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CHAPTER 1

The slab of dead meat hung from the rope, swinging like a pendulum to the
strumming of the jester’s lute. It was a happy melody, the feast to follow to be even more
joyous for the royal party in attendance and their guests. “Good fresh meat,” King
Augustus smiled through his overgrown white beard still reeking of sweat from the battle
the day before, and from the conquest of women acquired from such that night. The
malshaped monarch proudly stuck out his overgrown belly over his short, stocky, knob-
kneed legs. “It has been a long time since my army and people had good fresh meat to
feast upon,” he proclaimed.

Augustus’ men agreed, some of them anyway. They had been walking behind
the King’s horse for two hard weeks, the last three days of it a forced march through the
worst kind of terrain the Northern Woods could provide. Their numbers had been
decimated by half during the campaign to rid their land of barbarians, and all of them had
been well-versed on the benefits of becoming Christian. It was a strange new religion for
Augustus too, but one which suited his New Order, and the serfs who he considered his
responsibility. Besides, the King owed Jesus for his defeat of the marauders from the
North, and protection from the slanted eyed Asian hordes reported to be on the way from
the East. Still, Augustus was as much of a Pagan as his father was, and practical about
how to make the day after a bloody battle a bloody great time for those who he could pull
out of it.

“Sing, jester, sing!” Augustus smiled at the lute player whose voice was still
fresh. “Dance, brave comrades, dance!” he beckroned his soldiers whose feet were still
blistered. “Repent!” he grunted at the slab of meat.

All obeyed, except for the slab of dead meat, which was of course dead, all except
for the eyes. They were still open, staring back at Augustus with more vitality than any
whore he had ever purchased, and more defiance than any rebel prisoner he had ever
captured. Then again, there was Jesus up in the sky, or more dangerously, in the minds
and imaginations of the army Augustus had converted so that he could more easily
command them. Augustus pulled out his knife, staring into the eyes of the corpse,
hearing things from his mouth that he knew were only reaching his ears. “Stop that,
Johan!” he grunted under a hushed breath. “You’re dead, and will never be resurrected.
And to be sure, my men will eat your body and drink your rancid traitor blood!”

“The body of Christ,” former Pagan Alchemist, now Abbott Bartholomew, asked
his former chieftan. “That is what some would say we are eating,” he continued, looking
behind him at the mob of starving peasants who were rounded up to see what happened to
Messiahs who tried to save them.

“That would make us Roman, then,” King Augustus said, recalling that his new
name was not the one he was born with. “Would the old gods be good with that?”



Bartholomew pondered the matter, stroking the deep wrinkles in his long, ancient
face. One which had been that way for as long as the forty-five year old Augustus or any
of his contemporaries still alive could remember.

“Well!” Augustus barked at the old man, noticing that there were more angry
growls from the peasants than mournful cries. “What do the old gods say about what
we’ve done? Will they still protect us?”

“As long as we protect ourselves,” Bartholomew offered with a slight bow.

Meanwhile, Johan the Rebel still stared at Augustus from the other side of that
line which no man, or god, had been able to come back from. No matter where King
Augustus went, the eyes on the lifeless corpse followed him.

“You know we had to do this,” the new Abbott informed his soverign in the
manner of a mentor, and physician. “Just like you had to have me shave the crown of my
head,” he continued, rubbing the top of what was three months ago a completely-hair-
bearing scalp. “I will miss having a long horse’s mane on my head almost as much as
our people will miss making bargains with the old gods, but this is a new time, for new
measures, and Johan---*

“---Would have pulled us back into the savages we were,” Augustus admitted.
“Which is why we must tear apart his flesh, and make every man, woman and child in
our jurisdiction eat it. And if they refuse, we cut out their tongues.” He turned around to
the master cooks below who were collecting whatever vegetables, grains and animal
meats that could be pillaged from the villages that had given Johan shelter. “A piece of
the Rebel in everyone’s plate!” Augustus declared to the soldiers, who cheered him. And
to the peasants who became abruptly silent. Particularly when Augustus carved a portion
of flesh from his enemy’s sword arm, and placed it in his mouth, chewing it with a wide,
victorious grin. But Augustus’ taste for human flesh was not what it used to be.

