by these
men. Aton and Hauk seemed different from the hill people, but Sevi did not
think that they were nomads in disguise or bandits somehow maliciously aligned
with a tribe of hill people intent on doing their village harm. She was staring
intently at Aton, giving him the most scrutiny of the group, waiting for him to
turn around so she could study his face again.


Aton
had already removed the golden broach from the horse blanket. With the present
in the palm of his hand, he turned around. While ignoring Sevi, who was hiding
behind her father, he got closer to Larn, and Aton extended his hand to give
him the broach. Larn’s eyes flashed open, wide and round. Aton had not realized
this broach’s design was one that designated a person as a nomad chief. In his
extended hand was the horrible symbol of a well-known and very much hated nomad
leader. Larn gasped and took a step back, stumbling on his daughter. Upon
seeing the broach, Larn believed only one thing: the men were a hoax. He
thought that this was a nomad trick, and that the men were spies wanting to
gain easy access to the inside of the village and sabotage their remaining
defenses for a final nomad onslaught. Larn blew his whistle. At that command,
archers appeared from behind the top of the wall and others from their militia
marched toward the strangers, going through the open front gate. With axes held
high, the villagers begin to circle around Aton and his men.


“Father!”
yelled Sevi, as she pointed at Aton. “That’s the man from the slave trader’s
wagon.”


Larn
became enraged. He regretted not having his axe. If he had it, he would have
immediately swung at Aton. Larn yelled, “Nomads!” because nomads had captured
his daughters and other girls from the village when the hated pirates of the
roadways had attacked during the battle of the burning wall. Larn’s daughter
had told him of the nomads selling her and the other captured girls into
slavery after their abductors had killed her mother, and with bound wrists, had
transported them in a wagon far away from home. It was the same wagon that
Aton, Hauk, and the hill people had recently used to hitch their horses.
Therefore, it was easy to understand that when she had yelled that about Aton,
all of the villagers had thought he was associated with the man that had bought
the children from the nomads, because there were no doubts that the nomads had
taken the girls and sold them to a slave trader. Once more, Aton extended his
hand to try to give the clan leader the gift of gold, Larn slapped it out of
his hand, told him that it was the vile symbol of a nomad chief, and accused
him of being a nomad spy. The two groups of men squared off, weapons ready.
Tarply’s armed men outnumbered Aton’s group, but his men were prepared to fight.
Hauk had already unsheathed his sword, not even flinching once at the odds.
Eighteen spears surrounded Aton, to protect the leader of their federation of
tribes. It appeared that a battle would immediately ensue.


It
was absolutely true that the nomads had sold the girls to a traveling merchant,
but that merchant was the man that Aton had killed to set the girls free.
Because of Aton, they had safely returned home. This was their home, and Sevi
was one of the young girls that Aton had set free when he killed their
tormentor on the road back to Acadia.


Sevi
jumped between her father and Aton, and yelled, “Stop!” Larn was shocked at his
daughter. She was usually so withdrawn and shy, especially since her return
from the terrifying ordeal. She pointed at Aton again, and desperately yelled,
“He was the man that gave us the wagon and a silver coin! He saved us!”
She tried to make it perfectly clear that Aton had killed the slave trader and
had freed her and the other captured girls. The horse-drawn wagon that Aton had
given them had provided the young girls transportation for the long trek home,
and the large silver coin had bought them food.


Aton
was as shocked as Larn. He had not recognized Sevi, because all the girls that
he had helped save had their hair tightly braided, and the slave trader had
smeared their innocent faces with makeup, disguising them. They appeared
different now, like normal children. Then Aton recognized the wagon that he had
used to hitch his horse, and now he understood why he had thought it appeared
familiar to him. It was the slave trader’s cart that he had ridden in and had
given to Sevi on his way back to Acadia. Sevi, her sisters, and the other
captured girls from the village had been in it. Aton had saved Larn’s
daughters. The instant Larn realized this, he raised both hands and bellowed,
“Stop!” as loud as he could. His people put down their weapons. Cooler heads
prevailed.


Aton
was irritated that he had not anticipated the potential problem of riding on
hill ponies adorned with horse blankets, and using saddles from a clan enemy;
he would understandably appear as a nomad. 


Larn,
seemingly in a daze, began to walk slowly toward his daughters’ savior. While
the clan leader approached him, Aton tried to explain belatedly that they had killed
many nomads in battle to get these horses, saddles, reins, and horse blankets.
Struggling with his accent, Tig explained that Aton and Hauk had just recently
been living with the hill people. On their arrival to the tribe’s village,
their clothes were tattered and filthy, so the tribe clothed their guests with
customary attire made at Greenhill. 


Larn’s
anger turned to profound gratitude. He had only cried two times in his life.
The first was when he realized that the nomads had killed his wife, when his
daughters had gone missing during the battle of the burning wall. The second
was when his daughters had arrived safely back home, because of a brave
stranger who had given them a wagon for transportation and money to buy food.
That very hero was standing in front of him now. As Sevi’s father got closer,
Aton could see a storm brewing in Larn’s eyes. Tears were welling in them. The
proud and brave man, the clan leader, was desperately fighting them back. When
he tenderly clasped Aton’s hand, the levee broke and a flood of tears poured
down his sunburned cheeks. Today was the third time in his life that he had
cried, and he did it in front of everyone. The crowd also shed a few tears,
reminded of the joy of reunion in gaining back their captured children. Like
the calm after a storm, when the breakers change into gentle waves receding
from a sandy beach, the armed villagers retreated to their homes or returned to
the task of repairing the village’s wooden barricade. 


Tig
and others from his tribe took their steeds to the village stables, leaving
Aton and Hauk’s horses with them. Hauk would have it no other way considering
that their treasure was in the saddlebags on their two horses. Hauk stayed by
his friend’s side, wanting to hear the impending conversation between Aton and
Larn.


Larn’s
tender clasp transformed into a firm grip as he happily shook Aton’s hand.
“Please stay. Stay as long as you like. My village welcomes all of you.”


“Others
are following us. People from the Greenhill tribe will be arriving soon.”


“They
are welcome.” His tears of joy had evaporated. He was grinning, and profound
happiness was seething through his pores. He had finally met the man who had
saved his children. Larn would do anything in his power to accommodate Aton and
his friends, without question. He already had a fondness for the hill tribes,
so their company would be easy to accommodate, too.


“I
can pay.” Aton picked up the gold broach from the ground, and he blew the dust
off it. He offered it to Larn again.


Larn
held up his hand in a halting gesture and shook his head. “I’m eternally in
debt to you. I cannot accept.”


“I
can see that your village has fallen on hard times,” replied Aton, referring to
the burned section of the stockade, but he had no idea of the town’s debt and the
trouble with inter-clan trading caused by the nomads. “We would like to stay
for a while and don’t want to be a burden to your village. Please take it.”
Aton pressed it into his new friend’s hand. “Put it into your treasury. We’ll
pay for everything we need.” Aton also had no idea that the treasury was empty.



Larn
did not want to offend his guest by rejecting the gift, but because it was a
symbol of nomad strength and power, it felt disgusting against his skin, so the
repulsion Aton felt in their clasped hands was obvious. Larn could not hide
that. The nomads had murdered Larn’s wife and abducted his children, so it was
understandable. Aton could feel the reluctance in Larn’s grip and see the
horrid expression on his face.


“Melt
it if you like,” said Aton. “Put it into a crucible and forge a gold coin
that’s a symbol of the strength of your community.”


The
thought of destroying a nomad symbol to create a golden coin in his village’s
honor was very appealing to Larn. He felt the hatred for the broach melt, as if
it were already in a forge heated with the warmth of his new friend’s hand.


Aton
felt Larn’s resistance capitulate, and he pressed the precious metal more
firmly into the clan leader’s palm. As he did, Aton turned his hand so the
silver ring, decorated with Olar Regalyon’s crest, was prominently visible. 


Larn’s
eyes exploded wide again, and he jerked Aton’s hand close to his face. He
stared at the ring, almost as if he were staring through it, as if it were a
portal to the underworld, through which demons could escape. “What is this?”
Larn recognized the ring, or actually, the ring’s insignia. The silver ring was
less a piece of jewelry than it was a sign indicating the status and official
position of the owner with the warlord, Olar Regalyon.


“It’s
from a dead nomad,” Aton replied. “They attacked the Greenhill tribe.”


“And
I cut it from his finger,” Hauk interjected. 


“Good.
Good for you.” Larn nodded with an expression of approval. “This ring is from a
privileged clansman, not a nomad. Are you sure he was from a nomad tribe?”


“I’m
sure,” replied Hauk. “One of our horses used to be his, too.”


“I
don’t care about the horses. This ring has the crest of a nearby warlord
inscribed on it, so they must be attacking close to a warlord’s estate. They’re
getting bold. This has been a bad year for us.” Larn pointed at the gap in the
burned wall. “They did that earlier this year, but I haven’t seen them lately.”



“Can
you tell me anything about the warlord, Olar Regalyon?” asked Aton.


“If
you’re from Acadia, how would you know of Olar, or that his domain is near
Tarply? And what is your business with Tarply? Acadia is on the other side of
the lake. That’s so far away for men on horseback.”


“I’m
from Acadia, but I’ll never return,” Hauk interrupted. 


Aton
did not answer the questions. He was close to home, too close to feel
comfortable talking about the false accusations brought against him by Lanzo
Brill’s murderous act.


Larn
did not care if Aton answered. If Aton had done something offensive to the
warlord, then maybe he was a wanted man, or maybe he had a bounty on his head.
It mattered little to him. That was fine with Larn, because he had no sense of
loyalty to Olar. 


“Desperate
men do desperate things,” said Larn. “I won’t question your past. You can stay
here for as long as you want.” First, he looked at Hauk’s wrists, concluding
that he was a runaway slave, and then he looked into Aton’s eyes and concluded
that he was also a man on the run, but not a slave, because Aton had spoken like
a very educated person. For just a moment, Larn wondered if Aton could have
been someone with privilege in the warlord’s ranks. Maybe he was someone who
had treasonous aspirations, who had fled Olar’s domain after someone loyal to
the warlord had discovered the potential usurper. To Larn, it did not matter,
because they were with the village of Tarply now, and they could begin new
lives. Aton had done him a great favor, and for that, he felt as though he owed
Aton his life. He touched Aton and Hauk on the shoulders and asked, “Will you
stay?”


Aton
and Hauk silently nodded and smiled. They accepted the invitation.


“Good!
Welcome to Tarply. We have much to discuss. Please, follow me.” 


Larn
went to Aton and Hauk’s horses, and he took the reins. For the town’s two new
citizens, he intended to lead the horses to the stables, but Hauk quickly
grabbed for the reins, because he did not feel comfortable losing sight of
their saddlebag’s contents. Hauk lied and told the clan leader that the horses
were temperamental with strangers. Larn thought nothing of it and released the
leather straps. Hauk guided the horses forward, and the travois sled bumped
along the ruts in the ground as they went through Tarply’s open main gate.











CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


The
walls of Tarply were twice the height of a man and built with logs that the
town’s carpenters had hacked with skillful swings of their broadaxes,
fashioning each one so that it had a sharp tip. The pointed ends gave the
vertical logs an ominous appearance when securely placed side by side, like a
formation of armed soldiers standing at attention, waiting for battle. Wooden
scaffolding lined the interior of the village’s barricade. Wrapped tightly
around the intersecting joints of these elevated platforms, sturdy rope bound
the scaffolding’s framework together. From the top level of this network of
walkways, archers could take aim at their enemies, or during times that were
more peaceful, the guards could view the adjacent lands with their watchful
eyes as they marched back and forth along the elevated planks, surveying for
any approaching dangers. 


A
large metal warning bell was at the center of town. Foundry workers had cast
the metal bell from scavenged steel that they had heated in a massive crucible,
which transformed its contents into molten metal, glowing as bright yellow as
the noon sun. After they had cast and polished the warning bell, they suspended
it from a tripod of stout logs, and then they coated the metal with a thin
layer beeswax to help prevent the bell from rusting. Each guard had a ceramic
whistle hung from a leather lanyard around his neck. If any sentinel were to
blow his whistle, another guard would run to the center of town, strike the
warning bell, and keep hitting it until he was sure that his alarm had stirred
the entire village. 


The
citizens of Tarply had founded their village beside a stream. As its population
increased, the town had grown along the length of the water, expanding in the
direction of its flow. The village was long and narrow, and its main street ran
through the center of town, the entire length of Tarply, from the front gates
to the hot, smoky foundry at the opposite end. The main road through town was
wide enough for a wagon with a long team of horses to easily turn around and go
back in the opposite direction. Smaller side streets ran perpendicular to the
main thoroughfare at regular intervals. Businesses populated the main road, and
private residences speckled the side streets. Although some citizens were farmers
and others had herds of cattle or goats, the residents were mostly merchants.
This was entirely evident to Aton and Hauk as they went down the village’s main
road. They saw blacksmith shops, textile shops, cobblers, a tavern, an inn, a
glasswork shop that sold crystal made from melted beach sand, a moneychanger, a
bakery, and many other proprietorships that had been conceived with an
entrepreneurial spirit, which was a ubiquitous trait with the town’s
population. 


In
the recent past, Tarply would have been bustling with commerce, but because of
the recent trouble with the nomads attacking merchants along the local trade
routes and their raiding of clan villages, it was much quieter now. Business
had slowed considerably. Today, just as it had been for several months, not
much smoke was rising from the blacksmiths’ forges. Usually, the sound of
hammering metal would be constant, but not today, or for longer than the shop
owners cared to recall. Now, there were just the sounds of some intermittent
tapping, which was the noise of some light horseshoe repair emitting from
around the blacksmiths’ furnaces, an irregular tempo of metal hitting metal. 


Despite
the general slowdown in business, some women in the town’s textile industry
were still weaving fabric, producing bolts of woven cloth. Others made felt, as
if it were business as usual. As long as they had plenty of raw materials in
their inventory, they stayed busy at their looms. Although they had no one to
purchase their wares due to the people’s fear of raiding nomads attacking
travelers on the roads, they still had piles of cotton and wool that they could
weave into bolts of fabric, and with their inventory of wool, they had created
an abundant quantity of felt, too. As Aton and Hauk walked by the textile shops,
they could hear the rhythmic clacking from the looms as the weavers launched
their shuttles back and forth across taut beds of parallel threads. It sounded
like the ticking of an optimistic clock casting away the endless seconds of
misery.


The
recent attacks by the nomads, who were the despised pirates of the trading
routes, worried many of the villagers because when the nomads had previously
raided around their territory, these gangs of road bandits were not usually
large or organized, but this year was the worst for Tarply. Several months ago,
a large and organized horde of nomads had attacked the town and had burned a
large section of its protective barrier before they had captured and left with
a dozen of the town’s children, but the nomads had not returned since that
battle. After the nomads had burned a section of the barrier wall, there was
not even a trace of them near Tarply. Although no one had recently seen any of
the road pirates, tensions were still high. 


The
villagers had no idea that the tribe of nomads that had participated in the
last raid of their town had also attacked the people of Greenhill. Under Aton’s
leadership, the people of Greenhill had repulsed the nomad’s attack. Shortly
after he had influenced the hill tribes to unite, the news of a federation of
hill people had spread quickly among the nomads. Understanding the great threat
that would come with the united tribes, the nomads had decided to migrate to
the east and raid those trade routes and villages, instead. Any bands of nomads
that remained near the vicinity of Tarply were small and unorganized. They were
mostly petty criminals. The actual threat to Tarply from nomads had dissipated,
but the town’s citizens, as well as most of the region’s clans, had not
comprehended that yet. 


Tarply
had more merchants than farmers, because of the success of its nonagricultural industries,
so they had to import food; therefore, what the few farmers and ranchers had
produced was not sufficient to feed everyone in their town, which was sadly truer
now more than ever. The merchants had always sold or traded their goods for
most of their food, but with many of the local roads empty, business was sparse
to say the least, and Tarply’s fall harvest would not be enough for all of the
villagers again. This lull in economic activity had brought with it a severe
depression in commerce, the likes of which the town had never before
experienced. Because of the problems on the roads, the town had trouble
processing its main raw material: metal. To acquire the much-needed fuel for
their blacksmiths’ forges, they had enticed the coal traders to continue
shipments in spite of the danger from attacking nomads, but that had come at a
high price. Tarply’s other merchants had needed raw materials, too, and they all
had gone into debt with their suppliers so they could continue producing their
goods, all the while hoping that inter-clan travel would increase and normal
trading would resume, but the nomad raiding had been relentless along the trade
routes. Local merchants had remained unable to travel. No one had come to
Tarply to purchase their wares, and their inventories of finished goods
increased, and so did their debts to the few brave suppliers who had brought
them raw materials. The town’s merchants were running out of credit. To
alleviate this lack of funds for the village, Larn had taken the drastic
measure of seeking a loan from the nearest warlord, Olar Regalyon. He had
actually only received a letter of credit, because Olar was having money
problems, too, so the best Olar could offer was his reputation as a man of
wealth and power, which was faltering. Tarply was now deeply in debt to Olar
Regalyon. The warlord would expect repayment, and his tax collector, Trahan
Brill, would be happy to use any means necessary to drain all of the town’s
assets to do so. 


Until
recently, Tarply had been a free village, absolutely unencumbered by the reign
of a warlord, which was unlike so many other clan communities. Until the town
had accumulated a debt with Olar, it had been completely unaffiliated from the
belligerent whim of a warmonger. Since the village of Tarply was in debt to
Olar, and if they could not repay, he might annex them under his absolute
control, burdening them with perpetual taxation and the misery of servitude. If
the town could not repay its debt, Olar and Trahan’s sick breath would soon be
breathing down the town’s neck. A change in liberty might be coming to Tarply.


Although
most of the businesses were as vacant and quiet as the village’s main road was wide,
one structure where Aton and Hauk had stopped to water their horses was full of
activity and the sound of happy, young voices as children dashed from the dirt
road and entered the building. It was a school. Unlike other villages, this one
encouraged education, and their children were literate because of it. The
pupils had been on a recess break, and they had played while watching the
reconstruction of the protecting wall during their mid-day intermission from
learning. The young students crossing the street were returning to resume their
studies. Aton peered into the classroom. Inside were children of all ages, who
shared the single room. Some industrious students had lashed a flat, black
sheet of slate, which had jagged edges, to the wall behind the teacher’s desk.
The instructor, who was a beautiful young woman, had smeared the scribbled
lines of white chalk across the dark slate when she used a handful of damp wool
as an eraser. Using their fingertips, some children had written their names in
the smudged dust on the chalkboard. Above the jagged slate was a plank of wood
with letters of the alphabet carved into it. To see people not shunning, but
actually embracing, education was an unbelievable sight. When Aton turned to
look behind himself, he could see that Hauk and Larn were impatiently waiting,
so he decided to return later in the day to determine if the school might have
any books that he could read. He thought it might, because it was obviously a
school, a rare place of learning, and reading was the foundation for knowledge.



At
the intersection past the school, they turned to the left and went down a side
street until it ended near a protecting wall. There was a gap consisting of
scruffy grass between the side road’s dead end and this section of the
enclosing barrier. The log cabin at the end of the road was close enough to the
barrier that the cottage would be in the wall’s shadow each morning. After
arriving at the cabin, Larn gifted the unoccupied log home to them, because the
nomads had killed the previous owners during the last raid, and it had remained
abandoned since that tragic event. Some townspeople thought the cottage might
be haunted, so there was no desire from any of the villagers to occupy it due
to their superstitious tendencies. Aton and Larn went inside to continue their
discussion. 


Hauk
had taken the horses’ reins. He wanted to hitch them near the front door,
beside the watering trough, and remove the saddlebags. He really wanted to find
a place to hide all of their valuables. After removing their possessions from
the travois sled and placing them all in a neat pile near the front door of the
cabin, he removed everything from the horses’ backs and placed those bundles
beside the front door, too.


As
Hauk opened the door, the metal hinges pleaded for oil. When he stepped inside,
the planks of the wood floor groaned for mercy as he walked across the room.
Aton and Larn had found a table near the dark fireplace and were sitting on
opposite sides, casually speaking, sharing stories. Although Larn had already
opened the shutters to allow some daylight into the one-room cabin, it was
still dim. The dark planks of the wood floor made the room appear even darker.
There was a stone fireplace centered in the wall to the right of the front door.
If a fire were burning, there would have been some additional light, although
the added heat was not necessary during the warm months of summer. Regardless,
there was no firewood in the cabin, so starting a fire was irrelevant. 


After
the nomads killed the cabin’s former tenants, most of the previous occupants’
furnishings and possessions had slowly disappeared, covertly requisitioned
during the dark of night into some neighbors’ thieving, greedy hands. Now, all
that remained was the furniture, which was a table and four chairs, and two
sets of bunk beds that had mattresses stuffed with goose feathers. Normally
this type of mattress was a desired type of bedding, but because of the
prevalence of lice and bed bugs, scavengers would usually take those items last,
after the infestation had time to end. On the table, there were several large,
unlit ceremonial and spiritual candles. Any of them could have easily
illuminated the cabin’s interior. Most likely, scavengers had not taken them
from the cabin because of superstitious beliefs. Someone must have left the
candles, four of them, one for each of the perished former occupants, to light
and burn, to honor the memory of the cabin’s previous residents. To pilfer the
candles would have been like stealing someone’s soul. With the ceremonial
candles, the cabin had transformed into a mausoleum of haunting sprits;
therefore, the candles remained on the table, as if they were on an altar.


A
man of few words, Hauk wanted to avoid the conversation at the table. After leaning
his sword into a dark corner of the cabin, he decided to venture outside and
walk around their new home. The cabin was near the log wall, and at this
location along the barricade, a ladder for the armed sentries connected to the
scaffolding, which surrounded the wall’s interior perimeter. He climbed it to
attain the platform from where the town guards had surveyed the land and
archers had repulsed the village’s enemies. It was a clear, beautiful day. To
his left he could see someone using a horse to drag another log from the
forest. A beautiful pasture surrounded this side of the village. The other side
was near the stream and closer to the forest’s border. From the top of the
wall, looking across the pasture, he could see the men of the Greenhill tribe
building something.


Tig
and his men had already begun constructing shelters in the pasture. They had
found flexible branches, had bent them into dome huts, and were almost ready to
begin thatching the exterior of their newly constructed lodgings. Apparently,
they had no desire to remain stagnant and seek shelter inside the walls of
Tarply. They had migrated here to expand their tribes. They had always lived
near their animals, and their goats and sheep were on the way, so it made no
sense to move inside the stockade when they had to be close to their
livelihood. Staying so near to a permanent barricade, Tig and his men did not
have a sense of vulnerability, because with an expanded network of tribes, they
could quickly share any news of invaders, and if needed, they would have time
to seek shelter behind the tall wooden walls. The herders from Greenhill had
little fear of the lonely cannibal, who never attacked large groups this close
to a village of clansmen. Tig was quite content with their new location. Water
was nearby. They were adjacent to a familiar road, and with the continual
removal of trees from the perimeter of the forest, their grazing land could
only expand. Because of all this, he thought that Aton had made a wise decision
and that he was a competent leader.


Hauk
returned to the cabin, swung open the door, and it slammed against the wall. To
keep it open, he put a large stone at the base of the door, and then he went
inside. The rock pinned the door open and kept its creaking hinges silent. The
open entrance allowed more sunlight to enter with the gentle breeze that flowed
through the doorway to the open window, and the propped door enabled Hauk to
keep their horses in view, but more importantly to him, it allowed his watchful
eyes to spy on their saddlebags, which held the most valuable of all their
possessions. 


During
Hauk’s brief absence, Aton and Larn had remained seated at the table,
informally discussing village protocols and sharing sentimental stories of
travel and hardships. Between them, in the center of the tabletop, Larn had
placed the golden broach. During their discussion, while Hauk had been outside,
Aton had removed the silver signet ring and placed it next to the broach as
another gift to his newest friend. Curiously, Larn picked up the ring and
fondled it, casually admiring it in the dim light.


“Hauk,”
said Larn, with a joyful tone. “My friend, please tell me how you plan to earn
a living in your new village.”


Hauk
stood still for a moment, almost as if he were standing at attention, and then
scratched his head. The simple question had perplexed him. 


“I
don’t know. I suppose I could be a soldier or a cook. I’ve done my share of
killing and cooking.” 


Larn
had not intended it to be a serious question, but more as something to say that
would encourage Hauk to join the conversation. Larn briefly considered the
dichotomy of Hauk’s response and the lack of emotion expressed in his answer,
in which Hauk had had casually replied that he would be comfortable with either
killing or cooking. It was chilling. Larn’s eyes went to the dim outline of the
sword Hauk had propped against a dark corner of the cabin. It was the very
weapon Hauk had used many times to kill enemies during battles, but Larn could
not have known that was not how Hauk actually defined himself. Hauk was not a
cold-blooded murderer, and he had only gone to battle because his master had
forced him. He had never had a choice, because for a slave-warrior, it was kill
or be killed. In battle, at least he had a chance to survive another day, which
would not be true after a visit to the gallows as a disobedient slave. Hauk
seemed to be a serious man; a man very capable of doing what he had just told
Larn, but the clan leader did not surmise that he should fear Hauk. He
considered the former slave-soldier a friend and hoped that he would get to
know the cook rather than the killer.