“You want some salt with that?” Bartholomew mused as he saw nausea in
Augustus’ face.

“Your portion will be spiced with hemlock!” Augustus warned his subordinate.

“For every poison, I do have a remedy, you know,” the old man who knew he had
lived too long already noted, sadly . “But to die the way Socrates did, would not be so
bad.”

“But, dear Abbott, this is a GOOD day!” Augustus said as he swallowed his
portion of *Johan’ flesh, making mince meat of the rest of the arm and throwing pieces of
it into each of the eating pots, a line of ‘hungry’ peasants now herded in front of each of
them. “Today I, King Augustus, invite you to my feast!” he proclaimed to his
congregation. “Tomorrow, you will eat well too. Whatever you want! I make a bargain
with you! All of you! I allow you to put whatever you wish into your mouths so you



and your children don’t starve, and I say what comes out of them! I declare this to be
fair, as did the old gods, and now as the New God says as well!”

But the creation of the gods, and the One True God, had something else to say
about it. The clear blue sky gave way to black clouds, then thunder, then lightening with
a bolt that went straight to King Augustus’ royal dagger. It fell out of his hand, onto the
ground, brightly shining. All eyes stared at it with terror, and awe, save one.

A girl of twelve years of age, by the best estimates, emerged from the crowd of
peasants. Lidya by name, the village idiot by reputation, her mother’s accident by birth.
Her twig-like legs bent with each step, but stood proudly when she picked up the dagger,
felt the ornate carving on the handle, then gazed at its sharp blade with fascination.

The crowd of peasants looked at her with fascination as well, and awe. One by
one, they kneeled in homage, followed by the lower ranks of the soldiers, most of them
being conscripted peasants themselves. Then the middle ranks, who had been paid with
gold rather than bread or the sparing of the life of a close relative.

“Well, do something about this!” King Augustus growled at his new Abbott
through gritted teeth and a still confident grin. “You’re a magician, aren’t you?”

“Not powerful enough for what I want to do, but perhaps what I have to do,”
Bartholomew smirked. With that he walked through the crowd worshipping the mutant
girl who didn’t know she was to soon be elected Queen. He placed his hand on the child,
on the lower portion of the child’s neck, at just the right spot, causing her to faint. As she
fell to the ground, he grabbed hold of the dagger before it hit the ground. He threw it
back up to Augustus, who caught it by the blade, not letting his subjects see his bleeding
palms.

“Rise up, on your feet!” the ancient Alchemist and present-day Abbott
commanded the commoners, well aware of who was watching him. “Beware of false
gods and goddesses!” he continued, as he allowed himself to once again be seen as a god
himself. “And how they turn innocent, kind girls into demons!” He took Lydia into his
arms and carried her away. “I will do my best to cure her of this affliction. You must all
cure yourself of your own.”

Bartholomew took Lydia into the woods, walking deeper and deeper into them
until he disappeared from the view of Augustus, the crowd, and even the still-Alive eyes
of Johan the Rebel.

All eyes turned to Augustus now, and the manner of feasting. He looked at Johan
again, and took everything into consideration. “Alright, you win, for today!” he growled
at the corpse. “We feed you to the crows instead of your people!” The restored
Monarch turned to his people, some of them bowing to him because they feared him,
others because they needed him, and others because they admired him. All three
motivations worked.



“Be it known that all who oppose the Goodness of this new kingdom, and the God
Above who ordains it, shall suffer in this manner!” he said regarding Johan. With one
nod of his shaking and terrified head, the proceedings continued, close enough according
to plan.

The jester played his lute. The soldiers sang. The peasant girls danced. The king
ordered mutton to be put into the cooking pots. And the crows got to dine on Rebel Stew
in the woods. But not without some protests from a fair-skinned young woman whose
face was drenched with tears of grief and anger. With all the strength in her thin, mud-
caked arms, she throw rocks at the hungry birds while the guards in charge of the corpse
pickled what was left of their minds with wine.