Hauk
was a man of few words. He would have preferred to answer Larn’s question by
simply stating that he had no intention of ever working again, but that would
have led to questions with complicated answers. Aton had warned him not to brag
about their newfound riches, and Hauk agreed that being discreet would be the
safest thing to do. Now, he wanted to rest more than have a conversation about
occupations, but thought that he should wait to relax and recuperate until
their guest left the cabin. The featherbed had already caught his attention. It
was beckoning to him. With one eye on the saddlebags, he began to meander
across the floor, testing the sound of the old wooden planks under his feet,
and listening to the distinct noise made by each creaking board. To a tired
man, the soft mattress appeared too inviting. He could not resist any longer,
so he went closer to the featherbed and finally sat on it, and it felt like he
was floating on a cloud.


“Whatever
you and Aton choose to do, please let me assist both of you,” said Larn. “I
want to help. Whatever you need, charge it to me. Any shopkeeper will extend
you credit in my name.”


“Clothes,”
grumbled Hauk.


“Yes.
We need new clothes,” said Aton. 


The
wool tunics and leather pants worn by the Greenhill tribe were not as
comfortable as the cotton fabric the clansmen were used to wearing. Wool was
itchy, too warm in the summer, and the leather pants were too heavy for hot
weather, but goatskin pants were tough enough to withstand the abuse of thorns
and the dense shrubbery of the forest, so in that regard, leather pants did
serve a year-round purpose. They also felt that they would fit better within
the community if they dressed in attire similar to that worn by the town’s
inhabitants.


“On
the way to your cabin we passed a skilled tailor,” said Larn. “His wife is a
talented seamstress. She makes some of the cloth he uses, and I should add that
the fabric they use has very beautiful patterns. She made my wife’s wedding
dress…” His voice trailed away and his expression went from joyful to one of
profound sadness. His wife was gone now; he had tried not to think about her,
but that was very hard to do because he loved her so dearly. All that remained
were fleeting memories, which rose from time to time and pulled his
heartstrings. He cleared his throat, feigning a cough to disguise the sudden,
gloomy emotion he was trying to suppress. “His shop is by the moneychanger. We
only have one moneychanger, so you should have no problem finding him, but—”
Larn abruptly stopped speaking. His gaze went out the window for a moment
before looking back down at the table, watching his fingers fidget with the
silver ring. 


“And?”
said Aton, trying to encourage Larn to continue with what he was struggling to
say.


“The
truth is…our village is in trouble. Maybe more than what is apparent at first
glance. As you can tell, the nomad raids have deeply hurt my community.” Larn
shook his head drearily to punctuate the profound sadness in his heart. “I told
you to charge what you need to any merchant. I just don’t know if that’ll work
any longer. No one is traveling along the trade routes. Business is slow.
Everyone is afraid of the nomads. People don’t have money, and I don’t know if
the merchants will continue working for credit.”


“Tell
your people not to worry any more about raiding nomads,” said Aton. He was ready
to propose that Tarply form an alliance with the hill people. The population of
the extended tribes was comparatively immense, and if they settled around the
countryside surrounding this village, their presence would offer some
protection against an attack. If nomads returned, the sheer number of hill
people would help to repulse the bandits.


With
a look of utter disbelief, Larn asked, “What do you mean?”


“Hauk
and I have lived with the Greenhill tribe. They developed a fondness for me, as
I have for them. Individually, many of the tribes wanted me to be their chief,
but I declined and suggested an alternative proposal. I chose to unite the
tribes and lead them during warfare. I have a special power over them, and I
can use my influence to propose an alliance, possibly forming a coalition with
your town and the hill tribes. If they settle around your village, you’ll have
thousands of men ready to counter any attack against your walls. A network of
hill tribes in your vicinity could quickly alert you to any hostile force
traveling in your town’s direction. I’m sure the nomads are already aware of
the united hill tribes. I don’t believe they’ll be coming back to this
vicinity, at least not with any hostile intentions. Have you seen them since
they attacked your city?”


“No.”


“There.
Spread the word. Tarply is open for business again.”


“Many
people think with their hearts and not their minds,” said Larn. “They’re
afraid.”


“Just
give it time. You’ll see.”


“Thousands
of men?” asked Larn.


“Thousands.
Can I tell them they have permission to settle near your village?”


“When
will they arrive?” 


“Not
all will arrive at once. It’ll be a slow migration.”


Larn
slapped the palms of his hands on the tabletop. “Tell them yes. We have never
had a problem with any of the hill people. We have frequently traded them metal
for wool. Why shouldn’t we form an alliance?”


“You
should. They’ll fight unconditionally for your village, if you do the same for
them.”


“I
agree. Tell your friend…what’s his name again?”


“Do
you mean Tig?”


“Yes,
Tig. I’m sorry for forgetting his name. Where is he?”


“Outside
the east wall with the others,” Hauk interjected. “They’re making dome huts
with tree branches.”


“They’re
making dome huts with tree branches?” asked Larn, repeating what Hauk had just
stated, but inflecting his voice like it was a question, and furrowing his
brow, which made him appear thoroughly confused. “Invite them inside. Tell them
they are welcome to stay inside our walls.”


“The
nomads aren’t returning, so don’t worry about them. Besides, that’s how Tig and
his people are used to living. They want to be near their animals in the
fields.”


“I
suppose so. Tell him and the others that they are always welcome, won’t you?”


“I
promise.”


Larn
pushed himself away from the table and stood in a way to make it obvious that
he needed to leave. He had the gold broach in one hand and the silver ring in
the other.


“I
need to go,” said Larn. “I should go straight to our moneychanger. He is the
only person I would trust with these.” He held up his hands, tightly holding
the jewelry, and smiled.


“Be
careful,” warned Aton. “Precious metals can turn honest men into vicious
demons.”


“Not
this man. I would trust him and his son with my life. He can change things like
this into usable currency, but if you use him, remember one thing. Never accept
paper money. It has no intrinsic value.”


Without
saying goodbye, Larn bounded to the doorway, and he kicked the stone
doorstopper across the porch. With a heavy hand, Larn slammed the door closed,
and then went to the moneychanger. The door had shut solidly behind him, and
when it had slammed against the jamb, the noise of it striking the doorframe
echoed off the adjacent barrier wall. 


Hauk
could not have been more pleased that their guest had left. He was tired and
wanted to rest, but first he wanted to move their possessions inside, so that
he could hide their loot. When he had paced across the floor, he noticed that
the floorboards creaked, and the squeaking sound resonated as if it was hollow
beneath the gray wooden planks. He suspected some of the floorboards were loose
enough to remove. 


After
moving all of their possessions inside, closing the front door, and retrieving
his sword, he went to an inconspicuous location under his bed and tested some
of the floor’s planks with the tip of his blade. They were loose, just as he
had suspected. With a little encouragement, the tip of his sword pried up a few
boards, revealing a space large enough between the joists into which they could
slip their cache of valuables. Aton helped carry the bulging saddlebags to the
rectangular gap in the floor. Before dumping the leather bags of jewelry and
coins into it, they put two handfuls of loot into their pockets. It just seemed
to happen, like a reflex; they had each grabbed two handfuls and put them into
the deep pockets of their goatskin pants. It was comforting to be so close to
using their great wealth. 


The
bags of jewelry disappeared into the dark hole and landed with a dull thud.
Hauk replaced the boards, completely hiding the treasure. They were ready to
spend their wealth and were in need of food, clothes, and many other things,
such as furnishings for the cabin, but using jewelry as an item of trade with
these local merchants might not work well, because of the great value associated
with even the smallest piece of jewelry. Was a loaf of bread worth a gold ring?
Of course not. They also had American coins of a standard weight. Any merchant
would readily accept them, but some of the ancient coins were gold, which made
them extremely valuable. In fact, Aton and Hauk possessed enough wealth to
repay the town’s debt to Olar many times over, but most of what they had was in
the form of jewelry. They needed coins of smaller denominations, silver coins,
so they would not attract suspicious attention when trading with the village
merchants. 


In
the dim light, they sat at the table and fumbled with the four unlit candles
while they contemplated what they should do. A firm knocking rattled the closed
front door. Aton and Hauk looked at each other silently for a brief moment,
because neither had any idea who it could be. Knuckles firmly rapped on the
door again, so Aton rose to open it, and as the metal hinges begged for oil
again, a stream of yellow light brightened the room as it flowed past the
silhouettes of their two visitors standing on the porch. The closer man who had
knocked on the door was short and appeared old and frail. Standing behind him
was a much younger man, very tall, with a muscular build and dark hair flowing
down to his shoulders. The old man had a thin smile, almost mischievous. His
head was full of thick, white hair with neatly trimmed sideburns and a thin
mustache. His jacket appeared old and threadbare. He extended his hand to Aton
and smiled widely.


“Greetings,”
said the old man. “Larn just told me all about you.” His eyes met Hauk’s
curious stare. “Both of you actually.”


After
pumping the man’s hand three times, Aton dropped it. The stranger’s hand was
weak, soft, and clean, just like the hand of a rich man. These three things
indicated to Aton that their visitor was not a laborer. If the old man had not
used his hands to earn a living, then he had to have used his mind, but he did
not appear to be from a privileged family. Someone born into a family of wealth
would never wear a tattered jacket, even if not in public, because of what it
would do to their reputation. Wealth kept a ruling family in power, so the
image of a man wearing tattered clothes, which was an indication of poverty,
was something that people of power and influence would never tolerate.


“My
name is Resu and this is my son, Banth.” 


Aton
later found out that Banth was not Resu’s biological son. Resu never had a
conventional family. He was greedy, had always been a loner and preoccupied
with his wealth, so he could not be bothered with the needs of a woman. As he
had aged, he regretted some of the decisions of his youth that had led him down
the path of bachelorhood. Finally wanting a family or something as close to it
as he could attain, Resu had adopted a son, named him Banth, and trained him
over the years in a very profitable profession. While Banth went from infant to
manhood, Resu had taken good care of his adopted son. He educated Banth in the
community, which was rare for a child of the villages, and the boy grew up to
be a tall, broad shouldered man. As Resu had grown older and increasingly
feeble, Banth’s intimidating size allowed him to be a bodyguard for his father.



“Larn
was here not long ago, but he’s gone,” said Aton. “Are you looking for him?”


Hauk
stood up from the uncomfortable wooden chair. He leaned forward to look out the
open doorway and see if any other visitors were on their way. He saw none.


“No.
I’m here to see Aton.” Resu’s eyes shifted quickly from Aton to Hauk. After
noticing the scars on Hauk’s wrists, he locked eyes with Aton again. “I think
you’re Aton. Correct?”


Aton
did not answer, but instead, he threw a quick glance at Hauk. 


Resu
did not wait for Aton to respond. “Don’t be shy.” Resu slapped Aton on the
shoulder. “Your friend standing by the table is Hauk, and your name is Aton.
Larn told me all about you, both of you.”


“Yes.
You’ve guessed correctly, but what do you want?”


Banth
finally spoke, in much the same friendly tone as his father. “Maybe you should
invite us inside.”


“My
legs are weary,” said Resu. “Do you mind if we sit down and talk for a while?”


Aton
moved from the doorway and extended his hand toward the chairs by the table.
When Resu moved forward, Aton could see that Banth was carrying a lit candle in
a covered metal holder. Because of that, he wondered how long they planned to
stay, and he still had no idea what they wanted to discuss.


“My
dear friends, I’m the moneychanger. My son and I want to see if there is
anything that we can help you with…discreetly.”


Hauk’s
ears perked up. “Shut the door behind you,” said Hauk. He suspected that Resu
wanted to talk about changing jewelry into locally accepted currency, something
that would be easy to spend. He hoped for small denominations, which would not
attract attention when spending their wealth. He was very interested in the
impending conversation, but he had never participated in this type of
negotiation.


Resu
was the best at what he did, because he was a shrewd negotiator, and he never
flashed his wealth. If he had displayed the image of a wealthy man, those who
had bartered with him would have always expected him to afford more from his
side of the trade, and they would have asked for it.


Banth
shut the front door, just as Hauk had instructed him, and then placed his
candleholder on the tabletop. He sat next to his father, on one of the hard
wooden chairs. 


When
Hauk asked, “What did Larn tell you?” Banth picked up and tipped one of the
table’s four unlit candles, so that its wick touched his candle’s orange flame,
lighting it. 


“He
did nothing more than show me the fine presents that you gave him. He likes
you, and I think that we will like you, too.” Resu removed a small leather
pouch from his jacket. The coins inside the pouch rattled together as he placed
it on the table. With two fingers swollen from arthritis, Resu widened the neck
of the purse and tipped the bag. A small handful of silver coins fell onto the
table. “Aton, that was a nice gold broach and silver ring that you gave to
Larn. Do you have anything else? Possibly some more jewelry? Maybe we could be
of assistance. Do you have anything that you would like to turn into currency?”
He jingled the coins on the tabletop in an enticing way. “Anything else that
you would like to get rid of? Something to trade for a few silver coins?” Resu
cupped the coins in his hand, pulled Aton’s hand forward, and pressed the
silver coins into Aton’s palm. “I’ll guess that you have never possessed that
much wealth in your life. It could be yours, all of it. I’m the man that can
help you, so be honest with me. What else do you men have? I can trade local
currency for it, and I can be discreet. Maybe you have another ring. Do you
have something in your pockets that you are tired of carrying around?
Anything?”


Aton
could now see that beneath the torn and frayed jacket, Resu was wearing nice
clothes. He wore clean clothes permeated with the scent of expensive cologne.
This shrewd businessman was trying to wear the camouflage of poverty, so that
he did not imply to those whom he negotiated with that he had an excess of
wealth, but wearing a ragged, threadbare overcoat had not tricked Aton, because
he understood the misdirection. Although Resu had fooled most people, Aton was
too clever. 


“How
much did you give Larn for the gold broach?”


“I’m
sorry, but that information is confidential. I said that I’m discreet.”


Aton
put the meager coins back on the table and slid them over to Resu. “We do have
a few things that we need to get rid of, quietly. Don’t we, Hauk?”


“Yes.
Maybe a few things, but I don’t think some silver coins are worth my time.”
Hauk tried to contain a facetious smile.


Banth,
who had been quietly staying out of the discussion, finally said something.
“Let’s be honest. We don’t care if it’s stolen. We just provide a service. It’s
just business, so if you’ve got a little ring or trinket that you need to turn
into spendable currency, let’s just do it. We have other business requiring our
attention.” He was not as patient as his father was.


“Very
well.” Aton stood and plunged his hands deep into his pockets. “Let’s see what
you can do with this.” He removed his hands, which were bulging with a tangled
mess of jewelry, and he dropped all of it, forming a pile in front of the old
man. It had poured out of his hands in a noisy cascade of clinking, precious
metals.


Resu’s
eyes bulged as he gasped for air. He clutched his chest with his crooked,
arthritic fingers. The old man was shocked silent for a moment.


“By
the gods!” exclaimed Banth. “What is this? Who are you?”


Resu
extended a shaky finger and poked at the pile as if he did not believe it was
there. Hauk dumped his two handfuls onto the original pile, and Resu gasped
again as a small artery began to pulsate visibly on his temple. His hand
retreated from the glittering pile, and he used it to fan himself. “Forgive my
reaction. I expected a ring or a dainty necklace, but not this…This is
magnificent!”


Aton
took Resu’s small coins off the table, gave half to Hauk, and said, “That’s the
down payment. I’ll expect a giant pile of large silver coins in exchange for
this. Do we have a deal?”


While
Banth humbly nodded his head to agree, his father answered with a confident,
“Yes,” and his thin smile returned, wider and more mischievous than ever. Resu
opened his jacket and evenly distributed all of the newly acquired valuables
into hidden pockets.


“Do
you have any more?” asked Resu. “Anything else to trade?”


“No,
you got the last of it.” Aton lied rather than reveal everything that they
possessed. A large fortune remained hidden under the floorboards. If this deal
went bad, they would still have some hidden coins and the remaining jewelry to
trade somewhere else. “This is all that we have rummaged from an ancient city.
We’re ready to spend it.” Aton thought that if this transaction went well, at
the next one he would convert some of the jewelry into gold coins, a real sign
of wealth.


“My
son will return shortly with your silver coins.” 


The
hinges creaked as Banth opened the door for his father.


Resu
laughed at the crooked door and its noisy, ragged hinges. “Maybe you can buy a
new door soon.”


“Maybe
a new cabin,” replied Hauk. 


Aton
smirked, but what he did not know was that Hauk was serious. Hauk was ready to
settle down and spend the money to buy and experience everything denied to him
during his life as a slave. 


In
stark contrast, Aton did not intend to plant his roots in this town. His
thoughts were preoccupied with Esina, how he could reunite with the love of his
life and his family, but he wanted to do that in his own village, not here in
Tarply.


The
door creaked again as it shut behind the father and son.


“Do
you think they gave us everything?” asked Banth, as he swung up the
candleholder by its wire handle to illuminate his father’s face.


“Of
course not. Why would they do that? They’ll be back. You wait and see. They’ll
be back with more.”











CHAPTER NINETEEN


During
the next several weeks, Aton and Hauk tried to maintain a low profile, but
their anonymity was short-lived. Soon after their arrival in Tarply, Larn
visited with many of the merchants, explaining who the newcomers were, and he
informed the shops’ proprietors that if Aton or Hauk wanted to purchase
anything, they should extend the town’s two newest citizens credit in his name.
However, when the two strangers did go from shop to shop, they paid for
everything with silver coins, never once asking for credit. In a village still
desperate for normal commerce to resume, the shopkeepers noticed and
appreciated bulging pockets filled with money. Rumors and speculation of who these
two men really were and where they had actually come from flourished. 


Some
of Tarply’s citizens theorized that Aton and Hauk were wild outlaws who had
abducted a warlord and escaped with the ransom. Others simply thought that they
were wealthy merchants, who during better times, might not have been so
uncommon. Economic circumstances had recently changed, so the two new men in
town were as extremely welcome in all the merchants’ shops as was the
tantalizing jingle of their silver coins. Regardless, raiding nomads had ruined
inter-village trading around Tarply, and the economic downturn continued.
Although the raids had apparently stopped, harsh memories of their past
troubles with the nomads were hard to forget, so if people even suspected that
there was a threat of nomads on the trade routes, and many still did, they
chose not to risk their lives over a wagon full of goods. 


During
the bad times, to travel safely through the forests, on the trade roads, or
onto the open plains, required a group of soldiers large enough to deter the
organized gangs of nomad bandits. The local inhabitants had not known Tarply
for possessing a powerful army teeming with brave warriors who were thirsty for
battle. The neighboring towns recognized this village for its metal and cloth
trade, which was still desperately suffering. Without the protection of
well-armed soldiers, those merchants who had ventured unprepared across the
land disappeared much like an insect in a spider’s web. Without security on the
roads, the town’s economic activity had diminished, causing a great suffering
among the people. Therefore, when the two newcomers had arrived in each shop,
with pockets bulging with silver, they were more than welcome, not thought of
as peculiar or mysterious, but accepted with open arms and open tills.


Aton
and Hauk wanted to rid themselves of the tunics made with fabric woven from
coarse wool yarn, and the uncomfortable leather pants, too. That style of
attire was suitable for hard labor and could withstand traversing through the
thick forests, but it was not appropriate fashion for life in a clan village.
They desired comfortable clothes, made of linen with a high thread count, which
was soft to the touch and finely embroidered.


Before
visiting a tailor, they went to a barber, who was also the village dentist, and
had their straggly hair trimmed short. It had grown too long during their
travels abroad, and their beards had grown lengthy, too. Hauk had grown tired
of his facial hair, so he had the barber get rid of it with a straight razor
made from Tarply’s best steel. He had always preferred not to have a beard. 


Aton
had seen his reflection in a bucket of water, and he liked the change in his
exterior, because he thought that maybe a beard would help conceal his
identity. He decided to keep his whiskers neatly trimmed rather than have a
clean-shaven appearance.


Now
that they had cut their long hair and attended to their beards, they went to
the creek and used a bar of lye soap to scrub the remaining dirt and grime from
their bodies. Even though they had bathed with soap, Aton and Hauk still feared
that the lingering odor of swamp stench plagued their skin, so they doused
themselves with an expensive fragrance that they had purchased from the town barber.
The barber had made the scented oil with rose petals and lavender, but he had
not intended the fragrance for men, because there was nothing masculine about
it. Their pervasive body odor from months on the run without frequent bathing
and from the toxic ooze in the swamp was more than even a wild boar could
tolerate, so the barber had encouraged them to apply it liberally to their
bodies. Aton and Hauk had agreed to the barber’s suggestion, preferring to have
an eccentric aroma rather than an offensive one, especially while establishing
a pleasant reputation for themselves in a village of strangers.


Aton
and Hauk were clean, shrouded with the aroma of spring flowers, and were ready
for new clothes. The tailor could not have cared less if a lingering foul odor
emanated from the old clothes of these two customers, because he knew they were
replete with coins. To a man desperate for a sale, the scent of money was more
powerful than their waning stench. All he could smell were the silver coins,
jingling in the bulges of their deep pockets. At the haberdashery, Aton and
Hauk rid themselves of their old clothes and found some loose cotton shirts and
linen pants that would suffice while the tailor and his wife created the
made-to-fit wardrobe. Hauk was still self-conscious of the scars on his wrists,
so he had the tailor design shirts with long sleeves and fancy, ruffled cuffs.
Aton desired nothing exotic; he preferred not having attention drawn to him,
but he did request that the tailor create a hooded cloak for him. Aton was
still obsessed with getting back to Esina and his family, but he feared that someone
might recognize him if he went closer to his old home, especially if there was
a bounty on his head. If he wore a cloak in the presence of people who might know
him, he thought that he might be able to pull the hood over his head and slip
into the shadows, thereby escaping possible recognition. For the cloak, he had
a silversmith make a thin chain and clasp to fasten the cape together at the
collar. The weather was cooler now, so Aton made a habit of wearing the hooded
cape. It was like his trademark, symbolic of the mysterious man it shrouded.


As
more weeks passed, Aton and Hauk did less together, devoting time to their
separate passions. Aton and Hauk were socially different. After spending his
life repressed as a slave, Hauk’s personality had slowly transitioned after
gaining his freedom. He developed an extroverted disposition, and he became
well known in Tarply and adored in the community. Aton remained a loner.


One
day, while traversing from shop to shop, Hauk happened to set his eyes on
Aniku, the village’s schoolteacher, while she instructed a classroom full of
students. She was young and beautiful. A quick sample of her loveliness through
the open window of the school was all it took to make Hauk want to become
literate. He quietly entered the classroom, not intending to attract attention
to himself, and stood in a rear corner. He watched her with as much fascination
as he had the young children who could, by scribbling the letters of the
alphabet onto a fragment of dark slate, concatenate these strange symbols into
lines of written words, and then turn their writing into spoken sentences.
Standing in the corner, he might have thought that he was inconspicuous, but he
was certainly not invisible. When the instructor asked him in a kind way what
business he had there, he was at a momentary loss for words. Her soft tone and
the gentleness in her voice mesmerized him. He had thought that by standing in
the corner, he would be unassuming, but with his new clothes and new wealth,
all of which had resulted in his newly found confidence, he was actually
standing quite grandly, as if he were somebody important. She thought that he
was attractive and politely reserved, which were two qualities that she desired
in a man, so she invited him to stay and observe, participate if he felt like
it, and he could return the next day if he desired. He did, faithfully
returning each day. 


He
contributed generously to the education of the town’s children by offering a
fair price for any of the ancient books of the Americans, and purchasing as
many as he could. Those seeking knowledge had always wanted old American
textbooks, no matter how tattered and torn they were. He gave the ancient books
to Aniku, and the school’s library swelled with old texts.


Unlike
Hauk, Aton preferred to remain solitary, and the desire to leave Tarply
burdened him. He wanted to return home and extract vengeance against those who
had conspired against him and his father. Encumbered with sullen emotions, he
did not particularly want to make any new friends. The hill people, who had
bonded themselves deeply to Aton, began to arrive in the region surrounding
Tarply. He had all the friends that he needed. 


With
a network of amiable tribes establishing themselves in the territory, the
threat of another nomad attack had greatly decreased, but he wanted the hill
people to have better armaments, a more lethal spear, which was their weapon of
choice. It was a design that he had already thought of during the days he had
felt like remaining alone in his room inside his family’s ancestral house. Now,
he was ready to replicate his design of an improved spear for his loyal
subjects.


Aton
possessed two critical things necessary for designing and creating an improved
weapon for the hill people: leisure time and money. With plenty of currency in
his possession, he could buy almost anything that he desired. His only burdens
were the passion of his creative mind and bringing his idea for an improved
spear to fruition, for mass production by the town’s blacksmiths. With plenty
of free time on his hands, he commenced refining the design of a better weapon
for the tribes.


Aton
understood very well that the spear was the hill people’s defense of choice.
Since they already used their long wooden spears as staffs to tend their herds
of goats and flocks of sheep, it was a practical weapon. They always had at
least one in their possession. If they could also use the long staffs to protect
themselves, that would make carrying it convenient, because a single item would
serve a dual purpose.


Other
than intermittent trouble from small groups of cannibals, the only recent
threat and truly legitimate hazard to the herding tribes was from the nomads,
who sometimes used shields to defend themselves. Aton’s new spear design could
incapacitate a handheld shield. Clansmen also carried shields into battle.
Because he had convinced the tribes to migrate to the south, closer to clan
villages, he wanted to use the new spears to defend his troops in any conflicts
as they marched into a rival warlord’s domain, and from skirmishes that may
arise from opportunistic clans who would like to attack Tarply at a time of
weakness. Thinking of traveling to the south brought Olar Regalyon to his mind.
Under the influence of Trahan and Lanzo Brill, the warlord might be persuaded
by the evil father and son to expand his influence and increase both domain and
wealth by conquering unaffiliated clans, like the village of Tarply. Aton knew
it would happen; it was just a matter of time, but he did not know if it would
occur under Olar’s rule or if the treasonous father and son would soon take
control of Olar’s dominion, and after stealing the title of warlord, expand
their control of clan territories with violent and aggressive warfare. 


A
large force of hill tribes, unconditionally loyal to Aton, could form a
protective barrier against a warlord’s imperialistic desires and from the armed
men hiding behind their shields pushing forward to advance the whim of a
tyrant. If he could implement his improved design for a spear, the hill people
would get an enhanced version of a weapon with which they were already
familiar. Even if they were to get the metal enhancements integrated into their
staffs, which would become lethal shield-destroying spears, to the casual
observer, not much would appear different with the hill people. They would
still appear as peaceful men tending to their animals, with staff in hand.


When
he had initially conceived the idea of an improved spear design, Aton had
wanted to use an enemy’s form of defense, the shield, as a liability. Many months
ago, unknowingly at the time, he had designed an improved spear that was
perfect for the hill tribes, and this village was the best place to make it,
because he wanted to augment their wooden spears with metal foreshafts. A long
time ago, when he had originally drawn the design for a modified spear, he had
thought that he would just share the sketch with a warlord who would be
grateful for his ideas, who would pay him handsomely and assume the burden of
weapon production. Aton had never shared his clever ideas with anyone, and now
that he was a leader of men, the problem of mass production encumbered him.
Fortunately, Tarply had an abundance of skilled blacksmiths who could make it
happen.


He
lit several candles to light the inside of the dark cabin, removed a sheet of
parchment from an expensive stack of paper, placed the sheet flat on the table,
and put the tip of a goose-feather quill pen to it. The black ink flowed in
smooth lines with every arc of his wrist and delicate movement of his
fingertips. In his mind, he had already designed the improved spear, and now a
schematic illustration of the enhanced weapon was on the paper in front of him.
He would be able to show his sketch to any of the village’s skilled
blacksmiths, and they would be able to create a working model, so he could test
his design. 


The
metal foreshaft was essential to the function of the new spear. It would fit
over and be attached to the style of wooden staff that the hill people
presently used when tending to their flocks and herds. Their current spears
were better suited as thrusting weapons, but with the addition of metal tips,
the added mass, and change in position of the center of gravity, the metal
spear tips would transform the thrusting weapons into something as suitable as
an extremely lethal javelin, too. 


In
his design, the weapon had a hardened tip, shaped like a pyramid, but the
foreshaft was made of softer metal. The softness of the shank would cause it 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 if the spear went
through the shield and into the enemy’s body.


Since
the pyramidal spear tip was wider than the rest of the shank, once it
penetrated a shield, it would create a hole larger than the rest of the stem,
allowing the foreshaft to move through the shield with little resistance,
stabbing the adversary. The length of the shank and its depth of penetration
would also make it hard to pull out of a shield, even if it failed to bend. If
the bearer of the shield was charging, and the improved spear penetrated it,
the end of the long, heavy wooden shaft would firmly hit the ground, and stay
there while the enemy’s moving body quickly thrust forward, impaling the tip
completely through the shield, deep into its victim, abruptly stopping the
charge. In the event of it penetrating a shield, but not causing injury, the
shape of the tip made it very difficult to remove. With a spear impaling the
shield, the enemy’s defense became impossible to maneuver due to the weight of
the wooden shaft, and the shield bearer would very likely have to discard his
shield, which would leave the enemy vulnerable at a critical moment.


Aton
left the paper on the table and waited for the ink to dry. Still subconsciously
holding the quill, he went outside and took a break from his obsessive thoughts
of improved spear design while he watched a slowly moving horse proceed down
the quiet side road near their cabin. As a grackle sang from behind their
cottage, with its song echoing off the tall wooden barrier close to the log
wall of their house, a vibrant red cardinal swooped down onto the dirt street
and savagely pecked at an insect. It darted back into the air after consuming
the meal, leaving a small billowing cloud of gray dust in its wake, hovering
over the ground. The sight of the cardinal’s red feathers, the color of the
feathers he had used to fletch his arrows, reminded Aton once again of what had
happened at the warlord’s spring festival; the treacherous act of murder that
Lanzo had committed and had blamed on Aton. His body tensed with anger, and he
only realized that he still had the quill pen in his hand after he felt it
crush in his grip. He angrily tossed away the crumpled goose feather.


While
Aton had been outside unsuccessfully trying to enjoy the sunshine and fresh air
of their secluded location, he noticed Hauk turning the corner from the main
road as he walked home. He had his arm around something. It appeared to be a
large container of glazed earthenware. As he got closer, Aton could see Hauk
dipping his fingers into the wide jar and licking them. It was a crock of
honey; the sweet and sticky paste covered Hauk’s hand. He licked honey from his
lips, pointed his tacky fingers down the street, and said, “A wagon train
hauling coal just entered the gate. You should see all of the carts.”


This
was a sure sign that the presence of the hill tribes was working. They were
keeping the nomads away. The trade routes were open for business again. Aton
knew that the village’s line of credit from Olar was exhausted, so the coal
miners would need to be paid for their commodity, but Larn had confessed in
confidence to Aton that the village’s treasury was still empty, so there was
nothing the town could do any longer for its merchants. Tarply had purchased
the prior shipment of coal with credit. Now, they owed for the last shipment
and the current one, too. The nomads had caused too much havoc on the trade
routes; the damage was already done. Larn had secretly admitted to Aton that he
did not know what he should do when this day arrived. Tarply needed the coal,
mainly for the forges, but the households could also use it. The town’s
citizens had spent so much free time working on wall repair and security improvements
that they had lagged behind in chopping firewood for their homes. They needed
to cook food, and the cooler months of winter were approaching. Because
repairing the damaged wall had occupied so many of the townspeople, they might
not have enough firewood. Although trees surrounded them, it took time to chop
them down and process them into seasoned logs for a fireplace. Hot burning
lumps of coal would be very helpful during the upcoming months.


Aton
darted inside and retrieved a handful of gold coins, American mintage, easily
recognized and widely accepted. He donned his cloak and placed all but one of
the coins into an inner pocket of the cape. Hauk followed him inside and went
to place the ceramic jar of honey on the table, and he almost placed it on
Aton’s design for the improved spear tip. Aton’s cat-like reflexes quickly
moved the parchment away, saving it from a smear of honey that had dripped to
the bottom of the glazed earthenware container.


“What’s
the rush, Aton?” asked Hauk, as he tipped the container forward in a way that
invited Aton to dip his fingers into it for a taste. “Where are you going?”


Aton
shook his head to the offer of honey. “Business. I’ll be back shortly.” 


Aton
dashed down the street and found the parade of wagons full of dusty coal. The
lead cart had already passed. Aton’s head oscillated from side to side as the
wagons went down the street. The leader of the caravan had to be somewhere. He
assumed it would be the man in the lead cart, but he changed his mind when he
noticed a man on a horse quickly advancing from the rear of the wagon train, as
if the mounted man was ready to take lead of the caravan now that they had
arrived behind the town’s walls. As Aton waited for the man on the galloping
horse to get closer, the carts continued to pass him in a slow rhythmic
fashion. The chunks of coal released puffs of dark dust with every jolt as the
wagons bounced along the ruts in the road. Aton found an opportunity to cross
through the wagon train. He sprinted between two carts domed with coal, and he
intercepted the man on the swift horse, who he thought was the person in charge
of the coal carts. Aton took a step in front of the galloping stallion and held
up his palm to halt the beast and its rider.


“Whoa!”
exclaimed the man, startled, as he pulled back the reins. The horse stopped
abruptly in front of Aton. When the man had pulled the reins, the horse’s head
had twisted to the side, and Aton could see the stallion’s flared nostrils,
wild eyes, and large teeth as it turned its head and chomped the bit.


“I
just need a moment of your time,” Aton stated flatly.


“I
almost ran you over! Are you crazy, boy?”


“It’s
important.”


“If
it’s important, I talk to Larn. Who are you?”


“It
concerns Larn and the village, I’ll talk for him.”


“Talk?
Talk about what?” He spurred the horse. “Boy, I don’t have time for this.”


Aton
flashed a gold coin, and the man quickly pulled back on the reins again.
Without question, a coal trader intimately understood two colors: the blackness
of coal and the glitter of gold. The lead horseman dismounted with a swift,
fluid motion, landing solidly on both feet. The man rapidly turned his head to
make his long, wavy, gray hair fall behind his back and onto his shoulders. He
was much older than Aton, aged enough to have deep wrinkles on his tanned face.
Aton was close enough to see that coal dust had impregnated the creases of the
coal trader’s skin, making the lines on his face appear more pronounced than
they actually were.


“Sir,
you have my attention.” His attitude toward Aton had abruptly changed after
seeing the glitter of gold.


“Here.”
Aton handed him the gold coin.


The
man felt the heft of the coin in his hand and studied its intricate design.


“For
the coal?” 


“No,”
Aton confidently replied. “That’s for your troubles.”


“You’re
going to need more than this.” 


From
his hidden pocket inside the cloak, Aton removed the remaining coins and held
them in a horizontal stack that went across the length of his open palm. “This
is for the coal.”


“But
sir, this…this is enough to pay for twice the coal…and the wagons and horses,
too.”


“Keep
your wagons and horses.”


“Well…alright
then…It’s been good doing business with you.” He split the stack of coins, put
each half into a separate pocket of his pants, and mounted his horse. “Who are
you?”


“I’m
Larn’s friend. That’s all you need to know.”


“I’ll
tell Larn that I like his friend.”


He
spurred his horse, and the spirited animal galloped toward the end of the main
road, where most of the blacksmith shops and the forges were located. He was
sure Larn would be there.


To
Aton, the power of abundant wealth felt intoxicating, maybe addictive. With a
great feeling of accomplishment and satisfaction, he started to walk back to
his run-down cabin. On his way back, he deeply wondered why so many people with
great wealth, power, and influence, had done so few benevolent things when it
took such little effort to do so. He understood that those who had risen to
powerful positions had most likely been able to because of inheritance, or they
had violently gained their status from warfare initiated because of their
psychopathic tendencies. In both instances, they would have shared the personal
characteristic of being self-centered; kindness or generosity would be as
foreign to them as it would be for a fish to live out of water. In a twisted
way, the explanation made sense, but he did not like the answer to his
philosophical question. Then he asked himself three more questions. What could
he do for the greater good, now that he possessed abundant wealth? What could
he do to take Olar’s power away if Lanzo Brill and his father, Trahan, had not
already done so? If the father and son had gained control of Olar’s territory,
how could he ruin them? Answering the latter two questions would automatically
solve the first. Aton’s enquiring mind went to work on the solution.











CHAPTER TWENTY


The
aroma of baked apples and spices filled Aton’s cabin. For a while, Hauk had
been referring to the log house as Aton’s cabin. Hauk had begun the process of
moving out of the cabin, so he considered it Aton’s house ever since he had
begun construction of a log home as a permanent residence for himself and Aniku
the schoolteacher, his fiancée. Now that the cedar shingle roof of his new
abode was finished, he dwelled there most days of the week. As he waited
patiently for his new home to be completed, he kept his share of their treasure
hidden in Aton’s cabin, concealed under the floorboards. On today’s jaunt to
visit Aton and inspect his wealth, he had brought an iron skillet full of spiced
apples and some sugar, and he had cooked them in Aton’s fireplace. As the
dessert sat on the wooden table and cooled in the autumn air, the cooked apples
and spices filled the room with their delicious fragrances. 


With
his newly found riches, Hauk’s lifestyle had changed considerably from that of
a slave. Not having to work any longer, Hauk had idle time on his hands. During
his life as a slave, when not cooking for his owner, he had unloaded
merchandise from his master’s ships at Acadia’s harbor, or had participated in
battles at the whim of the warlord. No longer forced to cook or fight, he
sometimes reminisced about preparing delicious meals, but he never hungered for
the battlefield. Now that apples were in season, and because he had access to
honey, cane sugar, and spices, he had thought that it would be nice to bake a
dish of this special treat for Aton, and invite him to watch the glassmaker
work on the windows for his new cabin. Unlike Aton’s cottage, his would have
glass windows, as requested by his fiancée, Aniku. Hauk was still attending
classes in the one-room schoolhouse as the oldest student, trying to learn to
read and write, but he was actually more interested in the teacher, because he
had fallen deeply in love with her. 


The
village’s glassmaker had a hot shop on the main road, not far away from the old
cabin. Today, Hauk planned to watch that craftsman make plate glass for his
cabin’s windows, which would be translucent more than they would be
transparent. He wanted Aton to go with him. Hauk knew that Aton was a curious
man who always craved knowledge, always wanting to conquer the mystery behind
anything that he did not understand. Hauk thought that an invitation to watch
the creation of plate glass would be interesting to Aton, something that he had
not witnessed yet. Hauk knew that the glassmaker would heat beach sand to a
high temperature and pour the resulting thick, molten substance onto the
reverse side of the flat surface of an ancient metal road sign. After the
molten sand cooled and formed a flat sheet of glass on the antique sheet metal,
the artisan would score carefully measured linear marks on the glass, then
cautiously break it along the etched lines, creating the final shape that would
match the dimensions of the new cabin’s window openings. Hauk thought that it
would be a fascinating process for Aton to witness, another treat for his
curious mind. He also thought that Aton would be especially interested in
seeing the ancient sign made of thin sheet metal, but according to Aton, not
today. He was too busy, so it was just a quick visit to Aton’s cabin for Hauk
today. Hauk came and went in a hurry to get back to his new, partially built
house and help with its design and construction. He had rushed down the main
road and returned home, forgetting the iron skillet at Aton’s cabin. 


His
sword had been patiently waiting in a dark corner of Aton’s cabin for its owner
to reclaim, but Hauk did not retrieve the sword today. The sword stood there
like a proud, disciplined soldier standing at attention, waiting for an order
of dismissal that had yet to come. As the time passed from when Hauk had
finally stopped routinely wearing it, which had been many weeks since he had
propped his trusty weapon of war into that dim corner of Aton’s cabin, a thin
layer of dust from the dirt street had collected on it. He had no longer found
use for it in his easy life. No one could command him into battle, so he did
not feel the constant burden to practice with the blade. Therefore, no longer
hampered with honing his swordplay, he had unofficially retired his weapon of
many victorious battles. His most recent victory was on the battlefield of
love, and Aniku meant everything in the world to him. She did not like it when
Hauk continually brought the sword to the schoolhouse. Its presence provoked
the children to inquire about stories of battle and conquest, which was
something that Aniku did not tolerate. Hauk had understood that he would have
to make concessions for Aniku to accept him as a worthy suitor. The decision
had been simple; he wanted Aniku more than he needed the blade, so he had left
it in Aton’s cabin.


Aton
was still in a reclusive mood, brooding around the old log house alone as he
wondered about his family and Esina, while he continually burdened himself to
devise a safe plan to get back home, or at least go visit Esina, so that he
could explain what had actually happened to her sister. If not that, he thought
that it would be nice to see just his family, even if he could only look at
them from a distance. His heart deeply ached for Esina and his family. He
desperately hoped that they were safe and well. Recently, not a day had gone by
when he had not regretted leaving her and his clan to flee across the great
lake. He regretted not staying to fight against the false allegations that
Lanzo had spread, and he cursed himself for allowing Lanzo to get away with
murder. Although he had been thinking frequently of the love of his life and
his family, more recently his thoughts had turned dark and vengeful. 


Without
a doubt, Lanzo’s actions had drastically altered Aton’s life, and Aton hated
Lanzo for what he had done, murdering Esina’s sister, Malina, and accusing Aton
of the crime, making him leave behind his family and everyone who was important
to him, but Aton had bittersweet feelings for his life’s metamorphosis. He knew
that he was a better man now, more confident of himself after surviving fierce
battles, gaining an understanding of the evils of warfare, and obtaining great
wealth and power. Regardless of all that, Lanzo’s horrific action was still an
unforgivable act of cruelty. Aton would have given up everything just to be
able to turn back the hands of time, but he could not do the impossible, nor
could he stop fantasizing about using the wealth, power, and influence that he
had recently attained, to vanquish Trahan and Lanzo Brill. With fervent desire,
he also wanted to remove Olar from power. All of these things that he craved
could have a violent outcome and cause warfare among the clans, something that
he despised very much. These obsessive thoughts persisted, only fading when
Hauk visited, or during trips into the peaceful woods as he met with the
migrating hill tribes, who were still settling into the nearby territory.
Although his vengeful obsessions sometimes diminished, just like the calm that follows
the storm, they always returned, and he could sense dark clouds forming on the
horizon of his future.


Aton
was the closest to his clan that he had been since he had fled Olar’s domain to
escape across the massive lake. Two days on horseback was all that separated
him from Oberlin, the village nearest to Olar’s stockade, and that town was
where Lanzo and his father had established their permanent residence. It was so
close, but Aton had done nothing, not even devised a plan to visit Oberlin, get
word of Esina and maybe, if he was lucky, glance at her from a distance. Less
than a day’s ride past Oberlin was his clan’s enclosure. It was all so close,
but it seemed so far away. His own lack of action frustrated him the most. In
his troubled mind, he knew that all he needed was more time, and then a plan
would come to fruition. To return safely home, he needed to devise a strategy
that would not bring attention to himself or those that he might ask about, his
loved ones. The weeks went by, and the gears in his clever mind kept
relentlessly turning.


Early
one morning, two cats fighting in the street near Aton’s cabin disrupted the
tranquility of his slumber. The ruckus stirred him awake, and a pang of hunger
kept him from going back to sleep. His stomach growled loudly, but his cupboard
was bare, so there was nothing in the cabin to eat. He needed to get out of bed
and buy some food, which was not a problem, because he had plenty of money. He
sat at the edge of the bed, rubbed his eyes, then he reluctantly rose,
stretching his arms high into the air and yawned widely as he did. He did not
want to leave the cabin. The source of his hesitation was simply that he did
not like to participate in useless chitchat with the merchants while he had so
much on his mind. 


He
dressed near the table that he used for reading and drawing, and he cast
intermittent glances at the strewn papers on top of it. Recently, he had spent
much time sitting at the table, jotting down mental notes, scrawling designs
for improvements to mechanical devices that he had seen in the village. The
black ink of useless doodling had filled the thick sheets of parchment when his
mind was at a loss for a solution to a problem. Hauk had left his iron skillet
here, so Aton decided that he should return it and visit the betrothed couple’s
newly constructed home, then find a bakery and buy himself a hearty breakfast.
He put on his cloak, grabbed the pan, and left his lonely cabin. 


It
was early morning. Not many people were on the streets. Other than the serenade
of the early morning songbirds, it was quiet as he walked along the lane. The
still air suspended the puffs of silent dust from his heels in slowly
descending gray clouds as he went down the road, swinging the iron pan at his
side, timing each oscillation of the skillet with the rhythm of his steps. 


Hauk
and Aniku had selected the far end of the village as the site for their new
abode. At that location, there was plenty of room to build a new schoolhouse on
the other side of the dead-end road, just across the street from Hauk and
Aniku’s new home, which would be very convenient for her commute to work.


At
the end of the street, Aton easily found the betrothed couple’s new cabin. He
stood in the yard and admired its fine construction. An awning with wood
shingles covered the front porch that went the width of the little house. Wood
chips from broad axes and thin shavings from a sharp drawknife still littered
the ground surrounding their new domicile. Hauk had shut all of the windows and
the front door. Through the translucent glass windows, Aton could see the
distorted images of two people moving inside the cabin. Apparently, they were
adjusting the location of the home’s furnishings. A sad realization finally
occurred to Aton. If he ever left Tarply, which he desired to do, Hauk would
stay here when he moved away. The circles around his eyes grew darker from the
sadness of possibly losing his best friend. As he stood outside, ankle deep in
woodchips, he felt the melancholy of loneliness clutch his heart. He needed to
get back to his clan now more than ever, but he was so afraid of what his
presence might do to his loved ones. Olar’s wrath was undeniable. It felt like
a gloomy rain cloud had soaked him all the way to his bones.


He
had stepped in horse manure on the way here, and he did not want to track it
into their new cottage. He was sure that they would offer him a tour of their
home, but he did not have time to waste on idle conversation. Rather than step
onto the front porch, knock on the door, and foul the hewn planks with the mess
on his shoes, he put the pan onto the porch, and slid it toward the front door.
He whistled loudly to get their attention. The door swung open, and two pairs
of curious eyes saw Aton standing outside. 


“Good
morning, Aton,” said Aniku.


Hauk
had already greeted Aton with a nod.


“I
returned your pan.”


“Oh,
I thought that might be your wedding present to us,” said Hauk, facetiously.


Aton
could hear Aniku sternly warning Hauk not to be rude, but Aton understood it as
a jest; it was harmless banter.


“Your
wedding is just a few days away, isn’t it?” asked Aton in an indifferent tone.
He already knew the answer. He was just trying to initiate a conversation.


“Yes,
it is, and we expect to see you there,” said Aniku. “Why don’t you come inside
and visit with us? Please stay, won’t you?”


“I
really can’t. I should be going now. My stomach is growling for food.” He was
happy for the couple, but this morning he was just making up an excuse to be on
his way. Any other day might have been different. Today, he did not want their
happiness to remind him of his own sadness, and hunger was calling him. The
bakery would be open now, so he thought it would be best if he just went on his
way. He needed to stock his shelves with food, and he just wanted to get
something to eat, alone.


“Nonsense.
We can feed you. Come inside and see the furniture Hauk bought for our house.
Eat breakfast with us. Please?”


“I
really need to get along. Maybe tomorrow I’ll accept your invitation.” He
lifted his leg, revealing a stinking shoe. “Besides, I don’t want to track this
into your clean cabin.”


Before
Hauk or Aniku had a chance to tell Aton to stop making excuses and take his
shoes off, a horse-drawn wagon coming down the street distracted everyone. Aton
turned to see that it was Larn at the reins, encouraging the two horses onward.
As the clan leader passed, he gave them a nod as a greeting. At the end of the
dead-end road, Larn steered his animals to make an abrupt U-turn, heading back
in the direction from where he had come, but as he got close to Aton, he pulled
back the reins, and his beasts halted, snorting foggy breath through their wide
nostrils. 


It
was a wagon of gray weathered wood. Its length was twice the height of a man,
and the width was only half of that dimension. The sides gently sloped outward
from the base of the floor. A series of four arched hoops, made of metal bands,
bridged the width of the cart. Larn had attached canvas over the domed metal
bands, which provided shade and protection from the sun and the rain. The front
portion of the wagon had a small bench where Larn sat. The seat was slightly
elevated to give him a better view of the road ahead, because it was critical
that the driver could look over the team of animals in front of him. If not, he
might guide the horses over a large stone or into a deep rut, which might
injure the beasts of burden and slow down the cart. Like all of the other wagon
wheels that Aton had seen, these were made of wood, but what made these
different was that Larn had a blacksmith wrap a thin strip of steel around the
circumference of the wheels, increasing their durability on the rough roads. 


“Congratulations,”
said Larn. He lowered his head in a courteous way.


“Did
you come all this way just to wish us well?” asked Hauk.


“Actually,
I just wanted to test my wheels. Look, I had a thin strip of metal wrapped
around each one.” 


Aton
stroked his beard and went closer to the wheels. As he stared at them, he
wondered if he could improve the design.


“What
was wrong with them?” asked Aton.


“Nothing.
They’re just better now. It’s a two-day trip to Oberlin, so I’d rather not have
a problem with my wheels that far from home.”


“Oberlin!”
Aton tried to conceal his excitement. “Why are you going there?”


“It’s
not just me. A lot of us are heading that way. We need to buy grain. I heard
that Oberlin has an abundance of grain this year from their irrigated fields.
If that’s true, we hope to get it cheap, because this year’s profits are lean,
and we still have a debt with Olar.” 