“You bastard, how could you do this to me!” Bridgetta screamed at what was left
of Johan, the man who she had loved more than life itself, exhausting herself with each
stone she threw at him. “You knew it was suicide to fight Augustus. And you did it
anyway! Why?”

“Because he had to,” an old woman of Bartholomew’s age but not his current
religious ideology pleaded to Bridgetta. She held back Bridgetta’s arm from grabbing
hold of another rock with her arms, while giving what she hoped would be considered the
‘evil eye’ to the guards so they would not even think about raping the young widow.
“Johan did what he did for us, Bridgetta!” she said. “And our people!”

“What about his family?” Bridgetta growled. “He cares about his people and his
reputation in stories around the campfire more than his family?”

“He left you enough gold for you and the children, Bridgetta. More than what
most of the villagers have, or ever had.”

“And I’m supposed to share that gold with everyone else now, Ronita?”

“Some of it, perhaps,” the old woman said, choosing her words carefully, gagging
the tone of her voice. And hoping that none of the new Christian King’s guards
understood, nor recognized, the ancient, and now Royally forbidden, tongue she and her
younger ‘Earth Sister’ spoke. “But please, don’t be angry at Johan for sacrificing his
life.”

“Throwing it away, charging on his horse and saying ‘victory or death’, against an
Army that he knew would kill him!”

“And would see that he was braver than anyone else,” Ronita admonished.

“More cowardly!” Bridgetta blasted back. “He didn’t have the courage to live as
a common man, in a common village, with me. He had to be a hero!”



“Some men are not satisfied with the world as it is, and who rules it, my dear, fair
and still beautiful young Earth Daughter.”

“Not so beautiful anymore,” Bridgietta blasted back. She pulled out a knife,
grabbing hold of her long red hair, and held it to her scalp. The soldiers took notice,
motioning for her to do it.

“She will not give you the satisfaction, Sirs,” Ronita informed the guards,
respectfully, in the official language which was now to be spoken in Augustus’ new
kingdom. “And neither will I,” she continued, pocketing the knife inside her dress,
taking a now emotionally-drained Bridgetta out of the woods, leaving her beloved to the
mercy and delight of the hungry crows.

The two woman argued amongst themselves, loudly, in their own language. The
soldiers paid no mention to it. But a set of eyes peeking out of the bushes did. “You
know, both of these two women do have a point. To kill yourself can be an act of
courage or cowardess. And no one really knows which is so, except, perhaps the one
who has done it. And the One, or ones, who he goes to perhaps doesn’t care which is
which. Or so we hope anyway.”

The little girl who Bartholomew was addressing didn’t understand his words, but
she trusted his motivations. Such was all he needed for the job at hand.



CHAPTER 2

Weeks, months, then years passed, and the ten year old girl started to blossom
into a woman atop a steep hill most not accustomed to heights called a mountain,
sheltered from the elements by thickly branched pine trees, abandoned buildings and the
‘big open’ sky. Lydia’s playmates for three years either walked on four legs or flew with
their forelimbs. But there was one friend who suited all of her needs, and wants.
Bartholomew, who renamed himself ‘Bat’ for her purposes, had kept her away from
people in her own village, and for that matter, in every village. When Bat was down
below on ‘Abbott’ business, she was officially in charge of “Father Earth Mountain’,
named such by her new Ward. Indeed she didn’t know what a ward was, or what he was
supposed to protect her from. The jeers and insults of villagers who feared she was
‘touched’ by something they called ‘evil’? The king’s soldiers who kept coming around
with sharp spears and drawn swords asking as to her whereabouts? The two mounds of
flesh growing out of both sides of her chest which Bart had no clear explanation as to
how she should handle them? The identity of the parents who gave life to the distorted
body she had three years ago which seemed to be becoming more normal, and strong, as
a result of the special herbs from buried pots which Bat had put into her gruel every
morning and her broth every night? None of the answers to those and other questions
came from Bat or the books he taught her to read. As the Real explanations for that
which confused, scared and fascinated her, all he would say ‘you will write them in your
own book yourself, when it is time.’