Autumn
had arrived, and Tarply’s farmers had harvested their crops, but the village’s
inventory of grain was lower than normal. Because of this, the town needed to
import more grain than usual this year. The village had picked the cotton first
to keep the looms busy, and then harvested all the food crops, which were
scant. It was not enough to feed the town, which was usual and expected, but
during former years, the village’s inhabitants had been able to purchase grain
from local communities using the profits from their businesses. This had been a
very bad year in the comparatively peaceful history of Tarply. The nomads had
intimidated people, keeping them from the trade routes, and they had boldly
attacked Tarply, severely damaging its protective barrier. Although the hill
tribes had settled in the local region, and the nomad tribes that had
consolidated to harass the clansmen had disbanded, it was too late, because the
road bandits had already done the damage. The lull in economic activity had
driven the village to beg for credit from Olar, and this debt was compounding.
After the hill tribes had arrived, the village’s economic outlook had improved,
but money was still scarce, and the town still had mouths to feed. The people
from the hill tribes needed food, too, which compounded this dilemma.


“I
want to go!” exclaimed Aton. “Hauk, come with me to Oberlin.”


“I
need to stay here. I’m sorry, Aton, but Aniku needs me. Our wedding ceremony is
just days away.”


“Aton,
you can ride with me,” said Larn. “What’s your business in that town? Do you
know anybody there?”


Aton
wanted to avoid the details of a lengthy explanation. He simply replied, “I
just want to visit.”


“Well…it’s
none of my business anyway. Just be ready to go at daybreak. We need to be back
in time for their wedding. I wouldn’t miss it for anything.”


“Neither
would I,” said Aton. “I should be going now.” He began to walk away. “Fresh
bread is waiting for me at the bakery, and I need to get some food for the
trip, too.”


“Hop
on, Aton. I’m headed that way.”


Aton
accepted the invitation and jumped into the wagon. Larn smelled the mess on
Aton’s shoe and regretted offering him a ride to the bakery. He wrinkled his
nose as he urged the horses forward.


Just
after they began a slow trot, Hauk yelled to Aton, “I’ll watch your cabin.”


Aton
yelled back, “I’ll be gone right after daybreak.”


The
wagon train left just after dawn the next morning for the two-day journey to
Oberlin. Larn was in the lead wagon, and Aton sat next to him on the
uncomfortable wooden bench. At the end of the first day, under a bright evening
sun, Aton could see the dusty road stretching forward in the distance. The
trees along the roadside stood motionless in the still air. As the wagon train
got closer to the stream that marked the current border of Olar’s territory,
the noise of the horse-drawn wagons penetrated deep into the surrounding woods
and lifted the blanket of silent tranquility that had covered the adjacent
meadowlands. As the column of wagons advanced on the wide arch of the mortar
and rock bridge that spanned the stream and adjoined separate domains, the
first day of the two-day trip was ending.


In
the limpid waters of the lowland brook, spanned by the little stone bridge,
small fish hung motionless above the dark pebbles in the stream, and a
dragonfly sat quite still, perched on the sharp tip of a wild rose thorn, with
its wings glistening in the sun. Clomping horse hooves and the clatter of wagon
wheels echoed under the bridge as they crossed its uneven, rocky surface.
Leopard frogs that had hidden in the reeds lining the stream leaped into it,
leaving a cloud of muddy water in their wake. The men of Tarply camped near the
creek, so the horses could graze and have fresh water. 


They
left early the next morning. On the return trip, they would have considerably
more weight to pull, so they had left as early as possible this morning to
maximize the amount of daylight that they could use for their journey home. It
could take a while to get all the grain that they needed for the winter months
and make it back to the stone bridge before nightfall. Larn wanted to camp at
the bridge again this evening before finishing the return trip home, preferring
not to travel at night.


Near
the end of the second day’s journey to Oberlin, the bumpy road and hard seat
had taken its toll on Aton’s body. He fidgeted on the stiff wooden bench, which
the pants of the numerous former passengers had rubbed as smooth as glass,
because they had also continually fidgeted on the same uncomfortable seat.


“Anything
wrong?” asked Larn, with a tone of genuine concern.


“Nothing,”
Aton simply replied. “It’s just that this seat isn’t comfortable.”


“You
look like you’re going to a funeral.”


When
Larn had said, “Funeral,” Aton felt that word tug at all the dark feelings that
he had tried to suppress, and they raised to the forefront of his mind. He felt
an irrepressible urge to tell Larn about the origin of his predicament, hoping
that it would purge his melancholy after sharing troubles from his past with
someone he had grown to trust.


“Maybe
I am,” said Aton, in a serious tone.


“What’s
this nonsense about a funeral? Whose funeral?”


“Maybe
mine.”


“By
the gods, Aton. Stop speaking in riddles.”


“You
should know that I’ve been to Oberlin, many times. If you keep following this
very road, my clan is less than a day past that village.”


“I
always thought that you weren’t from the other side of the lake or from the
northern territory. It wasn’t any of my business, so I never asked.” He turned
his head from the road and locked eyes with Aton. “What’s this talk of a
funeral?”


“I
know Olar and his family. I want to marry his daughter, Esina.” 


Larn’s
roaring laughter interrupted the seriousness of the conversation and did not
allow Aton to finish what he had intended to say. When Larn calmed enough to
speak, he asked Aton a question. “And for that he wants to kill you? He would
have to kill every young man in his territory. What man wouldn’t want to marry
a warlord’s beautiful daughter?” When he fully recovered from the perceived
hilarity of Aton’s statement, he looked at his friend again and saw the
somberness of his expression. What Aton had said was not a joke.


“Does
she have feelings for you?”


“Yes,
but her father doesn’t like me.”


“And
for that you are sentenced to death?”


A
moment of silence followed the question, and then Aton spoke solemnly. “He
thinks that I murdered his other daughter, Malina.”


“Are
you innocent?”


“Of
course I am!” Aton had yelled loud enough that the occupants of the carts half
way down the wagon train heard him. Their ears perked up to hear the lively
conversation, but the monotonous clatter of creaking axles and wagon wheels
jolting in deep ruts made that impossible.


“Of
course you are, Aton…I didn’t mean it that way...I was just thinking out loud.”


“Lanzo
Brill did it, and then he framed me for the crime. He used my own bow and arrow
to kill her.”


“Brill?”


“Yes,
Lanzo Brill,” replied Aton. “His father is Olar’s tax collector. The father is
just as evil as the son. I wouldn’t doubt if his father had encouraged him to
do it.”


After
a moment of quiet reflection, Larn said, “I can remember when that happened.
Riders bearing Olar’s crest came to Tarply asking if strangers from Oberlin had
passed through our village. They offered a handsome reward for you. When our
town got into financial trouble, I remembered that reward. Because of that, we
all thought that Olar was a wealthy man. That’s why we went to him for credit.
Now he’s a problem for us, too.”


“You
can turn me in to Olar,” said Aton, jokingly. “You’ll be a rich man. Maybe
he’ll forgive Tarply’s debt?”


“Never,”
Larn replied sternly. “But why are you returning? Do you have a death wish?
What if you’re recognized?”


Aton
flipped the deep hood of his cloak over his head. “I have a beard now, and the
shadow of my hood should conceal the rest of my face.” He removed the cowl. “I
just want to see Esina again, and maybe find out how my family is doing. My
father, Davin Matin, is a clan leader. I worry that Olar will take his
unfounded anger out on my mother, Treva, and my cousin, Briand, along with my
father.”


“Aton,
I don’t mean to frighten you, but Trahan is more than a tax collector now. He’s
a trusted advisor to Olar. He’s the person I spoke with about credit for my
village. He has attained an elevated rank with the warlord.”


Aton
groaned like a wounded animal, shook his head, and then said, “Olar favors
Trahan for some reason. Trahan took advantage of that and influenced the
warlord to consolidate some clans under his son’s name. Lanzo wants to be the
warlord, and I think he’ll do anything to get the tittle, with his father right
by his side, helping him every step of the way.”


“I
knew going to Olar for help was a mistake, but I didn’t think we had any other
options,” said Larn.


“It
doesn’t matter now. The vile snake has already bitten you,” said Aton as he
grimaced.


Larn
sadly nodded his head, because Aton was correct.


“Trahan
will structure the debt so that Tarply will never escape from it,” said Aton. “He
will hold it over your neck like an executioner’s axe. After he feels that the
village’s spirit is broken, he will offer Tarply military protection if the
town agrees to align under the warlord.”


“Never!
We have always been an independent clan.”


“If
Tarply aligns with Olar, he’ll steal its assets, conscript the youth for war,
and endlessly tax its treasury. He’ll take the town’s young men as soldiers to
protect his dominion and never give anything back to help Tarply defend against
another nomad attack.”


“The
trade routes are open,” said Larn. “Business is better. We’ll pay our debt.”


“When?”


“Soon.
I’m sure of it. We just need some more time.”


“What
if Trahan demands immediate payment?”


Aton’s
question was truthful and sobering. What if the warlord demanded money from a
village that was still struggling its way back from an economic recession? Larn
knew that he could not settle the loan yet, which he was sure included
penalties, fees, and too much accrued interest. If Tarply did not quickly
reimburse Olar for the letter of credit, the obligation would increase to an
unserviceable level. The town would be in perpetual debt, which would
jeopardize the freedom of all its inhabitants. Larn finally realized the
extreme gravity of his error, and that put him into a foul mood.


“I
don’t want to talk about this any longer,” barked Larn. “Oberlin is just ahead.
Put your hood on, fugitive.”


They
crossed a small stream and entered the village of Oberlin, which was similar to
Tarply in several aspects. Like Tarply, it had a hundred or more houses, built
of wood and covered with thatched roofs, and placed randomly on the bank of the
stream. Only one long street ran completely through the town.


However,
at Oberlin, the warlord’s oppressed servants inhabited all these homes, and
Olar used the men as protection. At the sound of the bugle, the warlord could
rely on several hundred men flocking immediately to guard the wall of his
enclosure. Not long after, more would arrive from farther away, and by
nightfall, his shepherds would appear. These together would add at least one
hundred more to the enclosure. Next, the armed servants of the house, the
warlord's personal attendants, the men who formed his entourage, numbered in
the dozens. Altogether, hundreds of well-armed men, battle ready, would arrange
themselves beneath his banner. In stark contrast, the people of Tarply would
willingly fight for their leader and village by their own free choice, not
because the whim of a tyrant had mandated their loyalty.


Oberlin’s
carpenters and mason workers had made two of the buildings in the town from
brick, and not far apart. One was the tax house, administered by Trahan Brill,
where all merchants and farmers paid their tribute to the warlord. The other
was the council house, where Olar sat to administer justice and to send
criminals or political enemies to the gallows. Recently, Olar had become
chronically ill, so Trahan had assumed the duties of judge during the warlord’s
seemingly endless convalescence. The buildings that surrounded the tax and
council houses always seemed new, because fire had easily destroyed the wooden
structures that preceded them. This had happened twice recently. Fire had laid
half the town to ashes. They had been able to rebuild the wooden structures in
only a few weeks, because the raw materials of construction, trees and lumber,
were exceedingly abundant and very easy to access. 


Near
the front doors of the two inns, which were across the street from each other,
groups of people gathered, quietly gossiping among themselves about the burden
of heavy taxation, and whispering treasonous suggestions of revolt against the
corrupt power structure. Near the end of the village was the town’s store of
excess grain. The storehouse was replete with inventory. The threat of raiding
nomads on the trade routes had also affected Oberlin. For fear of travel on the
roads, fewer people than usual had come to Oberlin to purchase grain harvested
from their irrigated fields. Larn had expected this and hoped to get it at a
reduced price. 


At
the granary, the men from Tarply posted their horses under the nearby trees. A
group of cats, which fed on the rodents that plagued the storehouse, rubbed
against the wagon wheels and sniffed at the horses’ hooves. They were domestic,
in a variety of colors, not like the feral black cats of the forest. 


Larn
waved at his men to signal that they should rest while he negotiated the price.
The tired drivers stretched and decided to lead the horses to the stream. The
animals needed to graze and drink more than the men needed to rest. On the
return trip to Tarply, the greatly increased load would burden the horses and
slow down the animals. If they wanted to make it back to the stone bridge by
evening, they should really rest the horses while they were near fresh water.
After all, the men would only load the grain. The horses would do the more
difficult part by pulling the heavy cargo on a rutted dirt trail for two days. 


Larn
was the first to enter the storehouse office. Aton had donned his large hood
and followed his friend, entering the room like a silent shadow. The sales
office was dim. Inside, no candles were allowed for fear of an explosion from
the pervasive grain dust. Aton embraced the darkness, welcoming the anonymity
it offered to a man not wanting to be recognized. Even though there was a
ubiquitous presence of cats, he saw scattered rodent paw prints in the filth
covering the floor along the walls. A thin layer of dust particles had covered
everything. Larn thought that a lack of human footprints in the dust would be a
favorable sign for negotiating a price. Apparently, business had been slow. If
there was a surplus of grain, he hoped the market price would be lower than
normal, which would also keep the negotiation short and simple.


A
man wearing a leather apron over a dirty shirt, with the long sleeves rolled
up, was sitting on a chair behind a lengthy wooden counter. The man appeared to
be leaning forward and fiddling with something on the floor, near his right
foot. The countertop had a variety of grains displayed on it, the kinds
available for sale, representative samples of their quality. A balance was near
the samples of grain, to compare coinage to standard weights.


When
Larn approached the counter, Aton went to another corner of the room and lurked
in the shadows. Larn could see that the granary attendant was wiping rat
entrails from the bottom of his boot. He had stomped on the rodent just before
Larn and Aton had entered the filthy room.


Without
looking up from the mess on the floor, the man asked, “What can I help you
with?” He was trying to push a thin stick under the bloody carcass to lift it
from the floor and carry it outside. The dead rat was not cooperating. 


“We
want to buy grain.”


He
stopped poking at the rat and looked up. “We? Where are the others?” Just as he
asked the question, he stood and saw Aton wearing a hooded cloak, in a shadow
by the corner of the two farthest adjoining walls.


“Sorry,
friend. I didn’t see you standing over there.”


Aton
remained silent, but he nodded. 


“Your
friend doesn’t say much.” 


“No,
he’s all business. The others are outside. We have twelve wagons.”


“My
name is Chafney. I’m the owner.”


“I’m
Larn of Tarply.”


“Good
to meet you, Larn. Let’s take a look at your wagons and see how much grain they
can hold.” He emerged from behind the counter, kicking the dead rat forward
with each step. As he opened the door, a column of light entered the room,
illuminating Aton’s shadowy outline. Aton sidestepped away from the light,
causing the clerk to frown with suspicion. Chafney kicked the rat’s body
through the open doorway, and the hungry cats pounced on it. The man propped
the door open with a large stone and went back to his chair behind the counter.
Fresh air slowly trickled through the entry and tried to overcome the stagnant
odor of grain dust, but lost.


“Twelve
wagon loads is a lot of grain. Is that how much you need?” he asked. 


“First,
we should discuss price,” replied Larn, and he confidently leaned his elbows on
the counter. He was expecting to get at least a fair price, but hoped for
better, because of the great quantity of grain and lack of customers able to
buy it. 


Larn
and his companions had brought enough silver with them to fill their wagons
with the grain that he planned to purchase at a big discount, or so he had
thought. Chafney quoted Larn a price that was more than twice what he expected.
At that price, they would not have enough for Tarply and the hungry people of
the hill tribes who had settled near the village. This price was not acceptable.
They needed to fill all of the wagons with grain. Chafney explained that it was
not his fault. He was not greedy, but he had to charge this much because of all
of the new taxes and fees ordered by the tax collector, Trahan Brill. Trahan
had fixed the price; therefore, Chafney could not negotiate what he had to
charge for the grain. The owner of the granary could do nothing about it,
because a greedy villain had set the market price.


This
deeply troubled Aton, because he had a responsibility to the tribes who had
migrated. Those settlers from the hills were not fully established in their new
territory. Their numbers were increasing, and they needed food. Aton had stayed
in the shadows, but could not resist stepping forward into the light when he
saw the depth of the owner’s frustration. “We’ll take it. Enough to fill twelve
wagons.”


“But
Aton, this is robbery,” said Larn, angrily.


Holding
a bag of coins in each hand, Aton approached the counter. “The real criminal is
Trahan.” He dropped the bags, each landed with a dull thud on the countertop.
The balance rattled.


“Who
are you?” asked Chafney, as he narrowed his eyes.


“Why
do you care?”


“Because
what you say can get you killed. The gallows are always close to a man with
treasonous thoughts.”


Aton
removed his hood and stood defiantly in front of the merchant. Under his cloak,
he already had a grip on his knife, just in case.


“Now
do you know who I am? I already have a price on my head.” 


“No.
And I really don’t want to. I just want your money.”


“I’ll
tell you anyway. My name is Aton Matin.”


Chafney’s
eyes grew wide when he realized who was standing at his counter. “You’re Davin
Matin’s son. They said that you murdered Malina Regalyon.”


“Do
you believe it?”


“Of
course not. I wouldn’t believe anything said by the warlord’s henchmen, but
there’s a reward for you. Guilty or innocent, it doesn’t matter.”


“Lanzo
Brill did it,” growled Aton. “People need to know that.”


“Shut
the door!” Chafney wildly commanded Larn. “Very well, very well. I said that I
believe you, but you can’t say these things around here. If they suspect me of
plotting against the warlord, they will hang me just as fast as they will you.”



“Someone
needs to tell Olar what Trahan has been doing. His taxes will ruin people. Even
Olar was never this bad.”


“You
should know something,” whispered Chafney, from behind the safety of a closed
door. “Olar is sick, but if you ask me, I think it’s poison that has him on his
death bed. Everyone says that as soon as he dies, Trahan or his son will take
control of Olar’s domain.”


Trahan
had been poisoning Olar in low doses to kill him slowly. Not to attract
suspicions, the dosage was small, but over the long term, it would be fatal.
This way the effects would appear as a chronic ailment, not like a poison.
Trahan had done this many times: a calculated slow murder with a fatal toxin. 


Olar
had no sons. In his weakened condition, he had no other option than to bequeath
his reign to the man that would marry his daughter. Rather than risk his family
losing all control after his death, he blessed the impending matrimonial union
from his deathbed, because he thought it was everything that he could do under
the circumstances.


“Trahan
is too old to be a ruler,” said Aton.


“But
Lanzo isn’t,” said Chafney. “He has positioned himself to be the heir to the
title.”


“How?”


“Olar
has no sons. After Lanzo marries Esina, he will be next in line when Olar dies.
That’s why everyone is whispering that it’s poison killing the warlord.”


When
Aton heard that Esina was going to marry Lanzo, a wave of grief overcame him,
and he dropped the knife, almost fainting. It rattled on the floor under a
cloud of grain dust. The counter hid from Chafney’s view what had dropped. Aton
concealed the weapon as he picked it up from the floor.


“Marriage,”
said Aton, still in shock at the thought of his love, Esina, engaged to someone
like Lanzo.


“Yes,
but not by her choice. An arranged marriage, with the wedding ceremony at the
spring festival. Mark my words, Olar won’t live much past the spring festival.”


Aton’s
legs began to shake. He went through the threshold to escape the gloominess
that had filled the dark room. Next to the open doorway, he leaned against the
wall and took in deep breaths of fresh air to try to calm his nerves. He felt
as if the smooth walls of a cauldron trapped him deep inside the deadly vessel
while he futilely struggled to escape, as it slowly filled with liquid horror
to a depth that would drown him in misery. When he regained his wits, he did
his best to help load the grain onto the wagons and tried not to think about
Esina’s engagement to Lanzo, but he could not do the impossible. 


They
filled the wagons with grain, and twelve carts pulled by weary horses began to
leave Oberlin. Larn assumed the lead position again, and Aton fidgeted on the
same uncomfortable seat. At the edge of town, just before they were going to
turn onto the road home, a chauffeured carriage accompanied by armed soldiers
on horseback cut across their path as it headed down the main road into the
village. Aton froze as still as a statue. Esina was in the carriage’s backseat.
Next to her was Lanzo. Three magnificently decorated horses trotted behind the
entourage of soldiers. On the center horse, Aton could plainly see Trahan
Brill. Larn had already seen Trahan, and had hid his face to conceal his
presence from the tax collector. Aton thought that most likely Trahan was going
to bleed the village for more tax money and maybe some fines, too. Esina had
slipped away, but at least Aton had seen her. She was still as beautiful as he
remembered her to be and just as lovely as she was in his dreams, which he had
each lonely night away from her. She was so close that it was as if she just
slipped through his fingers. As the carriage receded from his view, the
distance between the star-crossed lovers increased again, and there was nothing
that he could do about it. He felt as weak and helpless as a blind, newborn
kitten. He sulked all the way back to Tarply.


Aton
had thought correctly. Trahan was going to squeeze more money for himself from
the local businesses. Trahan had noticed all of the grain in the twelve
horse-drawn carts as they passed. Therefore, the granary was his first stop,
and he wanted to arrive well before Chafney had time to hide the proceeds from
his sale of the grain. 


Although
Trahan knew a big sale of grain could fatten his pockets with tax revenue, it
was the place in town where he least desired to go. Other establishments, like
the inns or taverns, would always offer Trahan and his enforcers gratuitous bribes
of good food and drink, but a man that owned a storehouse of grain could do no
such thing. All he had to offer was a musty odor and dust. Not expecting a
granary visit to see Chafney today, Trahan had worn very nice clothes,
colorfully embroidered linen garments and a felt jacket. He had even curled his
hair, as he was occasionally known to do before going into town. 


Before
entering through the open doorway, into the room where Chafney conducted his
business, Trahan took a deep breath of air, placed an intricately embroidered
handkerchief over his nose and mouth, and held it there with a very limp wrist.
He hated the odor around Chafney’s storehouse. Some scents were so repulsive to
his delicate nose that he would always have a handkerchief smothered with mint
leaves in the pocket of his jacket to attenuate any offensive aroma. To Trahan,
this storehouse was the worst. After covering his nose and mouth with the
scented cloth, he rushed inside, wanting to hurry the encounter. His two
enforcers followed close behind him.


“Chafney,”
said Trahan through the handkerchief over his mouth. “I think business was good
for you today. Am I wrong?”


The
pile of silver coins on the desk behind the counter had hypnotized Chafney. In
his elated trance, he did not realize that he had left the door open, and the
silver coins in plain view. His fingers were poking through the glittering
mound when Trahan barged into the room. The tax collector’s entrance had
startled him, which made him bump the pile of money. The sound of precious
metal resonated through the room as the coins landed on the dusty floor. Trahan
heard the jingle of silver, and he leaned forward on the dusty countertop to
get a better view of how much money was waiting for him. The number of coins
astonished him so profoundly that his hand holding the scented cloth dropped,
causing him to breathe unfiltered air. He gagged, and then frowned when he saw
a horizontal line of dirt across his clean felt jacket, which had appeared
after he had leaned onto the dirty countertop. The stink in the air had choked
him, but the delightful pile of coins abated his urge to vomit. 


With
his free hand, Trahan removed a parchment from his jacket, quickly scribbled
some calculations on it, and read Chafney his tax bill, including what he owed
for an assortment of business-related fines. Chafney offered him a large
handful of silver, but Trahan shook his head and said, “I’ll take all of it.”


“But
you can’t take everything,” he pleaded.


“I’m
afraid so,” said Trahan, with a condescending tone.


Chafney
frowned. He knew there was nothing he could do about it. He was powerless
against the tyrant.


“Don’t
be so gloomy. Just sell more grain. All profits are yours after you meet your
tax burden.”


“Not
at these prices. They’re too high. You should let me lower the prices that I
have to charge people.”


“Nonsense.
Who just purchased all this grain?”


“They
were from Tarply. I’ve never seen them before today.”


“Tarply?
I thought they were having some difficulties,” said Trahan, rhetorically, not
expecting a reply. 


Trahan
had extended them credit under Olar’s name, and they had used it all. It was
time to call the loan before they could pay it back. He wanted to add excessive
interest and an assortment of fines that they would never be able to afford. He
wanted to use that as leverage to claim Tarply and the area around it under the
warlord’s name, to expand Olar’s domain, which he hoped the warlord would
bequeath to his son.


“They
weren’t happy about the price,” confessed Chafney. “I almost lost the sale.”


“They
weren’t happy?” asked Trahan facetiously, just before he went to the open
doorway, escaping to fresher air, mumbling, “Maybe I need to cheer them up.”


From
outside the door, Trahan pointed to the interior floor and commanded his two
helpers to make sure that they found all the spilled coins. When his enforcers
returned outside, leaving the owner broke and alone in the room, Trahan
announced that they were going to commence a trip tomorrow morning and visit
the village of Tarply.











CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


While
Aton, Larn, and the others travelled to Oberlin to purchase grain for the
village and the migrating people of the hill tribes, Hauk was busy doing his
part to prepare for the wedding ceremony, which would not be extravagant, but
would share a combination of simple customs from the rituals of the clansmen
and people of Greenhill. The local clans’ marriage tradition put two burdens on
Hauk, and one of these tasks had an element of danger associated with it.
First, he had to find a white matrimonial orchid in the bayou. Secondly, to
prove his bravery, he had to kill an alligator. Roasted alligator tail, cooked
by the groom, was the traditional dish served to the wedding party. The
clansmen’s wedding custom also required the fiancé to place a matrimonial
orchid in the bride’s hair during the wedding ceremony to signify the union.
This flower would be adjacent to the orchid her parents would have already
placed in her hair prior to the groom’s arrival for the nuptial services. Any
adult male, with a good reputation in the community, could officiate the
wedding and declare the couple as husband and wife. Aniku wanted her father to
preside over the ceremony, and Hauk agreed.


The
Greenhill tribe’s matrimonial ritual was simple and not dangerous. Hauk merely
needed to acquire a long, thin strip of leather for the wedding ceremony. To
use the thong of ceremonial goatskin, the happy couple would stand next to each
other, shoulder to shoulder facing the bride’s parents, and hold each other’s
closest hand. With his free arm, Hauk must bind their clasped hands together at
the wrists with the ritual leather strap. To the hill tribes, when a couple
displayed their bound wrists to the community during the ceremony, they had
wed. 


The
day after Aton returned from Oberlin, the wedding occurred. The weather was
fair on the day of the ceremony, so they planned to conduct the ritual and all
of its festivities outside. At noon, the betrothed couple met at their new
home. Aniku arrived with her father and mother. Aniku’s mother had made the
most beautiful wedding dress, woven from the whitest cotton and embroidered
with colorful thread. Hauk was wearing black linen pants and a ruffled white
cotton shirt, with extra-long sleeves. He was still self-conscious about the scars
circling his wrists, but the wide cuffs concealed them well. Aniku’s parents
had already placed the first orchid in her braided hair. 


She
stood next to Hauk on their porch; her parents stood in front of them, and the
ceremony was ready to begin. Hauk inserted the long stem of a beautiful white
orchid to Aniku’s hair, next to the one already woven securely into her braids,
and with the narrow strip of matrimonial goatskin, he bound his right wrist to
her left. Aniku’s father raised his arms, expressed his happiness for the
couple, and declared them as one, bound in holy matrimony. He kissed his
daughter on the forehead and hugged his new son-in-law. The crowd cheered.
While surrounded by joyous onlookers, who followed close behind, the wedding
party began walking to the opposite end of town. They marched down the town’s
main street, filling the wide road. According to the Greenhill wedding
tradition, as they passed people of the village who had lined the road to watch
the procession, the couple proudly raised their bound wrists, smiled, and
proclaimed the strength of their union and their love for each other. The bride
and groom’s attendants encircled them as they went to the wedding reception.


The
procession ended near Tarply’s open front gates. The town had repaired the
wall, and they had usually kept the front entry shut now that the villagers had
fixed the burned section of barricade. Today, the gates into the village were
wide open to allow the free flow of people from the hill tribes who wanted to
participate in the post-matrimonial feast. If there were an approaching threat,
the guards would signal caution with an ox horn, close the gate, and ring the
warning bell. The village did not expect any trouble, not with a swarm of
people from the hill tribes inhabiting the region. 


The
procession stopped by Larn’s house, which also doubled as the official meeting
place for matters of village governance and large social gatherings. A few
years ago, he renovated his home by adding a room that he had built for the
sole purpose of formal meetings to discuss matters of great importance to the
community. Beside Larn’s house, volunteers had brought tables of food for the
bustling crowd, and chairs to sit on during the feast. Aton and his bride sat
at the center table. 


The
aroma of roasting meat filled the air as they drank ale and sang happy songs.
While Hauk and his wife danced on a tabletop to a chorus of flutes, stringed
instruments, and a drum to keep the beat, they were the last to notice the
crowd parting for the arrival of some uninvited guests. When the music suddenly
stopped, Hauk curiously looked at the band, because the song was not over. That
is when he saw everyone staring at the seven strangers on horseback. First, he
looked at Aton. He saw his friend flip the deep hood of his cloak onto his head
and disappear into the gathering. That was not a good sign. Then Hauk turned to
find Larn’s face in the crowd, and when he found that face, he saw a combined
expression of bitter sadness and confusion. Hauk helped his wife off the table
and watched Larn approach the man on the lead horse. It was Trahan; he had come
to get payment for the debt. If the citizens of Tarply could not pay, he would
initiate annexation of the village.


Trahan
rode on the lead horse, and all the mounts in his entourage were very tall,
muscular beasts with braided manes. The stallions were as black as the darkest
night. As usual, Trahan wore flamboyantly colored clothes. A sword with a
scabbard of shiny, highly polished metal hung from his belt, but its function
was mostly ceremonial. Designed for aesthetics, this kind of weapon was
typically for show and not as dangerous as one intended for battle, especially
in Trahan’s old hands. Plucked from an exotic bird, a brightly colored feather
protruded upward through the leather band circling the rim of his hat. He was
wearing black gloves over his dainty hands. On the middle finger of his right
hand, over the leather glove, he wore a large, silver ring with Olar’s
insignia, which indicated his significance. He displayed the ring as if it were
a warning for others to blindly obey his every command, or else face the wrath
of the warlord.


Larn
stood in front of Trahan’s horse to keep him from getting any closer to the
wedding reception. While Larn had made his way through the crowd to greet
Trahan, Aton had stealthily slithered his way through the gathering, nearer to
the front gate, to be close to Larn as he greeted the tax collector.


“Greetings,”
said Larn, without a happy inflection in his voice.


“And
greetings to you,” said Trahan. Then he asked, with a very facetious tone, “Is
all of this for me?” Bending it at the wrist, he extended his gloved hand and
moved it in a semi-circular arc, indicating the large gathering of people as
the object of his curiosity.


Larn
shook his head and tried to smile. “No. It’s a wedding reception.”


“One
of your girls, perhaps?”


“No.
Of course not. They’re too young.” He took a quick glance back at the crowd and
found his oldest daughter, Sevi, chaperoning his other children. 


“I
love weddings,” said Trahan. “I hope you don’t mind if we stay.”


“It’s
about over…I don’t think there’s much left to see.”


“What
a shame. If you had told me, I could have been here sooner.”


“Told
you?”


“Yes.
You went all the way to Oberlin, and you never tried to find me. Are you trying
to avoid me? I thought we were friends. Aren’t we friends?”


Larn
choked on the answer, and then he swallowed it. He did not want to tell Trahan
how he really felt, so he did not say anything.


“If
you had visited me at Oberlin, I would have invited you to my son’s wedding,”
said Trahan. “That’s something friends do. He is getting married on the last
day of the spring festival, right after the final event, archery.” Trahan
leaned forward in the saddle, and grinned. “Do you know what else friends do?
Don’t answer…Let me tell you…They pay each other back when a debt is owed.
Larn, are we friends?” 


The
charade of pleasantries was over.


“We
should talk,” said Larn. He pointed at his house. “Meet me over there. I’ll
bring my advisers with me.”


Trahan
spurred his horse, and Larn stumbled backward. As the tax collector went past
Larn, Trahan said, “Gold would be nice, but I’ll take silver, too.”


Larn
closed his eyes and cringed. There was no way to pay back the debt, not yet at
least. The village needed more time. When he opened his eyes, he saw Aton and
the wild expression on his face.


“I’m
going with you!” Aton demanded.


“He’ll
recognize you. Then what?”


“Maybe
he won’t. I’ll meet you in the council room.” Aton turned to dash for his
cabin, but abruptly stopped and spun around. “Larn, I have an idea. Whatever I
say at the meeting with Trahan, agree with it.”


“What
do you mean?”


“I
don’t have time to explain. Do you trust me?”


“Do
I have any options?”


“No.
You must agree to everything I say.”


“Yes,
I promise. What do I have to lose?”


“Tarply,”
snapped Aton, then he sprinted to his cabin.


While
Aton was at his cottage rummaging through his possessions and honing his
devious plan, the meeting with Trahan in the council room attached to Larn’s
home had already started. Larn was stalling, making up excuses, and trying to
change the subject of discussion. During the initial moments of the meeting,
Trahan had already begun to lose his temper. 


Aton
left his cabin and sprinted to the council room as fast as he could. He did not
want to miss a precious moment of the discourse. With the hood over his head,
his bearded face concealed in shadow, he quietly entered the meeting room
during a vigorous debate concerning the terms of the debt and repayment. Trahan
was at the end of the long table in the middle of the room. Larn was at the
opposite end, surrounded by his advisers and some of the village’s more
prominent business owners. 


Aton
lurked in a dim corner, like a spider in its web waiting for the right moment
to strike at its prey. Still wearing the hood to conceal his identity, he
emerged from the shadows during a tense moment of discussion when Trahan began
to pound the table with his gloved fists. Under his cloak, Aton already had his
knife tightly gripped. If Trahan even flinched awkwardly, Aton was ready to
pounce and stab. After Aton stepped into the flickering yellow light of an oil
lamp that was brightly burning on the center of the table, he announced, “There
has been a misunderstanding. We agree to all of your demands.”


“Who
are you?” asked Trahan, slightly surprised at the hooded shadow that had
emerged from behind Tarply’s group of men. 


“He’s
a trusted adviser,” answered Larn. “When he speaks, he speaks for me.”


Aton
took another step closer. He wrapped his fingers tighter around the handle of
his hidden blade and angrily squeezed it. He could feel his fingernails digging
into the palm of his hand as he clenched his fist. He was close enough to
Trahan that he could have pounced like a cougar and quickly stabbed his hated
enemy in the chest. There would have been no time for his opponent to react;
Aton’s reflexes were too quick. If Trahan made one false move, uttered one
insult, he was a dead man. With his free hand, Aton pushed back his hood. It
fell behind his head and onto his shoulders, revealing his face to the hated
man, the father of a murderer. At first, Trahan’s eyes narrowed with suspicion,
and then his expression changed to that of confusion. His eyebrows pushed
together so tightly that they seemed to meet as one over the bridge of his
nose, but he did not recognize Aton. The only other time the two of them had
been this close was inside the stockade of Aton’s ancestral home. On that day,
Trahan had given Aton and his cousin, Briand, one American penny each, thinking
they were mere servants who were walking home with a basket of tools after a
long day’s work at Davin Matin’s estate. Finally, Trahan’s expression changed
to a blank stare as he looked into Aton’s eyes, and he tried to discern if he
had ever seen the stranger before today. Trahan still did not recognize the
bearded man standing at the edge of the table. Aton relaxed, and for the
moment, he pardoned Trahan from execution. He was ready to continue with his
plan to save Tarply, so rather than harvest vengeance with the tip of his
knife, he planted seeds of revenge instead. Under his cloak, he sheathed the
blade, and then wielded his clever intellect.


“Go
ahead. Explain yourself,” ordered Trahan. He put his elbows on the table, wove
his fingers together, and then leaned forward, resting his chin on his laced
digits, as if they were a hammock. 


“You
want Tarply to pay its debt,” Aton flatly stated.


“Yes,
of course,” replied Trahan, with an expression of cautious optimism
materializing on his face. He relaxed, reclining onto the back his hard wooden
chair.


Aton
continued, “If it can’t, Tarply will be assimilated into Olar’s domain.”


“Of
course it will. I thought I was going to speak with a reasonable man, but
instead a parrot is mimicking everything that I’ve already stated.” Trahan’s
entourage laughed.


“You
can have it all,” said Aton. “The money and the village are yours.” He bowed
his head submissively.


A
gasp came from Larn’s entourage. The clan leader shook his head at them
scornfully, and when they saw the look in his eyes, his men understood the
glare and silenced themselves. The village trusted his judgment, and the
gathering of Tarply’s council members relaxed.


“Finally,
a reasonable man,” said Trahan, wringing his hands like a greedy beggar. “Let’s
discuss the terms of payment. I don’t feel comfortable transporting anything of
great value with me on my return home. I’ll expect representatives of Tarply to
bring what is owed to the tax collector’s office in Oberlin.” He pushed a sheet
of parchment across the table. Using ink as dark as his personality, he had
scrawled a long series of numbers on the paper. It was the original amount owed
by Tarply, increased by excessive interest and malicious penalties.


“Agreed,”
said Aton. “But I think that if we wait until your spring festival to deliver
what Tarply owes, the transfer of money will exemplify Olar’s power to all the
clans gathered for the event.”


“It
sounds like a ruse,” Trahan sneered. “I’m starting to not believe you.”


“We’ll
also deliver our village’s male youth for conscription into the warlord’s
ranks. Remember, all of this will take place at the spring festival, and the
other clans under your warlord’s control will witness the transfer, leaving no
doubt as to your increasing power. It works to your advantage to do this
publicly.”


With
gloved hands, Trahan stroked his chin and silently contemplated the strategy. 


“I
heard you say that your son is getting married at the spring festival,” said
Aton.


“Yes.
An arranged marriage to a very beautiful woman, Olar Regalyon’s daughter.”


From
under his cloak, Aton removed an ornately decorated purse, made from supple
goatskin, secured tightly closed with a thin leather strap that he had wrapped
and tied into a knot around the twisted neck of the pouch. It was the purse of
silver coins that he had won during the previous spring festival, at the
archery competition. He had cherished it so much that he had kept it with him
during his flight away from home. Inside the pouch, it still had the
handwritten note to him from Esina, stating that she loved and believed in him.
That very message from Esina had given him hope while he fled Olar’s wrath, and
it gave him inspiration during the long journey home. Now, it would be a
message back to her, letting her know that he was alive and well.


“Here
is a modest gift of silver coins for the bride.” He gently tossed the purse
onto the table, just in front of Trahan. 


“How
nice,” said the tax collector, with a tone of condescension. “Who should I tell
her this is from?”


The
gears in Aton’s mind turned swiftly, and he rapidly thought of a covert way to
get his name to Esina. He said, “Nota,” which was his name pronounced backward.



“Very
well, Nota, I’m sure she’ll appreciate your kind gesture.”


“We
would also like to offer the happy couple a gift from the town, and since we
have allied with the hill tribes and have access to many flocks of sheep and
herds of goats, would a gift of one thousand healthy animals be an adequate
sign of respect?”


“One
thousand!” Trahan exclaimed. His eyes widened like two full moons. “Yes. Of
course that will be adequate.”


“Fine.
I’ll have them all delivered by the last day of the festival, but well before
the wedding ceremony. I want everyone to witness the generosity of Tarply.”


“Of
course you do. All of you will be honored guests. Please attend the wedding.
The ceremony will be right after the festival’s last event, the archery
competition. Bring your finest archers.” Greed was clouding his better
judgment.


“Our
town accepts,” said Aton. “We’ll bring a team of archers.”


“Then
I’ll make sure your village has the finest pavilion under its banner.” Trahan
stood up and smoothed the wrinkles from his clothes with the palms of his
gloved hands. “The others would do well to be more like you. Why weren’t you at
the last negotiation?”


Aton
thought for a moment and decided to say, “I’m not originally from here,
although this is where I currently reside.”


“Where
is your home clan?”


The
crafty wheels of Aton’s mind began turning again. Using another word ploy, he
answered, “Nitam,” which was his last name pronounced backward.


“Nota
of Nitam, I like doing business with you.” He went around the corner of the
table to look Aton closely in the eyes. “You should know something. Olar is
sick. He is going to step down from his position soon. Because he has no son,
he is going to give the title of warlord to the man that marries his oldest
daughter, Esina. That man is my son, Lanzo. If there is a problem, and I have
to return with Lanzo, it will not be under such pleasant circumstances.”


“We’ll
have everything there by the last day of the festival,” Aton assured him. “We
want to make sure that you have all of our gifts before the marriage ceremony.
Where do we put the flocks and herds of a thousand animals?”


“Have
your friends herd them into the field next to the warlord’s enclosure. That is
near to where the festivities will occur and there should be plenty of water in
the nearby stream. There won’t be room inside the walls of the warlord’s estate
for the animals, because we expect too many people due to the wedding and the
following ceremony to transfer power to Lanzo.” 


“It
might take a lot of people from the Greenhill tribe to transport the animals.
The field will be crowded.”


“That
shouldn’t matter. We’ve never had a problem with them before. They are very
peaceful, very gentle people.” 


“Then
you won’t mind if we extend your invitation to all of them?”


“Not
at all.”


Trahan
gave Aton a weak slap on the shoulder. “It’s getting late, we need to leave.”


Aton
extended his hand and said, “I understand. We’ll see you at the festival.”


“In
honor of your village, I’ll have the finest pavilion waiting for the people of
Tarply.”


When
Trahan gripped Aton’s hand to shake it, Aton thought that the tax collector’s
handclasp was like holding a limp dead fish. 


As
soon as Trahan left the room and was well on his way to the village stables,
Larn and his associates huddled around Aton.


“Why
have you promised him things that we can never give?” asked Larn.


“Because
I don’t intend to give him anything, except destruction,” said Aton, then he
abruptly exited Larn’s house.


While
going back to his log cabin, Aton saw Tig celebrating in the dwindling crowd.
Others of the Greenhill tribe had joined the festivities, too, and were still
mingling with the citizens of Tarply. Aton hastily grabbed Tig by the arm.


“Tig,
I need your help!”


“Anything
for you,” replied the tall tribesman.











CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


Smoke
rose from the chimney of every blacksmith’s forge in Tarply. The tall, dark
plumes leaned sideways with the breeze as they billowed from the smokestacks
and stretched across the sky, like soaring pillars that had tried to reach the
highest clouds, but angry gods had pushed them aside when the columns of rising
smoke ascended too far. A hailstorm of hammer strikes rang from many anvils as
strong forearms wrought the glowing metal into deadly spear tips for the hill
tribes. 


While
the village blacksmiths forged new weapons, the unified tribes relayed Aton’s
request for help throughout their federation. Representatives of the allied
hill people visited Aton and obtained the details of his bidding. It was time
for battle. As their leader during wartime, he invoked his martial authority.
After promising their allegiance to Aton and to the secrecy of his plan, he
shared with them what he desired. To initiate his strategy using the pretext
that they were delivering goats and sheep as wedding gifts for the marriage of
Esina and Lanzo, he intended for the hill tribes to travel to Olar’s stockade,
which was near the unhappy village of Oberlin. Sometime during the festival,
Aton would signal for the attack, and the allied forces of Tarply and the hill
tribes would overtake everyone loyal to Olar and the tyrannical father and son,
Trahan and Lanzo Brill. Without question, the allied hill tribes agreed with
his plan and offered their unconditional assistance. Over the following weeks,
each visiting tribe left the village of Tarply with walking staffs that the
town’s blacksmiths had transformed into steel-tipped spears with long metal
foreshafts.


Although
Aton had promised Trahan that Tarply would deliver its young men for enlistment
into Olar’s armed forces, the village did not intend to deliver their youth for
conscription into the warlord’s service; what they did plan was to deliver a
group of young men who would act like a hive of stinging bees, armed with
swords. According to Aton’s plan, Hauk would teach the village youth how to use
their swords. 


On
the first day of sword training, Hauk had all the young men of Tarply, those
who were willing and able to fight in armed combat, assemble outside the
protective barrier where they would practice swordplay and discuss various
wartime strategies. Many of them had attended Aniku’s one-room schoolhouse. Now
it was Hauk’s turn to teach them something, but instead of helping them read,
write, and understand simple math, as his wife had done, he would indoctrinate
them into the brutal reality of hand-to-hand combat by teaching them how to
preserve their lives on the field of battle, and how to maim and kill their
enemies.


At
the training field, dozens of anxious youth coalesced into unorganized groups.
They nervously waited for wise instruction from the former slave soldier, who
had an elegant sword in the scabbard dangling at his side. To inspect his
troops, Hauk stoically paraded by each young recruit, looking into his eyes,
assessing his faults like only someone who had experienced and survived
countless battles could do. He wanted to reveal their individual weaknesses,
not to degrade the young men, but to educate and protect them. By exposing
fatal flaws, he would make one and all aware of possible lethal mistakes, and advise
them how to take advantage of the same when engaged with the enemy. Hauk took a
few steps away from the crowd, because he was ready to speak with the entire
group, and the throng of anxious men spread into a semi-circle around their
instructor. He began the lesson.


“We
will discuss many things today, and everything I have to say might save your
life. It is critically important to always be ready when you are thrust into
combat. If you hesitate, you’ll die. Therefore, before you engage the enemy,
quickly draw your sword, because it will take longer for you to brandish your
weapon to oppose a flailing blade than it will for your experienced opponent to
strike you dead. In time, if you practice, and if your sword and scabbard are
suitable for a quick draw, this can be a great surprise attack, but your
adversary could also use a surprise attack against you. Be aware and never
hesitate. Always remember that if you hesitate, you’ll die.”


Now
that he had spoken a few words of wisdom to the group, Hauk was ready to
identify individual weaknesses in his potential warriors. A slight tremor in
the hand of the young man closest to him revealed his anxiety. Hauk looked into
the youth’s nervous eyes and said, “You’ll be under a great amount of stress,
but you must relax. It’s perfectly understandable to tense in combat, but you
must make every effort to stay calm, keep your muscles loose, and regulate your
breathing. If you are tight, you can’t act with speed and agility, which can be
fatal.”


The
young man took a deep breath and relaxed. He knew Hauk was correct. Just next
to that anxious conscript, a recruit took a clumsy step backward, and he
tripped on a stone. He was Hauk’s next example for the crowd.


“In
the heat of battle, never stumble, and especially, never fall. Keep your body
balanced so that you can strike or parry without letting the enemy contact you.
Always place your feet shoulder-width apart, and when you move, shift your
stance so that you can spread your legs wide. When moving, never cross your
feet, and when you stand still, never place your feet close to each other,
because a narrow stance is unstable. Hold your sword with two hands, so that
you can handle it with ease. Watch your opponent's movements. Determine when he
will move in to attack. Then, preemptively strike and kill him. To do this, you
must be quick. When you parry, keep your blade close so you don't stretch out
to block, and always try to counter your opponent’s offensive movements. Your
footing and proper stance are key for balance. The flatter your feet are on the
ground, the more stable you will be. This will give you greater strength with
your attacks. To keep your balance when circling your opponent, try to slide
your feet rather than lift them from the ground. Leaning forward and lifting
your heels also reduces your stability, so be cautious with how your feet are
placed and used during each strike, because you could give your rival a great
opportunity to knock you to the ground, or at least make you stumble. Keep your
posture straight and your chest and torso forward. That’ll keep you from losing
your balance during your swings, which would allow you to easily avoid your
opponent’s blade with just a simple right or left twist of your body rather
than having your torso turned sideways, so don’t slant your body. That would
lock your upper body, and you would only be able to evade an attack in one
direction.”


While
lecturing, Hauk had noticed an inattentive participant turn clumsily to watch
some sheep grazing in a faraway pasture. The daydreaming recruit’s awkward
movement caused him to trip in a rabbit hole, making him stumble backward, and
the novice laughed at his own ineptitude. By not being focused on his training,
Hauk concluded that the young man had not only tripped physically, but had also
stumbled mentally, because he was not taking the lesson seriously, which was
just as dangerous. Hauk went to the giggling youth, called him to attention,
and startled the trainee when the seasoned warrior barked a warning at him.


“Wake
up! Shrewd fighters always strive to be aware of their surroundings. Always
know your assets and liabilities, and those of your opponent. Assess the
situation. Be aware of the terrain and use it to your advantage. Sending a foe
tumbling backward over an obstacle will surely help you during combat, so don’t
let your enemy do that to you. Placing your back to the sun can cause your
enemy to be momentarily blinded, thus opening them up to a fatal strike.
Ideally, you should take note of the terrain and environment beforehand.
Quickly look for stones, rabbit holes, and in which direction the sun will be
in your eyes. Use that information to know in which direction to turn your
opponent. That will allow you to trip him with a natural hazard or blind him
with bright sunlight on cloudless days. Try to get an idea of how your
adversary fights. Is he brave, or is he cautious? Skilled or a novice? Everyone
has a weakness. For instance, tall people have a longer reach, but they often
leave their legs exposed. It may be that you won't have time to come up with an
elaborate plan, so try to think as fast as possible. You must understand
beforehand all that you can about the weapon that your opponent is using. If
fighting an adversary who has a smaller, faster sword, don’t let its appearance
fool you. A weapon like that probably has a moderate amount of bend and
specializes in piercing wooden shields without breaking. On the other hand, if
your foe is using a large heavy sword, he is probably planning to end the fight
with one or two strikes. In that case, stay as far away from your opponent as
possible, and wait for him to become fatigued from swinging his heavy weapon
during battle for a while.”


Hauk’s
diatribe had convinced the giggling daydreamer to become alert. Hauk could see
solemnity in his eyes. “Do I have your attention now?” he sternly asked. 


With
a serious tone, the young recruit simply replied, “Yes.”


“Good.
I might have saved your life.”


After
that instruction, a wave of fervent attentiveness riveted Hauk’s students. A
frenzy of heightened emotions had overtaken one of them so much that he was
partially lifting his new sword from its scabbard, then pushing it back down,
repeatedly. Each time the hilt struck the steel sheath, the impact made a loud
metallic rap. The young man seemed too eager for battle. Hauk had a special
warning of intelligent restraint for him.


“Engage
your opponent with cautious optimism. If you charge at him recklessly,
especially against a well-trained soldier, he may just wait and let you impale
yourself on his sword. By engaging carefully, you’ll be better able to maintain
control and keep your focus. This will also allow your best defense, which most
of the time is just sidestepping your opponent’s attack, potentially saving
your life and allowing the opening for your winning slash or thrust. During
battle, you’ll need two things: confidence and a strong defense. Missing one
block or parry could be fatal, so you must skillfully protect yourself.
Maintain your sword in a position that runs from the bottom of your torso to
the top of your head. This is the middle position, suitable for any skill
level. It will enable you to respond to an attack with reasonable speed while
offering you many angles for your own strikes.”