That ‘time’ thing was something which confused Lydia most as she looked at the
sundial on yet another day when the clouds did their best to prevent the sun from casting
a clear shadow. She had been on Father Earth Mountain for a long time, and she had
aged a lot. But as for Bat, he hadn’t aged at all. She always remembered him being old,
and recalled that he didn’t age at all like people in the villages, or within the castle walls.
Usually, the greyer and whiter someone’s hair got, the weaker their arms and legs
became. And when all the hair was gone, the back curled up like a snail, then after a few
days of coughing or letting out large amounts of loose material from between their butt-
cheeks, the bearer of such fell on the ground, never to get up again. But not so with Bat.
As his eyes became more weary and worried, he became stronger, in body, mind and
spirit.

A wind blew up from the south side of the mountain, blowing away enough of the
clouds so that she could see the village where she was said to be born, the village where
she grew up, and the village she was sold to after it was discovered that she was ‘special’
as well as excessively homely. Beyond it lay the castle, now containing even more
buildings and more soldiers and more laborers milling about inside. They seemed well
fed, and happy, but not really satisfied with themselves. Not like Bat who seemed
satisfied with most everything, despite the fact that he almost never smiled. She thought
once more about seeing what the world below the Mountain was like, and walked
towards the south slope. She stopped as the Earth disappeared below her feet. She pulled
back, seeing what to her was a big cliff below her toes. An eagle landed on a tree which
had somehow learned to grow into rather than on top of the mountain.



“Can you take me down there?” she asked the bird. “If you do, I won’t tell Bat
about it. It can be our secret. Just like the secret tunnel he must be using to go down the
mountain, or to bring people to the bottom of it who look so small from here.”

Aside from Lydia’s fear of heights, there was another issue regarding the eagle.
“I know you seem too small for the job, but I can make myself smaller so you can carry
me. Though making myself small is something Bat made me promise him that I would
never do again.”

The eagle seemed to understand the outer and inner meaning of Lydia’s plea to
him. He was just a child growing into an adult himself, after all, and to Lydia, it seemed
that all children growing into adults grew largest between the ears, faster than they could
even imagine. But growing a mind, and entrusting it to a good friend, brought much
loneliness to the girl. She yearned for people, even those below her who had ridiculed
her for being feeble in body, defective in speech and slow in thinking. She recalled that it
wasn’t so bad at the time, but now those recollections of ‘things that just happened’ were
turned into bitter memories which could not be turned sweet, no matter how much sweet
fruit Bat put into her porridge.

“So, you do understand then,” Lydia smiled at the self-assured eagle resting on
the knarled tree limb shaking in the wind. It cawed something back which felt familiar,
but omenous.

“Yes, but I can’t tell you yet,” the winged messenger seemed to say as it flew into
the enormity of the sky, leaving Lydia on the mountaintop which had now become her
life.

The bell on the roof of the ‘main house’ called her back to her studies. Lydia had
no idea how Bat had make it go off at what felt like a regular interval. Three times a day,
it summoned her to those books that made her mind think faster, deeper, and at a pace
that kept getting faster each day. Where it would lead? Perhaps the one she would write
herself, but not today.



CHAPTER 3

Though Bridgetta’s village was where Johan had been fed, loved and secretly
married, it was spared from the torch. King Augustus wanted to make an example of it in
another way. As Jesus did, he decided to ‘forgive them their trespasses’ and create a
kingdom of his own, where he was Lord and Master. It was simpler than he planned,
since all the people really seemed to want was bread to feed their stomachs, a warm body
beside them at night after their labors, and one night a week of celebratory mischief so
that they would forget about Revolution. Strong wine helped, as did the new concept
that all could be forgiven if one confessed one’s sins after they were committed, with
entry into Heaven for a bit of a tribute to the King’s new Church. All of the workers
were paid just enough to keep them satiated, with the promise of a private feast with the
King for the team who did the best job. It kept everyone busy, as long as no one won
more than twice and the feasts were scheduled at three month intervals.