Near
the back, trying to hide in the crowd, one in the group was holding his
sheathed sword with the scabbard, because he had not attached it to his belt.
All the others had come prepared with their equipment ready for training, but
this one did not seem organized, nor willing to learn, even though his very
life could depend upon it.


Hauk
shouted through the crowd at him, while pointing an accusing finger, “Keep your
weapon ready!” 


The
unprepared student’s comrades moved away from him, leaving him in the center of
an expanding circle, exposing him to everyone, isolating him at the gathering
after Hauk had singled him out. Hauk cast his stern gaze at the untethered
scabbard. The unprepared young man quickly secured it to his belt, as he should
have already done. Now that Hauk had the youth’s undivided attention, he
continued his instruction, with a normal tone of voice.


“You
should extend your sword a comfortable distance away from your body and toward
your opponent's throat, or perhaps his eye if you are good enough. Don’t
hesitate to keep him on the defensive. This can be quite intimidating,
especially to an inexperienced fighter. Remember, they must get past your sword
to get to you. Use every part of your sword as a weapon to prevent that. Use
the point, each edge, the handguard, and the pommel. Your body is also a
weapon, and anything around you can be a weapon, too. There is no reason a
swordfight should be restricted to your blade. Use whatever is at your disposal
to win. Always remember to keep your elbows bent and close to your body. An
inexperienced fighter tends to stretch out his arms to keep his opponent
farther away, but this will hurt your ability to quickly thrust and parry. If
you notice your opponent using this bad technique, he will be easy prey. Only
extend your sword toward your adversary, not your arms. Positioning of the body
is as important as positioning of the weapon. While you keep your sword arm
pointed toward the enemy, keep your body perpendicular to his. This narrows the
profile of your torso and makes it a smaller target, protecting many of your
vital organs.”


The
other students had separated themselves from the one who had come to the
gathering unprepared, who had the scabbard untethered to his belt, leaving him
surrounded in the center of a circle, which was void of other recruits. This
wide gap between the unprepared student and all of the others reminded Hauk to
instruct them about the importance of distance and varying lengths of weapons,
so now he spoke to the entire crowd, because of the perceived deficiencies of
just a single student. He shared a valuable warning and more good advice
concerning the proximity of an enemy during battle.


“Find
and maintain a distance based on a balance of your sword’s length and that of
your enemy’s weapon. If you have a shorter sword, get in close and stay within
his guard. If you are using a longer sword, keep your distance. With similar
weapons, stay about where it will only take one large step forward to attack.
Keep your space, but be able to strike your adversary with lightning speed.” 


Hauk
noticed the student who had needed counsel regarding intelligent restraint was
now poised with tranquil self-assurance. Without singling him out, Hauk
commented on the improved characteristic.


“Remain
calm and confident. Poise can decide a fight just as surely as how you handle
your weapon. If you are nervous or frightened, your opponent may try to take
advantage of your lack of confidence and attempt to goad you into committing a
fatal mistake. Cool warriors tend to make others wary, or even unsettled, which
can be fatal during combat. You may also choose to show aggressiveness and
intimidate your opponent, or even pretend to be scared in the hope of lulling
your enemy into making a fatal error. Be sure of your attack, because it is
likely that if you miss with your first strike, your opponent will take
advantage and end the fight with a fatal thrust or slash.”


Hauk
went to the pile of wooden swords and retrieved one. With his wrist, he twirled
the blade, and he appeared like a human windmill during a storm. His speed and
agility captured their attention. The students were awestruck. He continued his
instruction while he demonstrated exotic flourishes with the sword.


“Once
the fight begins, the most important thing is to find the flow of battle and
attempt to guide it. If you succeed in finding the flow and controlling it, you
have a very good chance of directly influencing the entire fight through your
actions. Find the patterns and flow from one move to the next, and try to
control your enemy. If possible, avoid fighting more than one person. If you
must fight many opponents, try to maneuver them so that they interfere with
each other, which would enable you to deal with each one individually. Conserve
your energy and never dodge like a maniac. A fight to the death takes an
incredible amount of effort, so don't waste your time with unnecessary motion.
Look at where your opponent is aiming and move as little as possible. If he
lunges and then you sidestep, you’ll most likely have an easy target. Take it.
Your survival might depend on this.”


Using
the wooden sword, Hauk continued his battle against an imaginary opponent, and
he demonstrated his proficiency with the weapon while doing so. After a while,
he stopped and let the tip of the fake sword rest on the scruffy pasture grass
as he caught his breath. Their real training was ready to begin.


While
they waited for the week of Oberlin’s spring festival to approach, this field
was where they practiced the art of war every day as the months passed and
seasons changed. The winter did pass, and so did the warlord, who was another
victim of Trahan’s murderous schemes. Trahan had poisoned Olar to death even
though the dying man had already helped arrange and bless the marriage of Lanzo
to Esina, which ensured Trahan’s son of the title as warlord. 


The
date had arrived. It was time to travel to Oberlin to attend the spring
festival. The wagon train departed just after dawn for the two-day journey.
Larn was in the lead wagon, with Aton seated next to him. Sitting on the
uncomfortable wooden bench as they went down the bumpy road, their bodies
jolted back and forth. Larn did his best to urge the horses forward while he
fidgeted on the hard seat. In one of the procession’s carts, Hauk was with some
of the young men that he had trained to fight with swords. He shared stories of
combat with his apprentices, recollections of death and destruction. He told
them the absolute truth about war, just as he had done with Aton. There was no
glory, no manhood on the battlefield, just death and destruction. Crammed
tightly in the wagons, seated uncomfortably in contorted positions, most of
their heads hung low as they thought about the uncertain fate waiting for them.


At
the end of the first day, Aton could see the dusty road stretching forward in
the distance, illuminated under the glowing red orb of the setting sun. Along
the roadside, the tall green grass fluttered in the breeze in unison with the
fresh leaves of spring on tree branches that seemed to flail helplessly in the
brisk wind that rose as dusk advanced.


As
the wagon train got closer to the stream that divided Tarply’s territory from
the deceased warlord’s land, the noise of the horse-drawn wagons spooked a herd
of grazing deer. They sprinted away silently as if the air beneath them had
suspended their hooves above the meadow. The first day of the two-day trip was
ending as the column of wagons advanced on the wide arch of the rock and mortar
bridge that spanned the stream and adjoined the separate domains. The clatter
of wooden wheels echoed under the stone bridge as clomping horse hooves brought
the men of Tarply into their rival’s domain. Hauk’s recruits camped near the
creek, so the horses could graze and have fresh water. 


On
the other side of the bridge, several herds of sheep were grazing across the
floodplain. Near the trees that bordered the field, Aton could see his hill
people armed with their new spears and bivouacking near their campfires. The
aroma of roasting lamb beckoned to him, and he could not resist. As he walked
to the encampment near the forest’s edge, Aton heard his name. It was Tig
calling out to him, inviting Aton to eat with his people. He joined Tig and the
others for a meal of lamb, hard bread, and fresh goat’s milk. After eating his
share of cooked lamb, Tig gave Aton half a loaf of bread and a glazed ceramic
cup of fresh goat’s milk. While they sat by the fire and talked, Aton tore
sections of the bread from his half of the loaf by pinching it with his dirty
fingers, and he dipped the pieces into the fresh milk to soften it. He was
hungry, so it tasted delicious, but at this moment, he thought there was
nothing that could possibly taste better than a serving of vengeance.


While
licking what remained of the delicious meal from his fingers, Aton
lightheartedly said to Tig, “My friend, you just ate part of your wedding gift
to Lanzo Brill, your new warlord. You should be ashamed of yourself.”


Tig
stood tall with his metal-tipped spear clasped firmly with his right hand. He
elevated his weapon and announced, “This is all he gets from me.” Then he
raised the spear higher, thrusting it into the air, as if he were impaling a
hated enemy, and the others laughed and cheered. The morale of the hill people
and that of Hauk’s recruits was inspiring as they united under the threat of a
common enemy. 


Tired
and content after the large meal, it was time for rest. The solitude of the
forest was beckoning Aton, so he did not want to keep it waiting. He missed
hunting in the forest around his home, and now that he was this close to
returning, nostalgic memories of hiking through the woods that surrounded it
abounded in his mind. He bid Tig farewell for the night, opting to spend the
evening alone, camping like a hunter in the timber. He slipped away between the
tall trees to find a safe place to sleep for the night. 


His
mood and spirits lifted as he walked rapidly through the damp ferns of his
arboreal kingdom. He could not contain the joy in his heart. The danger of
cannibals or nomads hiding in the woods was nothing at this moment. His swift
feet welcomed the forest floor. The trees were not growing so tightly together
there, and he moved quickly along between them, as he was accustomed to when
hunting in the woods. The sun had already slipped completely under the western
horizon by the time he heard an owl call into the dark. After that cue, he made
a bed of leaves, curled near a large tree trunk for shelter from the wind during
the night, and draped the hooded cloak over his body. Grinning mischievously,
he closed his eyes and thought about home and revenge.











CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


The
next morning, they continued the journey to Oberlin. On the way there, Aton
observed more flocks of sheep, herds of goats, and men with metal-tipped spears
from the hill tribes traveling in the same direction as he was along the road,
like clouds gathering for a storm. Because the wedding ceremony was the final
event on the last day, Aton had suggested that the united tribes incrementally arrive
over the entire week of the festival. In doing so, their great but slowly
growing numbers would not raise as much suspicion as a sudden deluge of people,
a multitude of strangers from far away, who were converging around the dead
warlord’s estate. It was a shrewd plan, because a slow migration of tribesmen
leisurely saturating the woods that surrounded the fairgrounds would not
attract as much attention at the spring festival as a rapid influx of tribesmen
from the hills. Although Trahan expected the herders to arrive with the animals
as wedding gifts, there were significantly more men from the hills carrying
spears than there were herdsmen with shepherd crooks. Consequently, an
unhurried infiltration of the fairgrounds would surely be necessary to prevent
any unwanted attention directed at the hill tribes during their arrival. Tig
and his forces hid behind the peaceful reputation of their tribes, which had
made the slow but constant movement of tribesmen into the woods and countryside
surrounding the site of the festival, near the city of Oberlin, much easier to
do. 


The
wagon train from Tarply arrived on the first day of the springtime jubilee to
behold the largest crowd Aton had ever seen at the yearly event. The ocean of
people from different clans and distant villages moved in waves and currents,
as if it were a stormy body of water flowing and undulating around islands of
canvas tents. In search of ale, drunken guests would maroon themselves on these
isles, but when they ran out of money, the bouncers would throw them back into
the sea of people, to drown in their own intoxication.


Aton
and Larn found the tent that had been erected for Tarply’s distinguished
guests. It was elegant, large, stocked with food, and had an untapped barrel of
ale. Near the center of Tarply’s spring festival pavilion, a ring of stones
contained a small fire. Thin filaments of white smoke floated lazily from its
glowing embers. Supporting this ostentatious gazebo’s peak, a stout pole raised
it high, allowing Tarply’s pennant to flutter vigorously in the wind above the
summit of the event’s tallest tent. Next to this pavilion, servants had already
placed a tall stack of complimentary firewood for the honored guests, who were
from the generous village of Tarply. At the opposite end of the fairgrounds,
carpenters had constructed the stage for the wedding ceremony.


After
unloading their supplies and moving the wagons farther away from Tarply’s grand
tent and the unruly crowd flowing beside it, servants came for the horses to
take them to the stables. The weary travelers rested on the hard ground, in the
shade of the tent, and ate their fill of flatbread and roasted meat. Aton
sternly cautioned all of them not to indulge in liquor, because they would need
to keep their wits about them. 


While
the others rested, Hauk toured the area, scouting to determine the number of guards
patrolling the estate, how many soldiers were around the fairgrounds, the type
and quality of the weapons, and the layout of the property. To conceal the
scars of slavery on his wrists, he made sure that he had pulled the ruffled
cuffs of his elegant long-sleeved shirt over them. His wide-brimmed felt hat,
which had the long feather of an exotic bird protruding from it, complimented
Hauk’s attire as he went through the crowd. With one hand resting on his
sword’s handle, he walked with his chin up and head held high, carrying himself
like a visiting dignitary as he went through the bustling throng of revelers. 


At
the opposite end of the field, he stopped at the bottom step of the gallows and
studied the materials of its construction. Olar must have built it several
years ago, because most of the wood was gray and weathered, but executioners
had evidently used it recently and frequently. It was apparent that friction
from a swinging hangman’s rope, where the executioner had tied it around the
crossbeam, had polished the wood, wearing a smooth groove into it and revealing
lumber of a lighter color than the oxidized surface of the wood near where the
coarse rope had rubbed as it swayed with each successive victim of Trahan and
Olar’s wrath. Hauk suspected Lanzo and his father must have been regularly
using these gallows, eliminating their political opposition to ensure that the
official transfer of power occurred without incident after the wedding
ceremony. 


Where
Hauk stood, he was close enough to hear the running water of the stream that
bordered the meadow adjacent to the fairgrounds. The creek was near the
woodland, and in those surrounding trees, the green leaves of spring rustled
loudly in the breeze with the first synchronized choruses of male cicadas,
calling for mates. He went to the cool, babbling water of the stream and drank
with his cupped hands. Now, he could hear more activity in the woods. Men were
moving noisy sheep and goats between the tall trees. From under the shadow of
the forest’s canopy, he saw Tig holding a spear and waving it to him. Then he
could see countless others from the hill tribes who were infesting the wooded
area that surrounded the warlord’s estate. He knew it would not be much longer
before the forest bristled with javelins, like the back of an angry porcupine.


On
Hauk’s way back to Tarply’s tent, on the other side of the fairgrounds, he went
to the ceremonial stage that volunteer carpenters from near and far had
constructed for the wedding. The matrimonial platform was strangely close to
the gallows. Except for a table, the wedding stage was bare, and it was
unguarded. He leaned against the wide nuptial stand, and stoically gazed at the
noisy crowd while he watched the movements of the stockade’s guards and
soldiers from Oberlin, who were weaving their way through the bustling throng.
The security patrols were random, and the guards were undisciplined, so Hauk
expected that by the last day of the festivities, alcohol would have taken its
toll on his opposition. Before going back to his tent, he went to the rear of a
guard shack, and with the tip of his sharp dagger, carved a superstitious
symbol for bad luck into the wood, to curse the enemy.


Early
the next day, another feast began in the open air. While the banquet was still
progressing, a selected group assembled for a procession. Just after noon, at
the sound of an ox horn, Lanzo, with Esina next to him, started to march. He
walked with his fully decorated warhorse beside him and jeweled sword in his
hand. The horse and weaponry were all for show, because neither he nor his
father had actually participated in any battles. Why risk their own lives when
they could force others into combat? The Brill family flag was on his right. To
decorate this pennant, an artisan had skillfully embroidered an eagle that was
clutching a snake with its powerful talons. A long pole suspended the banner
high as it fluttered elegantly in the breeze. His guards followed closely,
organized by rank. Immediately after walking through the gate of the enclosure,
the procession went through the crowd, to the nearby village of Oberlin. Lanzo
had paid the townspeople to throw spring flowers in front of Esina and him. The
route was through the village, and that was where Lanzo stopped the parade
before turning the procession around. In front of a gathering of the town’s
residents, who were hesitant to acknowledge any joy at his arrival, he
announced the temporary suspension of taxation to a crowd that finally cheered
his presence, although reluctantly, because of this welcome news. After Lanzo
passed through Oberlin, his father quickly dispatched his messengers to convey
that there would be no suspension of taxation, but actually, there would be an
increased levy against the people to pay for the extravagant wedding and its
festivities. The villagers’ hatred for this tyrannical father and son could not
have been more palpable. After Trahan’s cavalcade completely left the village
and headed back to the heart of the revelries near the warlord’s estate, the
music in Oberlin really began to play, and their feast commenced, unfettered by
the presence of the tyrannical father and son. 


During
the following days, there were horse races, wrestling, foot races, competitions
of skill with blunt swords, and a variety of other athletic contests that all
continued well into the late evening hours. Hauk yearned to enter a
sword-fighting contest, but he did not. When rival villages had participated in
mock battles, armed with shields and sticks instead of real swords, he had been
beside himself with desire to unleash his recruits into the competition. He
discussed this craving with Aton. After a short deliberation, they both agreed
it would be better to have ascetic anonymity hide their unity as a fighting
force and not attract unwanted attention, so throughout the week they remained
on the outskirts of the games. 


While
the merriments unfolded, Aton remained reclusive, and he had some of his men
search for his family. Rather than risk someone recognizing him and usurping
his freedom, Aton remained around the tent, hidden within his own crowd, and
rarely ventured from the shadow of the canvas during daytime. Sometimes during
the evenings, he would don his hooded cloak and roam the fairgrounds, hiding
from familiar faces, concealing himself from people he knew during a different
time in his life. 


The
first news of his family, which his loyal spies had brought back to him, was
that Trahan had disbanded Aton’s clan. It was now under Lanzo’s name and
control. Trahan had influenced Olar to cast Aton’s father and mother, Davin and
Treva Matin, and his cousin, Briand, into perpetual servitude. Aton searched
the surrounding farmlands, but never found his family, because he later learned
that it had been several months since Trahan had used them as laborers in the
fields. Late one night, he discovered his family’s true fate when his spies
brought to him some more devastating news. 


Several
months ago, while Olar was still alive, but struggling on the precipice of
death, Trahan easily persuaded the ailing warlord to incarcerate Davin, his
wife, and nephew into the dungeon, although they were already enslaved,
sentenced to a life of perpetual servitude. Because work in the fields had subsided that
time of the year, and the value of farm labor diminished after autumn, Trahan
thought that would be the best time to imprison the former clan leader and his
family. Since he knew that Davin was popular with the masses, he would not
tolerate the former clan leader’s exposure to the common people, possibly
contaminating the docile minds of the lower classes with thoughts of rebellion
while they had an increasing amount of idle time on their hands near the end of
harvest season. His fear was that Davin had the ability to spread discontent
among the peasants, who might rise and overthrow the political power structure
solidifying under Trahan and his son; they would not tolerate that. Trahan had
decided that he was done with the three of them. The prisoners had served their
purpose. They had been on public display for months in the fields working
alongside the other slaves, so Trahan’s message was clear: he had the power to
topple a clan and enslave its leader. 


Therefore,
when the end of the harvest season had arrived, Trahan was ready to convey
another message: he could send anyone of his choosing to the dungeon, where
executions occurred at his whim. He selected two soldiers from his entourage,
who were very familiar with transferring political prisoners to the dungeon;
they went to the cotton fields, and they found the trio of Aton’s relatives
hard at work picking cotton. The three of them were working close to one
another, sweating profusely, dragging the long canvas bags down the narrow rows
as they filled their sacks with handful after handful of cotton. Trahan
observed them toiling under the hot sun and watched Davin and Briand help Treva
pull her heavy bag of cotton, which was weighty to a scrawny woman, down the
row from which she was picking. Davin and Briand even took some of the cotton
that they had plucked from their rows and put handfuls of it into her bag. They
had done this to keep her from feeling the lash of the whip when she was not
attaining her productively goal. Treva was old and weak, not accustomed to such
hard physical labor, so she fell behind the others too often. When she slacked,
the overseer would crack the whip across her back. Davin and Briand had tasted
the whip more than they cared for and did what they could to protect Treva from
further lashes. 


Trahan
sneered at their compassion for one whom he thought was a worthless, weak, old
woman. He wondered why he had not broken their spirits yet. Why had they not
turned against each other for self-preservation? If he were in the fields,
laboring under the sun’s unrelenting heat, he would not have had any qualms
about taking advantage of someone else, just as long as it meant something
beneficial for him. Trahan had seen enough. When that trio of slaves got near
the ends of their rows in the cotton field, he spurred his horse, and he trotted
over to them so that he could prod them toward the prison wagon and take them
to the dungeon. Still mounted on his black, muscular horse, which had an
elegantly braided mane, he poked down at them with the pointed end of a long
shaft of hickory, urging them toward the prison wagon, and it infuriated him to
see Davin and Briand help Treva from her knees when she tripped as they
advanced toward the horse-drawn cart. He thought that a little time in the
dungeon would strip away any humanity left in their bodies. Helping each other
over the rough ground, they went to the wagon and collapsed down to their knees
when they arrived, their mouths parched from unrelenting thirst, panting
heavily, just as old dogs do on a hot summer day.


They
knew that Trahan was taking them from the long rows of the cotton fields, and
because they had grown so accustomed to being marched from the fields on long
walks back to the slave quarters, it only occurred to them that Trahan was
using a horse-drawn wagon to take them quickly somewhere else to do more work.
They thought that even though their work was not over for the day, because it
was not past sundown, at least they would be able to rest in the wagon during
the journey to the next field. Even if it were a quick ride, they hoped that
they could at least sleep a short while along the way. None of them had any
idea of their fateful destination or the horror awaiting them. Shortly after
they climbed into the wagon, and it jolted in the ruts along the dusty road
toward Oberlin, they were fast asleep. While they slept, one of the guards
bound their hands together at the wrists. 


They
woke, with their hands tied, to the sharp sting of Trahan’s hickory cane
jabbing them, waking them in front of the dreaded prison, a place and predicament
which none of the three of them expected, especially if anyone anticipated them
to get any work done in the fields. This is strange. Where are we? Davin
thought. His wife and nephew wondered the same. Disoriented because of the
mental grogginess that immediately proceeded when abruptly waking from deep
sleep, they did not quickly comprehend the building in front of them, but a few
moments later, the site finally roused their state of consciousness; now their
fate was obvious. The dark prison, the warlord’s dungeon full of political
dissidents, was waiting for them. 


The
roof’s high crest hid the setting sun behind it, wearing the encroaching
darkness like a funeral shawl. Peaking over the front door, the gable roofline
appeared like a witch’s hat when eclipsed in shadow. The dark weathered wood
gave the jailhouse a look that was even more ominous than its well-known
reputation. An advancing shadow extended from the front of the prison like a
dark hand reaching for its next victims. The closed front doors assumed the
image of the clenched jaws of a hungry, carnivorous monster. The thought of
having to enter the dungeon more than horrified them, but resistance would be
futile. They were too weak from hunger and hard labor to think of fleeing, and
evil men outnumbered them there, so they had no practical chance to escape. No
one in their right mind would help them, especially since Trahan had personally
attended their apprehension from the fields and helped transport them to this
loathsome place, overseeing their incarceration. Mortally trapped behind the
hostile walls of the warlord’s estate, their fate was sealed. Right now, the
fields seemed like they would be a more favorable torment to all three of the
condemned prisoners. 


Davin
fought the urge to plea for his own mercy. He was still a proud man; Trahan had
not yet broken him, but he did not know how much longer that would last,
because every man has a breaking point.


“Inside
with them,” Trahan shouted the order. Being very familiar with the routine, the
guards complied as if they were gears turning in a finely tuned machine that
produced misery. 


After
removing a beam of wood that had prevented the doors from opening, the guards
pulled on the heavy doors, and the hinges squeaked like an apparition groaning in
pain from deep inside a dark abyss. The larger of the two soldiers took Davin
by an arm. His comrade guided Briand and Treva into a separate hallway, which
was just as abysmal and teeming with the odor of urine and cries for mercy. 


After
separating Davin from his wife and nephew, Trahan followed behind the large
soldier as he pushed Davin down the corridor to a very special cell. A dark and
dank chamber was waiting for Aton’s father, where misery would be his only
companion. Now that his wife and nephew were gone, whisked away to another
section of the abysmal prison, he felt as if he were truly alone. Even after he
had lost his clan and his social status, he had never felt as completely empty
as this. He had derived strength and a purpose for living when he was with his
wife and nephew, protecting them as best that he could. They had vanished,
escorted to another dark hallway inside this maze of death. He felt his stern
resolve breaking. He was desperate, ready to plead for mercy, for his very
life, which he felt might soon end.


While
the two villains who were escorting Briand and Treva, guiding them through dank
passageways, and cared nothing about the scene of misery that surrounded them,
the strong guard and Trahan conveyed Davin along a number of other winding
corridors and down a staircase toward the deeper cells of the facility, in
conformity with the orders that Trahan had issued regarding the prisoner.


Davin
felt like a sheep going to slaughter. In vain, he struggled to get free from
his captors, as well as a rabbit might have struggled in the sharp fangs of a
coyote. No one heeded his cries, although on several occasions, the shriek he
uttered was terrible to hear, and enough to fill anyone with dismay.


Walking
to his final destination in a dark hallway, the light of an oil lamp cast eerie
shadows upon the walls as Trahan swung it back and forth beside himself while
walking, intermittently illuminating the door to each passing cell, individual
portals to misery and death. Rats scurried around their feet. Some of the
rodents were searching for scraps of food that the prison guards had dropped,
which the darkness now concealed. Other rodents sniffed the air for the scent
of recently deceased prisoners, to chew on their flesh.


They
arrived at the gate that lead to the last hallway. Trahan opened it for the
guard, who was resisting Davin’s increasing struggles against moving forward.
The guard kicked his prisoner past the doorway, and Davin felt another exit to
the pathway of hope and salvation shut behind him when Trahan harshly closed
it.


“Just
let me go, Trahan,” begged Davin.


Trahan
whistled a lively tune.


“I
understand why you have done this to me, but I beg you, if you won’t let me go,
at least free my wife and nephew. Their only crime is that they are related to
me, and you hate me because I am Aton’s father.” 


Trahan
commenced the second part of his lively tune. By that time, they reached the
last door, which he unlocked, and then he commanded Davin to stand at the
threshold. Trahan gave him a violent kick that flung him down two steps onto
the stone floor of a miserable cell. Moisture continually dripped from the
ceiling. The only accommodation it possessed was an armful of damp straw flung
into one corner.


“You
can stay here and make yourself comfortable,” said Trahan.


“Have
mercy on me!”


“Mercy!
What do you mean by mercy? Well, Davin, that’s a good joke. Let me tell
you something: you have come to the wrong place for that, because we don’t keep
it in stock here, and if we even wanted a little of it, we would have to go
somewhere else that is very far away.”


Trahan
laughed so much at his sadistic humor that he felt quite amiable and told Davin
that if he were perfectly quiet, and promised to say “thank you” for every
dismal thing, he would cut the bindings on his wrists, although that was
against his better judgment.


Davin
made no answer to this promise, but he lay upon his back on the floor of the
chamber, wringing his hands inconsolably and feeling that the very atmosphere
of the place seemed almost saturated with insanity, and he entirely gave
himself up for lost.


Trahan
ordered the guard to cut the prisoner’s ligatures, and then they left Davin
alone in the darkness of his chamber.


“This
is the end for me,” Davin muttered to himself. “I will never, never,
look upon the bright sky and the green fields again. They will murder me here
because of who I am, or maybe because of who I used to be. Who can save
me now? Nobody! I’m finished. Oh, if they would just take me and leave my
family, I would gladly die right now just to save them, but that will never
happen. All of these evil men want to gorge themselves on our misery. Now, we
are condemned to death in this dreadful place. Huh? What noise is that? A
shriek? Yes, yes, there is some other unfortunate soul beside me in this
dreadful cell. Hello! Hello! Answer me! My name is Davin Matin. Who are you?” 


He
heard a blood-curdling scream and an insane fit of laughter follow. His
neighbor replied, “I am death’s shadow. Just open your eyes. I am standing in
front of you.”


Davin
realized that the room was so dark that he could not discern if his eyes were open
or shut. It was as if he were already in a coffin. “I might as well be dead,”
he said to himself.


If
Davin had uttered his complaints on the most desolate shore of a deserted
island in the middle of the ocean, they could not have been more unheeded than
they were in that house of terror. Suddenly, panic overtook his better
sensibilities. He screamed and shrieked for help, but his effort had no effect.
Faint, wearied, and exhausted, he lay a mere living wreck in that damp, noxious
cell, and felt almost willing that death come and relieve him of his misery, or
at least from the pang of constantly expecting his demise. However, his cries
for mercy had the effect of summoning all the wild spirits in that building. As
he lay in the quiet of absolute exhaustion, he heard from far and near
smothered cries, shrieks, and groans, like he might expect would fill the
passageways of hell with dismal echoes.


A
cold and clammy perspiration covered his body as these horrid sounds fell upon
his ears, and as he gazed into the profound darkness of the chamber, his
excited imagination began to populate his dank room with strange, unearthly
beings. He thought that he saw hideous faces grinning at him, huge misshapen
creatures crawling on the walls and floating in the damp, pestilent atmosphere
of the vile prison cell.


In
vain, he covered his eyes with his hands, but he could not shut out these
creatures of his imagination from his mind. He saw them more vividly than
before, and they presented themselves more frightfully, with seemingly tangible
shapes. Truly, if such visions continued to haunt him, Davin was likely enough
to follow the fate of many others who had been perfectly sane, but in only a
short time resided here as raving lunatics.


Inside
the gloomy chamber into which Trahan had violently thrust him, he lay for a
long time in a kind of stupor, which might or might not have been the actual
precursor of insanity, although the chances were all in favor of it. For many
hours, he moved neither hand nor foot. It would be quite impossible to describe
all the strange visionary thoughts and scenes that passed through his mind
during this period. It seemed as if the cursed waters of some whirlpool had
engulfed his intellect, and all the different scenes and actions, which under ordinary
circumstances would have been clear and distinct, mingled together in tangled
confusion. He remained awake all night.


At
daybreak, in the midst of all this horror, he became conscious of one
particular impression or feeling: someone was singing in a low, soft voice,
very near to him. The voice sounded familiar. This strange feeling of
familiarity, bizarre as it was in such a place, increased in its intensity
until it overcame his mind’s numbness, and he gradually awakened from the sort
of stupor that had come over him. Yes, someone was singing. It was a female
voice; he was sure of that. As that one subject of thought occupied his mind,
and his perceptive faculties became properly exercised, his intellect
altogether assumed a healthier tone. He could not distinguish the words that
she sang, but the voice itself was very sweet and musical. As Davin listened,
he felt as if the fever of his blood was abating, and that healthier thoughts
were taking the place of those disordered feelings that had held influence
within the chambers of his brain.


“Of
course she has a lovely voice!” he shouted. “That’s my wife. She’s alive! I
hope that she keeps singing. I feel happier to hear it. What sweet music!”


He
pressed his hands over his eyes, but he could not stop the gush of tears that
came from them and trickled through his fingers. Davin did not want to weep,
but those tears, after all the horrors of the sleepless night, did him a world
of good, and he felt wonderfully better after he shed them. 


The
singer continued, but now and then Davin felt certain that she mingled a very
wild note or two with the ordinary melody. That bred a suspicion in his mind,
giving him a shudder to think that the singer was not his wife, but an insane
prisoner of which he was sure there were many, or maybe Treva had mentally
snapped. It might be possible, because Davin was already on the precipice of
insanity in his dark cell. He hoped that Briand was doing better than he was.


No,
I don’t think it’s her, he thought. Then he mumbled to himself, “No one in their
right mind would continue to sing for so long. It’s someone who is really crazy
and confined for life in this dreadful place, just like me.”  


Davin
was determined to find out for sure if that was his wife. He called so loudly
to the singer of the peaceful song, who had lulled him throughout the night,
that she heard him yell, demanding her identity. The song that had been
redolent of the softest and sweetest melody, suddenly changed to the most
terrific shrieks imaginable. In vain, Davin placed his hands over his ears to
shut out the horrible sounds. He could not shut them out; they ran into every
crevice of his mind, disrupting the tranquility of morning with their
intensity. He realized that she was not his wife. The singing prisoner was just
some lost soul who had gone insane from the endless misery inside her cell.


Then,
very suddenly, the singer’s door flung open, hoarser tones floated into his
room through a small window in his door, and he heard the loud, rough voice of
a man ask the singing woman, “What? Do you want the whip so early this morning?
The whip. Do you understand that?”


The
lashing of what must have been a bullwhip followed these words, and then her
shrieks died away in deep groans, every one of which went deep to Davin’s sad
heart. 


“I
can’t live amid all these horrors!” he shouted. “Oh, why don’t they kill me at
once? It would be much better, and much more merciful. I can’t live here.”


When
he shouted, it was certainly not with the most distant idea of getting any help,
but it was something that had come to him in a moment of desperation. He had
called out with all his might, so that he would attract the attention of
someone, of anyone, because the solitude and the almost total darkness of the
place he was in were beginning to fill him with dismay.


He
finally noticed that there was a faint light in the cell. A narrow beam of
light not much wider than the diameter of his smallest finger, which allowed
him to barely know the difference between day and night. He could not tell
exactly where that faint light came from, because he could not discern the
exact location of any opening in the wall, which was a consequence of the
absence of enough light in the room to perceive his surroundings. His eyes were
not fully accustomed to the darkness of his chamber. Otherwise, he would have
seen an imperfection of the prison’s construction where one of the joists that
supported the ceiling immediately above him protruded through the outside wall
as it sat on the prison’s stone foundation, which the masonry workers had built
from large angular rocks. Through this small opening, insects wondered in and
out of his cell, and it allowed just enough light inside that the
characteristics of Davin’s dark room were scarcely visible.


With
a kind of desperation, heedless of what might be the result, Davin called
loudly for food, and after a short while, he heard the sound of heavy
footsteps. Someone was coming. He did not think that they would starve him to
death, so he had yelled to get the attention of someone with authority. He was
a political prisoner, and they always had public executions for that special
class of convicts. Sometimes a public execution is what it took to calm civil
unrest, a warning to the masses that they should obey or die; the message was
simple. 


He
was starving, and he desperately needed food to calm his growling stomach.
Surely, they would not leave him here to die of starvation. Oh, how intently he
listened to every sound of the falling footsteps, indicative of the advancing
approach of whomever it was coming to his prison cell. He heard the door’s lock
move, and a guard let down the heavy beam of wood from his door, which caused a
clanging sound in the hallway.


“Food!”
he cried again, because he feared that whoever it was might go away again,
after already coming so close to entering his room.


A
prison guard flung open the cell door, and Davin’s first indication that
someone had heard his cries, consisted of a lash with a whip, which if it had
struck him as fully as the guard had intended to do, would have done him
serious injury.


“So,
do you want it again?” asked the same voice that he had heard before, yelling
at the singing woman.


“Oh,
no. I’m hungry. Please feed me something,” pleaded Davin.


“Oh,
that’s all you want? Let me tell you how it is around here: if we have any more
disturbances with you, this is the persuader to silence that we always use to
quiet you.” The guard cracked the whip, and Davin felt a quick breeze beside
his cheek when the tip of the leather whip snapped near his face. “What do you
think about that, eh?” asked the guard. “So, do you feel like asking for
anything else?” As he spoke, the cruel man gave the whip a loud crack in the
air, and confirmed the truth of the argument by reducing Davin to absolute
silence.


“Well,
my prisoner,” added the guard, “I think that we understand each other.” The man
closed the door as he hummed a vivacious melody, as if he enjoyed his work.


The
sudden exit of the guard was unexpected by Davin, who at least thought it was
customary to feed people, even if they were confined to such a place as this.
The unceremonious departure of the keeper, without mentioning anything about
mealtime, began to make Davin think that the plan by which Trahan would get rid
of him was starvation. Why do that if they want me dead? It would be easy to
kill me immediately if they felt disposed to do so. Davin churned his fate
repeatedly in his mind. “Oh, no, no,” he mumbled to himself. “Surely they will
not starve me to death.” As he uttered these words, he heard the insane woman’s
singing commence again. He could not help thinking that it sounded like some
requiem for those who were close to death, and that it was a sort of signal
that his remaining time alive was limited. Despair again began to take
possession of him, and despite the savage threats of the guard, he almost
called loudly for help, but he had already heard footsteps approaching.


By
listening most intently, he heard a number of doors opened and shut, and
sometimes when one opened, there was a shriek, and the sound of a lashing whip,
which very soon succeeded in drowning all other noises. It occurred to Davin
that this was the daily routine for the inmates of that most horrible abode,
who were living like trapped, wild beasts, fed in cages. Then he thought how
strange it was that even for a small amount of money, men with wealth and power
would get human beings to do the work of such an establishment. By the time
Davin had made this wise reflection to himself, his door opened upon its rusty
hinges again.


There
was the flash of lamp light, and then a man came in with a hollow gourd of
water in his hand. The gourd’s neck functioned like a spout, and the guard
placed it near Davin’s mouth. Fearing that if he did not drink, he might be a
long time without water, he drank from the gourd and it tasted like water from
a ditch. The guard threw a coarse, brown-looking, hard loaf of bread at his
prisoner’s feet. 


Davin,
Treva, and Briand survived day by day under these harsh circumstances,
separated from each other’s company for months, not knowing the others’ fates,
enduring the cruelest conditions that this dungeon had to offer.


When
Aton learned that the warlord’s prison guards had snatched his father, mother,
and cousin from the fields, as they harvested last autumn’s crops with the
other slaves, and that a corrupt system of justice had sentenced the three of
them to the darkness of solitary confinement and possibly death, his heart
became just as heavy with sadness as their repulsive prison cells were damp and
gloomy.











CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


The
last day of the festival arrived, so it was now the day of the wedding. It was
time for Aton to initiate some type of action, anything to put an end to the
madness of tyrants. Aton had sensed the vexed mood of the people, and he
suspected that the empire, which Olar had bequeathed to Lanzo, was starting to
crumble on its weak foundation. All Aton needed to do was to give the frail
kingdom a push. Then, he could watch the domain that his father had helped
create, and all the clans that the beloved Davin Matin had risked his life in
battle to unify, shatter into fragments, and let the little bits and pieces of
what remained fall between Trahan’s and Lanzo’s greedy fingers. 


Just
as Hauk had predicted, the guards of the estate and the soldiers providing security
in the crowd were lax in discipline, full of revelry, and intoxicated with
drink. The enemy’s reaction to an uprising would be slow, and their response to
an armed revolt would be uncoordinated, too. He hoped anyone loyal to the
Brills would surrender quickly, to avoid unnecessary bloodshed. 


The
uprising tiers of benches filled early on the festival’s final day, and the
joyous conversations of the people went abroad like the hum of bees in a hive.
After the archery competition, ritual horns blew from the guard tower. Aton’s
heart sank. He knew that the wedding ceremony was going to begin, and he had
done nothing yet to stop it or to get his family from behind the dungeon’s
thick stone walls. He occasionally caught the anxious eyes of one of his men looking
at him. Not in a judgmental way, but just a casual glance that reaffirmed his
sense of their loyalty. All that his men needed was a command, but Aton had
none yet to give. The village of Tarply had as much at stake as Aton. Many
lives depended on the outcome of today’s events. They needed to cut the head
from this venomous snake, or maybe, if tyranny were stronger than the desire
for freedom, they would fall under Lanzo’s control and be at his bidding, while
simultaneously losing the youth from their community for the new warlord’s
imperial conquests. Oberlin, the heart of this region’s domain, was also
suffering. The relentless executions needed to stop, but the common villagers
were too afraid to do anything about their new ruler.


The
ceremonial horns blew several times, beckoning the wedding party, but the bride
and groom had not yet made their appearance, so the crowd was content to hide
its impatience by exchanging taunts from one section to another, proclaiming
the superiority of their clan over that of any rival. In and out among the
seats went people from different clans and villages, carrying small pennants to
correspond with the communities from which they had come. Food vendors also did
a prosperous business, because many people had been so impulsively eager to get
good seats that they had rushed away to the stands without first eating their
breakfast. 


Suddenly,
the tall gates of the enclosure opened wide, and two men with trumpets emerged
from behind the doors. Mounted upon a black horse, the standard-bearer went
trotting through the open gate, preceding Esina and Lanzo. Two guards blew into
their horns to herald the entry of the betrothed couple approaching on two
magnificent horses. A wave of silence overcame the jubilant horde of clans. The
revelry had disappeared much like when a cold winter breeze snuffs the flame
from a blazing candle that had brought light into a dark and cold room. Lanzo
Brill entered the grounds, mounted on a beautiful white stallion, and he wore
finely tailored clothes made from the most stylish textiles. The fringe along
his jacket sleeve waved in the slight breeze and bounced with each step of his
horse. His hat bore a long white plume from a colorful bird, and he lifted his
cap arrogantly, expecting the people to reply with cheers, but they answered
with continued silence. With some difficulty, but while still appearing
majestic and romantically intriguing in her elaborate wedding dress, Esina
Regalyon had mounted a horse equally as magnificent, and as white as a cloud.
She rode reluctantly by his side. Trahan, who was dressed as extravagantly as
his son, appeared immediately behind the couple. 


Esina’s
mother was absent. She was still too distraught from the loss of her husband,
which had been a slow, agonizing death by poison. With soft down pillows over
her ears, she hid in the seclusion of her dark bedroom and cried until she had
no more tears. Trahan had lost his wife years ago, under circumstances that
were just as similar and mysterious as Olar’s death, because Trahan had
poisoned her, too.


Esina
lifted her chin and tried to smile happily at the crowd. When she raised her
hand and waved, the crowd responded with a compassionate cheer. The people’s
response to Esina had been more from sympathy for her rather than joy. After
the crowd jubilantly responded to the bride’s friendly wave, Lanzo jealously
frowned at the slowly increasing throng of attendees. He was becoming angry. 


The
horses of the wedding procession moved at a leisurely pace across the field as
the couple went beside the elevated stands, and countless eyes stared down at
their next warlord and wondered what dark future was waiting for their clans.
The couple’s horses trotted so slowly that their swarm of servants, who were on
foot, overtook them and were already on and around the ceremonial platform,
which carpenters from Oberlin and the surrounding area had specially built for
the wedding ceremony. In return for the ornate stage, the volunteer woodworkers
hoped to gain favor with the new warlord for their respective clans. 


At
the raised wedding platform, the reluctant bride and her groom dismounted from
their steeds, ascended the steps of the matrimonial stage, and seated
themselves upon two chairs, which appeared as thrones covered with exotic
upholstery, embroidered with brightly colored thread. Because of his arthritic
knees, Trahan slowly ascended the steps of the platform, and he walked at a
snail’s pace behind the unhappy couple as he caught his breath from the climb.
Esina went to the left, near a table of wedding gifts. Lanzo stood near the
right corner of the stage, reviewing the gathering audience, most of whom had
come to see the week’s final event. As Trahan passed beside his son to go to
Esina, who was standing near the gift table, he patted Lanzo on the back,
smiled, and waved to the slowly expanding horde gathering below the level of
the elevated stage. No one cheered or waved back to the tax collector.


Trahan
put his gloved hand onto his hip, looked at the bride while tilting his head to
the side, and as he pointed to the spread of gifts on the table, he said to
Esina, “All of this is for you.” He grinned mischievously.


Esina
gave him a cold and silent reply. She said nothing as she turned away, crossed
her arms, and cupped her elbows with the palms of her hands.


“Oh,
Esina, you look so beautiful. Don’t act like this and ruin your special day.”
He put his hand over his heart. The black leather glove was as dark as his
soul. “Wouldn’t you want to make your father proud?”


Her
head quickly snapped back to defiantly face him. He flinched as she stared into
his startled eyes. She growled, “My father is dead.”


He
bowed his head and put both hands over his heart. “Yes, it’s a tragedy, but it
wasn’t a surprise. I’m sorry that he had to suffer for so long. It’s just a
shame when it happens that way…the painful agony of a prolonged death. At least
you were there for his last moments.” He raised his eyes to gauge her reaction.
She was still glaring. 


She
threw her hand straight forward and pointed to the gallows. “Maybe that’s the
stage you really want me on.”


Trahan
straightened his spine as much as he could, trying to stand a little taller,
but his posture was as crooked as his morals. “Don’t be absurd.” Trahan could
see that her angry disposition was attracting unfavorable attention from the
crowd. He thought it might be best to leave, because he did have one more
surprise before the ceremony, but he wanted to change her mood if possible, and
leave the crowd with a charade of happiness, however weak it was, when he
vacated the stage. 


Defiantly
facing him, she angrily crossed her arms and checked the table with her hip.
With a sharp whisper, like the hiss of a snake, and raised eyebrows, she asked,
“Are you going to poison me, too? Will one of these gifts send me slowly to my
grave?”


“Stop
it,” he warned her sternly. “I’ll hear no more of that talk. Not today.” 


He
rapped the table as loudly as he could with the knuckles of his small hands. On
its uneven legs, the table wobbled and so did the gifts. Then he remembered
that he had forgotten to place onto the table the present from the man at
Tarply who had called himself, “Nota.” It was the gift of silver coins in a
leather purse, which Aton had won during the archery competition at the prior
year’s spring festival. Esina’s handwritten note was still inside it. He
removed the jingling leather pouch quickly from his pocket, and he tossed it to
her. 


“Another
one for you,” said Trahan.


“From
whom? An assassin?”


“From
someone who understands the power and influence of Lanzo and myself.”


“You
don’t inspire people. You intimidate or kill them.” She looked at the leather
purse curiously, as if it were familiar to her. “It’s probably just a bribe
from somebody that doesn’t want a trip to gallows. You can’t kill everyone,
Trahan.”


“I’d
never met the young man before the day that he handed me that pouch. He told me
to give it to you, and he promised to deliver a herd of one thousand grazing
animals as a wedding present.”


“What
could I do with a herd of dirty beasts?” asked Esina.


“Let
your servants worry about that, but you could buy something with what is in
that pouch. He said that there are silver coins in it. Go buy yourself a lovely
dress.” After a moment of silence, he added, “You could at least show a little
gratitude.”


“I’m
not going to thank you.”


“I’m
not asking you to thank me.”


“Then…who
should I thank?”


“The
man that gave you that present, but I forgot his name. I’m sure he’s here,
lurking somewhere…I think he’s been hiding from me.”


“Do
I know him?”


“No,
of course not. He’s from someplace far away. Nitam…or someplace that sounds
like that.”


“Nitam?
I have never heard of it.”


“Neither
have I. If I remember his name, I’ll tell you what it is.” He tilted his head
back and drummed the back of his hand against the bottom of his chin, and he
forced a thin, fake grin to appear on his face. “Smile, dear. The crowd expects
you to be happy.” He turned, and then after only taking a single step away,
spun back around. “Oh, I remember his name. The young man’s name is Nota. Nota
from Nitam.” 


With
a nod and a glance at the stranger’s gift, she acknowledged the name of the man
and village.


Trahan
went to the other side of the stage to discuss with his son a surprise
execution, something to set the tone of the new warlord’s style of leadership.


For
the gathering, Esina tried to wear a thin veneer of fake happiness, but it did
not work. Her swelling sadness tore through it. She dropped heavily onto the
deep cushion of one of the magnificent chairs on the stage. She reposed her
right elbow on the armrest and leaned her chin onto her palm. On her lap, the
other hand restlessly fumbled with the enigmatic leather pouch from the
mysterious stranger. Someone named Nota from the village of Nitam. Who was
that? Neither his name nor the name of the town seemed familiar to her.
Looking into the eyes of the people who made up the swarming throng, she saw
the reflection of her sadness in the crowd’s expression, pure grief. 


“Are
you ready, my boy?” Trahan asked his son, using a term of endearment that he
had not said in years. 


“I’m
ready to be through with it,” he grumbled.


“It’s
just a means to an end. At least act like you’re happy.”


“I’m
not. Just look into that crowd. They don’t respect me.”


“Nonsense!”
exclaimed Trahan. “It’ll just take them some time to get used to you. Regalyon
men have been warlords for generations, but now the esteemed name will be Brill
for many future generations.”


“They
mock me.”


“You
can’t hear what they’re saying in the crowd. It’s just drunken banter,
gibberish among the common people.”


“But
I know what they’re thinking. I’ve heard the rumors.”


“Well,
my boy, don’t worry about it. If they don’t respect you now, they soon will.
First, we’ll make them fear you. I think it’s time for another round of
executions.”


Trahan
and Lanzo had special plans for three of their jail’s distinguished guests. The
condemned trio’s executions, just prior to the wedding ceremony, would be the
unannounced entertainment, a shock and complete surprise for the crowd. 


“Just
get it over with so we can have the ceremony,” moaned Lanzo.


He
flippantly turned away from his father and plopped onto the thick cushion of
his chair. Lanzo was on one end of the stage and Esina was on the other. They
were as far apart from each other as if they were on opposite sides of the
world, separated by a frigid sea of hate.


Trahan
exited the stage and hobbled down the steps. At the bottom, he commanded three
guards to take him to the jail, which was more like a dungeon, a dark abyss in
the midst of a manmade hell. The three sentries helped him onto a horse-drawn
cart, and they led it through the crowd and out the main gate to get to the
dark prison, which was hiding behind the stockade walls. The dungeon was
windowless, and although it was not underground, it was just as gloomy as a
cave. Trahan had it built especially for political rivals, dissidents who might
get in the way of his son’s rise to power. Any adversaries who had not died
under mysterious circumstances had found it their new home, a fate worse than
death, which usually came after a period of prolonged agony and starvation.


Trahan
waited in the cart while the guards retrieved the convicts from the dungeon.
Three condemned souls emerged from the darkness and stumbled into the bright
light of day. The first who emerged was an older man, then his wife, and just
behind them, a young man followed. They walked with wobbly legs. With the ends
of three prodding spears, the guards forced the bound prisoners toward the
wagon, and commanded them to climb onto the cart. The sentries assisted with
the prisoners’ attempts to ascend into the wagon. With the inmates’ hands tied
behind their backs and bound at the wrists, black bags over their heads, tired,
hungry, and thirsty, too, this was not an easy task for the guards. After
months of starvation and living in total darkness, the three condemned
prisoners were merely shadows of their former selves, hardly strong enough to
stand. Frustrated with the delay of their duty, Trahan barked at the guards to
hurry with the task. The three guards hastily grabbed the prisoners and tossed
them into the wagon, one after the other, like sacks of grain.