Ronita observed the announcement of another winning ‘team’ from her abode,
which was now well away from the village. The location of such was by the King’s
proclamation, and her own choice. She tilled the crops in the patch of land now only
large enough to keep herself fed, feeling the rain soak deeper though her coat. It was
more tattered than intact, but the feel of its leather and the softness of the fur inside it
reminded her of better times. Times when religion was about Spirit rather than ritual.
She had no idea if the old gods were still listening. The wind said ‘yes’, but the rain said
‘no’. Bridgetta said it didn’t matter.

Ronita gazed once again at Bridgetta grave, which the widow of the
Revolutionary hero Johan had entered as her own resting place, by her own hand. It was
adorned with a Cross so that the soldiers would pull out her bones, a circle inside a square
representing the Four Directions that would keep safe, wherever she was. Suicide was
now a crime in the new religion, punishable by either being condemned to hell or to
becoming a wandering ghost amidst the land of the living. Ronita found herself
believing in that fabrication. Her mind knew it was a fabrication, but her tired soul was
running out of explanations to the contrary. Indeed, she was tired of living herself,
welcoming anything beyond what ‘life’ presented now. And not because of the way her
bones ached from the time she got up till when she tried to go to sleep at night. Or the
way her ears kept hearing things that were not audible to those able to become successes
in King Augustus’ New and Improved neo-Roman Empire. Or even the way her eyes
saw more black fog than bright light, even on the sunniest of days. No, Ronita felt the
soul of the Earth dying, an omen of which lay before her feet.

“Please, rise, and celebrate Life! Reach for the Light!” she beckoned the seeds of
the carrots, onions and turnups which sprouted weak and unenthusiastic stalks that bowed
downward. With the same architecture to their broken backs as the villagers exhibited
with King Augustus now.

Ronita felt something around her neck, choking her breath away if she did not
attend to it. She grabbed hold of the weather-faded leather strap and the hand-carved



still-shiny boar tooth attached to it. Its design was simple, yet elogant, given to her by a
special man who was once young, and now very dead. Its language was ancient, and now
forbidden by law to speak, or feel.

“Olif!” she said, addressing the memory of the man Augustus once was when a
chieftan more concerned with his own people than the favors of a powerful partner in
Rome. “I love you too,” she smiled, reading the inscription. “And want to love you
again. And remember the night when we feasted on the boar you slew to honor the gods,
and to please me.”

A tear fell down Ronita’s deeply wrinkled face. It burnt her flesh, but warmed
her heart. A heart that was broken, but still hoping for the impossible. Such perhaps was
the only thing that made her survival as a bannished, infirmed, weak and despised old hag
still possible.



CHAPTER 4

The young monk’s penmanship was perfect but his understanding of what the
words meant was virtually absent. Such suited his position, and purpose. Brother James
dipped his feather pen into the ink well and requested another piece of parchment. “May
I draw you a picture this time?” he requested of his supervisor after taking down every
word he said exactly as he had said it. “Or perhaps see a copy of the Book of books. The
one about the man who tried to change the world, gave his life, then was resurrected from
the dead to awaken all souls who are sleeping?”

“I hope you are referring to Jesus and not Johan,” the slender-faced Regent from
the South grunted. Bishop LeBlanc stroked his freshly shaved chin and trimmed
mustache, examining the work of the young caligrapher, who didn’t seem to take this
new job any more seriously than his religious vows. “Tell me,” he said. “If you had a
choice of dying of boredom in this monastery, or by a spear on the battlefield, which
would you pick?”

“I have already chosen,” the young monk said, bowing his head.

“And do you renounce the gods of your fathers?” LeBlanc asked, lifting his
chissled chin up.

“Yes, [ do,” the lad replied with eyes looking downward.

”And the goddesses of your mothers, as if women ever knew how the world
works or should?” the Bishop mused.

“Yes, I do,” the reply with a civil and obedient chuckle.