With
the crack of a whip, the horse jolted forward, and the wagon headed for the
main gate, destined to arrive at the gallows with more victims. As they passed
through the main entrance, Trahan waved at the guard in the watchtower and
pointed at the executioner’s scaffold, then mimicked blowing a horn. The
watchman understood the pantomime, and he hastily grabbed for a brass horn that
was only used to signal an execution. He blew it three times, and the crowd
hushed and turned their heads to look at the condemned trio. Because of the
dark bags on their heads, no one could see their identities, but everyone at
the festival thought that the prisoners must have been political rivals; a trio,
whom the tyrannical father and son feared could jeopardize their authority,
were on their way to stretch the executioner’s rope. Murmurs of disapproval
resonated through the crowd.


Before
the Brills had ascended with political and judicial power under Olar’s reign,
executions were rare, saved for true menaces to society. When paying a heavy
fine could stop the threat of an execution, a dead man was worth nothing. Now,
death sentences were too common. During recent months, the frequent friction of
the rope swinging from the crossbeam of the gallows had worn a smooth groove on
the horizontal shaft of hewn lumber, polishing it and revealing brighter wood
underneath the gray timber. Lanzo and Trahan were not uniting clans. They were
creating disharmony and resentment throughout the region. What little cohesion
that remained with the local clans was slowly fading, disappearing into the
past. The clans that had been under Olar’s control, the very clans that Aton’s
father had helped unite, were crumbling away. Where there should have been the
binding cement in the mortar of trusting communities, Trahan, Lanzo, and their
evil henchmen had thrust bitter wedges of hate and resentment between the
stones of the united clans’ strong foundation. 


The
crowd parted for the executioner’s wagon, not wondering if the three condemned
prisoners were menaces to society on their way to the hangman, just sickened
that more people who were innocent were going to die. At the bottom of the
gallows’ steps, the wagon stopped, and the guards prodded the prisoners just as
cruelly as before, with their sharp spears to get them out of the cart. 


Trahan
had two duties that day. The first was to preside over the execution of three
people, as a way to send a dual message to all the gathered clans, which was to
fear and obey the new warlord. The second and final task of the day was to
officiate over his son’s wedding; the ceremony after which Lanzo would
officially become the new warlord. The guards helped Trahan off the wagon, so
he could assist with the first task at the gallows. 


After
the prisoners slowly climbed the steps to their impending death, Trahan turned
them to face the crowd and ordered them to stand shoulder to shoulder, centered
under the noose. Trahan snatched the black hoods from their heads. The crowd
gasped in horror. It was Aton’s father and mother, Davin and Treva, and his
cousin, Briand. They had been in solitary confinement in the dark recesses of
the dungeon, so their eyes hurt from the bright sunlight. They could not see very
well, but they understood where they were and what was going to happen.
Although Davin’s present condition had blinded him, his hearing was fine. He
had heard the crowd gasp, and he felt an emotional wave of horrific shock
radiate through the mass of people in the field, all the way to the elevated
rows of benches.


The
common people respected Davin, more so than Olar, and they certainly hated
Trahan and Lanzo Brill. To have the execution of such a well-respected man, his
wife, and their nephew ordered, just before a public wedding at the spring
festival, because of jealous political rivalries, was a tipping point with the
throng. The crowd howled its disapproval. Trahan saw that this was not going
well, but he wanted to continue. He had to continue. What would happen if he
backed down? What might occur if he freed them? He thought that the people must
bend their will according to the influence of his desires. If he commuted the
death sentences, he might appear weak, and he would not stand for that. He should
appear strong and powerful, and everyone should perceive his son the same way,
too. The execution would continue, but first he had to control the crowd. 


He
leaned over the edge of the platform as far as his bad knees would let him, and
he ordered a guard to get all the sentries and reserve soldiers, and go to the
elevated benches as a show of force, as a message to respect the new warlord. 


The
guards and soldiers assembled, forming a weak line between the unruly people,
who were gathering around the raised stadium seats, and the agitated crowd, who
were congregating on the fairgrounds. The guards and soldiers tried to assemble
as a line to separate the mob, but it barely divided the swarm of riotous
people. They had formed a crooked, unorganized line of undisciplined men, and
it was hardly effective against a crowd that was seething with anger.
Throughout the week, the troops had lacked order and sobriety. Today, the last
day of the festival, was the worst of all for professionalism, because they had
been drinking ale and gorging themselves on an abundance of roasted sheep and
goat meat that the hill people had presented as a gift. Caught between the
taunts from the stands and the jeers from the people on the fairgrounds, the
inebriated troops began to receive the increasing ire of the unruly gathering.


Tarply’s
pavilion was at the distant end of the field, farthest from the gallows, which
was a good place to be if you wanted to avoid the bustling crowd of the spring
festival. During the days leading to the final event, that is where Aton had
spent his time brooding over what he should do, how he should do it, and when.
He wanted revenge and needed to stop the wedding. He had the resources to do
so, but he still lacked a plan in which he was absolutely confident. During the
first days of the festival, under the cover of darkness, he had wandered around
to try to find his parents and cousin. They had disappeared months ago without
a trace, and he had no idea just how close they actually were. He had feared the
worst for his family and still did not know of the unfolding events at the
executioner’s stage, near the opposite end of the fairgrounds. He knew exactly
where Esina was, but fearing for her safety, he dreaded trying to reach out to
her. The final event was drawing near, and the only comfort Aton could summon
now was from holding one of the red-fletched arrows that he had hidden under a
wool blanket, to conceal them from prying eyes because they bore his trademark.
The metal tip was as sharp as a razor. Aton had assembled these arrows with the
intention of using them to kill Lanzo, but he had not done it yet, so he began
to doubt himself again. He thought that maybe he was not a true leader, a man
of action whom people could depend on and trust. As he felt Esina and his
opportunity slipping from him, he subconsciously grasped the arrow tighter in
his hand.


He
snapped out of his trance when he saw a wave of heads turn toward the gallows.
Immediately after Trahan had lifted the black hoods from the heads of the
condemned, whispers of their names reverberated like a shockwave from the
execution’s stage and hit Aton with the force of an earthquake. He heard the
names of his father, mother, and cousin shouted from the crowd. He was shocked.
They were here, just released from the political prison, and now Trahan had
them on the executioner’s stand. There was no more time to hesitate. Aton had
to act quickly.


Hauk
and Tig were in the tent with Aton. Throughout the week, these two good friends
had faithfully stayed near him. Hauk’s recruits had also stayed close, and Tig
had ensured that his men stayed near the fairgrounds, but at a safe distance,
so their vast numbers did not raise any scrutiny. While the days of the
festival had gone on, and the intoxication of the guards and soldiers had
amplified, the security of the enclosure decreased in the same magnitude as the
festival’s revelries had increased. The time for revolt was ripe. 


The
armed men of Tarply and the spears of the hill people had never raised any suspicions,
and they were ready for Aton’s order to attack. They had understood that his
command would come at any second. Now, that second had arrived.


“Hauk!
Tig!” exclaimed Aton, clutching his arrow with a deathly grip.


They
rushed over to their desperate friend.


“Hauk,
there’s no time to waste. Rush your men to the gallows. Stop Trahan!”


Hauk
sprinted from the tent. His men followed closely behind him as he pushed his
way through the horde. As a line of armed men started to coalesce behind Hauk,
the crowd parted, easing their path to the executioner’s stage. 


“Tig,
run to your people. Tell them to charge after they see my signal.”


“Anything
for you, but what’s the signal? What are we looking for?”


Aton
raised the arrow in his hand high above his head and said, “Look for this. Now,
run!”


Tig
ran barefoot across the fairgrounds and headed toward the stream on the border
of the woods. He charged through the tall grass lining the creek and ordered
his runners to gather all of the hill people in the adjacent meadows. The hill
tribes quickly returned and condensed into an army. The forest bristled with
metal spear tips. Tig marched his men across the cold water of the flowing
stream and went to the edge of the fairgrounds where they waited for Aton’s
signal to attack the soldiers.


On
the gallows, when Trahan had lifted the dark hoods from their heads, Esina had
been close enough to immediately recognize the intended victims. She had
wondered why Trahan had ordered the construction of the wedding platform so
close to the executioner’s stage. Now she understood the reason. The tyrant had
intentionally placed it there to convey a clear message of exactly what he was
capable of doing.


After
months of captivity in darkness, bright daylight blinded the three prisoners.
They could not see what was around them. Although they knew where they were,
which was at the gallows, they were not able to open their eyes completely and
see the crowd. If they could have, they would have seen a storm brewing in the
sea of people, frothing with waves of discontent, ready for a breeze of
revolution to crash the treasonous breakers onto the shore of freedom. Davin
was a symbol of rebellion to the repressed masses. Trahan’s plan was not going
as he expected.


When
Trahan pulled the bag from Davin’s head, Esina turned away as soon as she saw
his face. She could not endure looking at the condemned father of the man she
loved. He was the head of a family that had been generational friends with her
own. Many years ago, his bravery helped repel a nomad attack against her
father’s walled estate. If not for Davin, she might not be alive. Now, this
brave man was going to die on the same land that he had liberated for her
father. Without looking, she knew the other two must be Davin’s wife and
nephew, whom Trahan was going to execute as wedding entertainment. After she
turned her head from the gallows, she closed her eyes, fought back the tears,
and with shaking hands, anxiously twisted the leather pouch on her lap,
subconsciously expending nervous, pent-up energy. The thin strip of leather
that had tightly bound the neck of the purse began to loosen. She could not
tolerate the agony any longer, so she walked across the stage as if she were in
a trance, and she went to Lanzo, begging him to tell his father to stop the
execution. 


Initially,
Lanzo was indifferent, because either way he would get what he wanted, which
was the title of warlord. As she pleaded for their lives, he could see the
crowd was becoming discontented. Their rising anger was bringing forth vulgar
mumblings throughout the masses. He thought it would not be an appropriate time
for a show of weakness, so he refused her request of clemency for the
condemned. Esina continued to beg and anxiously wrung the leather pouch as she
did. She rolled the wedding gift from the mysterious stranger in her palms, and
shifted it from hand to hand. As she begged Lanzo to show mercy and compassion,
the friction of her palms completely unraveled the binding strip of leather
from around the purse’s neck. She felt it open, and the little silver coins
fell as freely through her fingers as her tears were flowing down her cheeks.
The note inside was the last item to fall out, and the parchment clung to her
sweaty hand. The handwriting on the note was familiar, because it belonged to
her; it was the note that she had written to Aton one year ago, at the last
spring festival. She had placed it in the purse of winning prize money, because
she had known that Aton would win the archery competition, and she
unconditionally believed in Aton and loved him, although Esina’s overbearing
father had not allowed her to show it overtly. 


Then
the name of the man, who had given her this leather pouch of silver coins, came
back like an echo from the past. Nota from Nitam, was the man’s name, and
according to Trahan, she was not supposed to know who he was, but now she did.
She had turned the name of the mysterious man and his village around in her
mind, and now she completely understood who had given her the purse. The name
and village were Aton Matin pronounced backward. Upon this revelation,
bewildered, she muttered Aton’s name, and then a slight breeze took the note
from her hand and put it directly beside one of Lanzo’s polished boots. 


He
heard the foul name that she whispered under her breath and became enraged,
then he angrily picked up the hand-written message. With the clues in front of
him, he put the pieces of the puzzle together. He recognized the leather bag of
prize money from last year’s archery competition that Aton had won, and her
handwriting on the paper. She had written the note to Aton, and he had slyly
returned it to her. Aton was here; he had tricked Trahan and slipped through
Lanzo’s noose, returning to the estate undetected. While stomping his feet,
Lanzo madly screamed, “ATON!” at the unruly mob gathering in front of him.
Esina quickly snatched the sentimental note from him and moved to the far side
of the platform, away from Lanzo, as he continued his furious tirade. Lanzo
yelled at the crowd and looked wildly into it for a glimpse of the man whom he
hated like no other. The discontented mob began to taunt Lanzo, so he drew his
sword in a fit of rage, leaned forward, bending as low as he could, and slashed
at the crowd in front of the stage. Then he turned his rage in Esina’s
direction, because he was going to teach her a lesson for everyone to see.


Still
wearing his cloak, Aton donned the hood and retrieved his trusty hunting bow.
It was a short recurve bow made of strong wood from a hedge tree. He slung a
quiver full of his trademark arrows across his back, and he hoped that he only
needed to use one arrow, because that might be all that he had a chance to use.
As with Hauk, the crowd parted for Aton when he ran from the tent. He went
quickly through the mass of people, but he feared that he might not be fast
enough. He had already seen his target, Lanzo, standing on the ceremonial
platform, screaming at the audience below him while he madly waved a sword.
Lanzo had been swinging his blade at the crowd, and the maniac had been a safe
distance from Esina, but he raised the sword above his head and began violently
marching toward her, so Aton stopped where he was and nocked an arrow. In the
blink of an eye, he pulled the string. It touched his chin. He closed one eye
as he held his breath and judged the wind’s direction and speed by the movement
of the leaves on a nearby tree. He released the arrow, and it hissed through
the air, directly at its target.


Just
as Lanzo was closing the distance with Esina, to strike her dead with his
sword, he noticed that the crowd had parted, leaving only a solitary man in the
center of the expanding void, a man who was bending a bow and aiming an arrow
at him. Before Lanzo could react, he saw a red streak fly directly at him, and
then he felt a piercing force against his chest, which preceded a stabbing
pain, knocking him flat onto the dusty wooden planks of the wedding stage. 


On
the signal, which had been the red streak of Aton’s arrow whizzing through the
air, Hauk and his recruits surrounded the gallows, like a swarm of stinging
bees, to rescue Aton’s family. Hauk and several dozen young men encircled the
executioner’s stage as they brandished their stout, sharp swords made in the
forges of Tarply from remnants of the finest American steel. His men were full
of youthful enthusiasm and ready to fight. Rather than have his men charge the
executioner’s platform and ensure a bloody onslaught, which he was confident
that his men would win, he stood at the base of the gallows’ steps and held up
his hands to stop the immediate advance of Tarply’s newest warriors. He wanted
to control the flow of battle. There were only three armed men and Trahan, if
you could count an old man with bad knees as an adversary, and all of them had
drawn swords. There was no easy route for Trahan and his guards to exit the
theater of combat. If Hauk and his men did charge up the platform, the three
desperate soldiers might slash Davin, Treva, or Briand in a frenzy of
swordplay, or the tussle of opposing forces might knock the weak prisoners off
the platform to the ground, killing them. He was experienced on the field of
battle, and knew that if his opponents had an escape route, they might not
fight to the death, so he was going to offer freedom to the three soldiers on
top of the platform, but not to Trahan. 


Hauk
sensed rebellion in the crowd. The crowd’s animosity for the Brills was like a
thick, expanding fog that was smothering the birth of the next warlord, who had
been conceived for this region’s federation of clans like an illegitimate child
from an adulterous relationship. 


At
the bottom of the steps, Hauk began the fight by using his words rather than
his sword. This warrior of many battles knew that his tongue and wit were
weapons that had grown sharper with constant use, so he climbed the stairs and
confidently brandished both at the top of the staircase.


“Who
wants to die today?” asked Hauk.


“You
must have a death wish!” yelled Trahan, as he slowly backed away from Hauk.
Trahan had intended to move behind his armed guards, so they could defend him,
but they had already moved to the edge of the platform farthest from Hauk. One
small step behind them and Trahan would fall to his death. 


“I
wasn’t speaking to you, old man. You’re going to die. I’m just trying to
negotiate the amount of bloodshed that it takes to kill you.”


The
three guards rapidly understood exactly what Hauk had said. They turned their
heads back and forth, taking quick glances into the eyes of their comrades,
waiting for another to be the first to make a treasonous move. As it turned
out, they simultaneously capitulated. It was obvious that they were
outnumbered. They knew a fight now would be suicide, because not only did
Hauk’s men outnumber them at the gallows, there were no reinforcements on the
way, either. The soldiers whom Trahan had sent into the crowd were fighting a
losing battle of their own against the hill people.


Like
Hauk, Tig had also seen Aton’s signal and had been quick to act. From all
directions, the hill tribes had rushed into the scattering crowd to confront
the enemy. After seeing the hill people charge, Trahan’s soldiers, but only
those who were sober enough to stand, had tried to form a defensive circle.
Tig’s men had surrounded the enemy soldiers’ protective formation, and with
their thrusting spears, began to constrict around the ring of warriors who were
still loyal to the Brills. With each step forward, pushing their sharp spears
into the fleshy mass, Tig’s men compacted the circular formation of the Brill’s
opposing force so tightly that Aton’s enemies, who were on the inside of the
shrinking ring, could not raise their swords or shields to defend themselves.
The tribesmen kept stabbing their spears into the cluster, and lifeless
soldiers peeled away from the shrinking circle like layers of dead onionskin.
When the dirt under his bare feet turned to mud from all the blood, Tig ordered
his men to quit. The remaining defeated soldiers, the few who were still alive,
went to their knees, surrendered, and begged for mercy. Tig ordered them to
leave their weapons and run away. The Brills were getting no reinforcements
this day, or ever. 


With
his back turned to his three bodyguards, Trahan ordered them to attack, which
would have been effectively ordering them to die. Under the circumstances, this
was not a wise order to give to disgruntled warriors. Trahan never saw the
guard who was standing directly behind him raise his sword and bring its pommel
down in a swift arc, hitting the megalomaniac on the back of his skull. Trahan
was unconscious before his body made a dull thud on the splintered planks of
the gallows’ stage, landing like a rag doll. The crowd cheered. That was when
Hauk realized that he had the crowd on his side and was performing for an
audience. He took a bow for the masses.


Under
the afternoon sun, the prisoner’s eyes were still adjusting to what was just
normal daylight, but to them, after living in total darkness for months, was
like trying to look into the heart of a blast furnace. They had heard the
confrontation well enough, but did not understand what had just occurred.
Months of sensory deprivation had left their minds foggy and confused. They had
already accepted the fact that they were going to their execution, so that was
what they expected to happen. They did not understand that Aton had returned
and sparked a revolution; a revolt against the impending rule of a tyrant.


Without
explaining anything to the former prisoners of the dark, dank dungeon, Hauk cut
the captive’s ligatures and guided them down the steps into the welcoming arms
of his men. Davin, Treva, and Briand had no idea who their liberator was. The
young volunteer warriors from Tarply began to help the three prisoners wobble
on their weak, shaky legs the short distance across the field to the wedding
platform. They still had no idea that they were walking toward Aton. They were
just glad to be alive.


On
the executioner’s platform, Hauk ordered the three surrendering soldiers to
drop their swords. They did, immediately. He kicked Trahan’s unconscious body a
few times, but the man did not wake, so Hauk bent over and slapped him sharply
on the cheek. Trahan roused with groggy, confused eyes, and rubbed the
throbbing bump on the back of his head.


“Stand
up, old man!” yelled Hauk.


Trahan
sat up. His shaky legs were too weak to stand, and he pressed his head tightly
with his hands, from opposite sides, because his head felt like it was going to
explode. He was dizzy, his vision was blurry, and he had a splitting headache
from the concussion.


“I
said, STAND!”


Trahan
looked up to see if he could find any sympathy in the eyes of his former
guards. With his fuzzy vision, he saw none.


One
of Hauk’s strong arms hooked under Trahan’s shoulder and lifted him. Then, he
pushed Trahan to the center of the trap door. The noose dangled at the level of
Trahan’s shoulder. Hauk moved to be beside the trap door’s lever, and he
ordered the guards who had surrendered to put the noose around the vile tax
collector’s neck. It was a quick struggle, not much of a fight, which ended
with Trahan sobbing uncontrollably in front of the citizens whom he had
terrorized. Hauk kicked the release lever, and Trahan’s body dropped below the
stage, like a falling rock. The crowd roared with joy when they saw his body
dangle at the end of the tight rope. The corpse’s neck had stretched and
broken, crooked like an old tree branch.


The
cheering horde that had gathered to watch the spectacle unfold rushed under the
platform and attacked the swinging body. They clawed at the corpse as if they
were hungry dogs. Hauk slashed the taut rope with his sword. The body dropped
to the ground, and the unruly throng stripped the jewelry that adorned their
dead oppressor’s body.


On
the wedding platform, when Lanzo regained consciousness and opened his eyes, he
could see the sun above him, and he knew that he was on his back. Then he felt
the trickle of warm blood dripping from the corner of his mouth. The blood
cooled as it streaked down his cheek and flowed into his ear. Still on his
back, he flapped his arms back and forth across the wooden planks of the stage,
trying to find the sword that he had dropped, but he could not feel it, so he
raised his torso to look around for his weapon. He found Esina’s cold gaze
instead, staring at him with penetrating hate. He raised a hand and asked for
help, but she only gave him scorn as she looked at the arrow in his chest,
hoping it hurt worse than what he had done to her sister. That is when Lanzo
realized what had brought him down: an arrow. He collapsed flat on his back and
tilted up just his head to look at the shaft. With his blurry vision, he traced
its length and found red feathers at the end, Aton’s signature. A fit of bloody
coughing interrupted Lanzo’s violent curses as his crippled body flailed with
the throes of death.


When
the crowd had seen the hooded stranger’s arrow drop Lanzo, the empty space
around Aton filled with jubilant people wanting to hug and thank him for what
he had just bravely done. They buzzed around him like a swarm of insects,
blocking his view of the gallows. He slowly fought his way to higher ground,
where Esina was on the wedding stage. Aton was just as desperate to get to his
love, as he was to see how Hauk had fared against the guards at the gallows. 


When
he finally reached the stage, Esina was sitting in a chair, head down, crying.
She had lost sight of Lanzo’s killer in the mob of people, and she had no idea
her emancipator had just reached the ceremonial platform. Standing on the
wedding stage, Aton turned to see an angry mob attacking a corpse under the
gallows, and three disarmed soldiers, bent at the waist, peering down through
the open trap door of the executioner’s stage, watching the crowd dismember
Trahan’s body. Aton did not see Hauk guiding Davin, Treva, and Briand to his
location. As he made his way across the stage to reunite with his only love,
the woman of his dreams, he kicked Lanzo’s writhing body off the platform and
into a school of sharks that had been circling below. The rowdy mob fiercely
pulled at all of Lanzo’s limbs, like a pack of hungry wolves after a kill, and
he disappeared into the horde’s salivating jaws, screaming for mercy.


“I
heard that you believe in me,” said Aton, tenderly.


The
sound of Aton’s voice brought Esina from her grief. She stood, turning with the
elegance of a surprised ballet dancer, and she ran to his extended arms. Even
though he had a beard on his face, which the cowl hid, she instantly recognized
him. She hugged him tightly, as if she never wanted to let go and never wanted
to be separated from him again. Using his cloak, she wiped the tears from her
eyes and stood on the tips of her toes to kiss him heavily on the lips, and then
she whispered something into one of his ears. As her sweet breath flowed across
his neck, he felt the melancholy chains that the agony of separation had
wrapped around his heart, suddenly shatter and then float away, as if they were
carried by the wings of a dove.


When
Davin reached the center of the stage, the crowd cheered. Aton was still
embracing Esina, so he thought the roar of the crowd was for his public display
of affection. He was still wearing his hooded cloak, so his identity remained a
mystery. Hardly anyone knew who was embracing Esina. Hauk still had not told
Aton’s family that Aton was here. He had been more interested in getting them
out of the crowd and onto the platform to reunite them.


The
common people loved Davin and cheered for him again when the old clan leader
went to the edge of the platform. He thought it was just the start of a revolt,
an armed conflict caused by the brutal father and son. After being in solitary
confinement for months, his eyes were slowly adjusting to the bright light of
daytime. He looked around and saw all the carnage across the fairgrounds, which
had always been a location of peace and harmony among the clans, bringing them
together annually during the spring festival as a celebration of unity. Now it
looked more like a bloody battlefield filled with waste and destruction.


Hauk
politely coughed to interrupt the reunited couple’s romantic interlude. He had
successfully fought the crowd to get Aton’s father, mother, and cousin through
it to reunite them with Aton.


“I
have some people here that want to see you,” said Hauk.


Aton
found the emotional strength to let go of Esina. He tossed back the hood of his
cloak and turned around to look at who wanted to see him.


When
the bearded man who had embraced Esina turned around, Davin, Treva, and Briand
saw that it was Aton. He had saved them and overthrown two tyrants. When Davin
locked eyes with his son, he could not contain his tears of joy. He rushed to
the couple as fast as he could with his weak, shaky legs, and embraced both of
them with all of the strength that he could summon. Treva and Briand joined the
group hug soon after. No one wanted to be the first to let go.


Aton
and Esina married each other that day in front of the loud, cheering clans from
all around the territory. After the wedding ceremony, Davin, the proudest
father in the region, raised his son’s hand as a sign of victory, and the crowd
cheered Aton’s name. But if you ever asked Aton what he remembered hearing that
day on the stage, even decades later as he ruled over an increasing number of
clans in his expanding domain, he would have replied that all he had heard was
Esina’s sweet voice, whispering into one of his ears, “I have always believed
in you.”


 


The End
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