”And you accept this version of the story which you wrote as fact.
As truth. As the way it was and shall always be remembered from this day forward?”
LeBlanc proclaimed.

Brother James remained silent for a moment, which was one moment too long for
LeBlanc’s patience. He pulled out a whip from under his frock and lashed out at the
caligrapher whose art only four years ago honored the gods of the earth rather than the
Deities of Rome.

“I accept the story as true,” the young man proclaimed, again and again, as his
new master’s whip beat his flesh raw, exposing raw muscle than glistening bone. “I
accept the story as true,” he repeated, again and again.

“No you don’t!” LeBlanc said as he continued the lesson. “None of you bastard
barbarians do.”



“They will,” an older man with a soft voice prophesied as he came into the room,
the door having been left open. “But only if the story is told in pictures as well as
words,” Abbott Bartholomew said as he looked over the freshly written text. He took the
whip away from the Bishop, and placed a fresh pen into the hand of the caligrapher.

“The only pictures which will be believed will be those made by this man, Your Grace,”
he said with a large bow, and eyes turned upward at the Bishop.

“Why should I let this cowardly liar paint anything, much less keep his hands,
Abbott Bartholomew?”” LaBlanc barked.

“Because God gave you a mind, and a Mission, Your Grace” Bartholomew said.
He rubbed a lotion from his pocket onto the young man’s wounds, then messaging the
beaten monk’s hands so that the fingers the good Bishop had pushed back could move in
more functional directions. “And if you want people to see the rebel Johan as an
instrument of evil, you must be seen an instrument of wisdom. Which inevitably
becomes an instrument of good, and mercy.”

Bartholomew read over the manuscript. He nodded his head, then made a few
philosophical grunts, ‘hmmm’ing’ a lot. He was not pleased.

“The words came out of his mouth!” a very terrified Brother James said,
accusingly pointing at the Bishop. “By all that must be holy and truthful, I swear it!”

“The tale of how Johan the Rebel was the...Devil?” Bartholomew said,
paraphrasing the three parchment sermon the young monk had written into one sentence
of his own.

“The Anti-Christ, actually,” the Bishop smiled. “Who appears as a Savior to
those who cannot see who and what he really is.”

Bartholomew looked into the eyes of the Bishop and said nothing. He couldn’t.
His Earth Magic was not powerful enough for this new brand of Demon. These well-
armed and cleverly-manipulative visitors from the South who came bearing the Cross and
the promise of Eternal Life in the next life if one destroyed the inner vitality of one’s own
soul, denying the True Light within all beings.

“You were thinking something, Abbott Bartholomew,” the Bishop surmised, as he
walked the old healer around the room like a trapped dog. “Yes, you are always thinking
instead of feeling. Because what you are feeling is both wrong, and prideful. You are
wise enough to be humble to those who have power over you. And as for the name you
had before Salvation came to these mountains----*

“---it is forgotten. And will never be spoken within these walls,” the Ancient
Magician interjected, his back feeling the coldness of the wall, the sharpness of the rocks
from which it was made.



The Bishop held neither spear, nor sword. But behind him was an army neither
Bartholomew, nor his alter-persona ‘Bat’, could defeat, not now anyway. How he wished
he had less intelligence than Johan, which perhaps would lead to more courage. Then
again, he had a kingdom to save, and an orphaned girl to raise. Perhaps she could set
things right. Someone had to. It certainly wouldn’t be Brother James, whose colorfully-
expressive Native name was as dead as he would soon be.



CHAPTER 5

Captain Elasandro wore a bigger cross than any of the men under his command,
but he knew enough not to take it seriously. The Islamic seal or the Wickin’s Pentangle
fit just as easily around his stiff, well-muscled neck, the Herclean chest underneath it
making him look like the hero of whatever King, god, or Deity he chose to fight for.
And though barely twenty-five years of age, he carried himself off like an accomplished
one twice his age. Though born a commoner, he never bowed the knee to any king until
his purse was well supplied with gold, and until his ever-scheming brain had a plan in
mind whereby he could vow allegiance to that king’s adversary should anything go
wrong in said regent’s battleplans.

In that time of transition between faiths, few really knew what they really did
believe, except perhaps at the time of dying. Such came early to most of the men in
Elasandro’s command, but seldom to those above him in rank or economic stature.
Bravery in battle came easily to Elarsandro, for reasons which came to him all too easily.
He had never experienced fear, horror, shock nor remorse of being on the wrong side of a
sharp sword or blood-soaked battleaxe. He also attributed his good fortune in the
collective human misfortune of war to tales his grandmother told him about being
descended from Alexander the Great. But there was one thing that Elasandro did fear---
laughter from a woman. And particularly this one, who stared at him from amongst the
most recent group of captured women to be sold to rich or influential men in the a newly-
set up outdoor tavern set up to fed Augustus’ newly-enlarged Army.

According to the collar locked around her neck, Glendina was a slave, her neck
spared from the chopping block at the time of her capture because of the body below it
which still remained beautiful in the manner of a vestal virgin no matter men had taken
their most passionate pleasures with her.

“What are you laughing at?” Elasandro said as the young woman giggled at him
with a girlish laugh, amused at some fault of his own which of which he was not aware.
Was it the way he spilled the mutton stew down his face when trying to eat it? The belt
of gold which he carried, stuffed with pebbles so as to not let anyone know that his coins
had been pick-pocketed by a common beggar while Elasandro was sleeping off a stiff
bottle of wine he had stolen from the rag-clad street urchin? Or the penile process
between Elasandro’s legs which underperformed with Glendina several hours ago, and
with three other woman in the last two villages he had ‘inspected’ for King Augustus?
“What are you laughing at!!!” Elasandro growled again, pulling out his sword and
pointing it at her throat.

“Life,” Glendina replied with warm eyes that melted their way into Elasandro’s
empty heart, and a tender smile that made him more fearful of the demon, or angel, inside
of him. “And death,” she continued, her lips turned upward, her face turned away.

Elasandro slipped his sword back into its sheath and continued to eat. It was his
right to do so. As it was his right to have Glendina provide him with the kind of



entertainment that he wanted, and needed most. “Sing,” he beckoned her as she set about
to put her hut in order, rearranging the broken cot into a proper bed again, as if he was
just another visiting uncle, or aunt.

“What shall I sing?” she asked.
“Something from...the old times,” he said.

“The Ancient times, My Lord?” she bowed. “Such songs are now forbidden.
According to the King.”

“I am King here, tonight, My Lady,” Elasandro said with a courtly bow. “And I
wish you to sing the song you love most,” he said, ordering her with a flick of his blood-
stained hand to follow him into an area of the ‘taverna externa’ where only the dogs and
crows were dining.

The language of the song was in the now forbidden ancient tongue, which was
sung low enough to not be heard outside the hut. A harmless enough tune, until
Elasandro noted that the name of the hero being sung about was not him, but Johan. A
man who he never knew about, but wanted to know more about. Nay, needed to. For
reasons he could not tell Glendina, nor admit yet to himself.



CHAPTER 6

Lydia had become used to finding big pleasure in small things, but a particularly
large passion she had was water. When she first was brought to the mountain she
thought the ponds and streams on the Mountain to be blessed with something different
than any waterholes down below. Their color was deep blue, and they seemed to ‘sing’
to her, inviting her to jump in. At first she dared not, since according to the new
religion, too much bathing washed the Purity from your soul. It seemed odd, since
everyone who was converted from the old beliefs to the New Faith had to be baptized in a
river.

She first learned about water’s more worldly healing powers when she had seen
Bat take a bath in the pool underneath the waterfall that ran through the mountain,
scrubbing his body very hard with clenched fists, then fingernails that so often cut into
his skin. He did it everytime he left King Augustus’ castle, something that puzzled
Lydia. But whenever it rained, Bat would hide his face under a patch of leather, a roof
or anything else he could.

“Why do you wash every day, when everyone else I know says it is unhealthy?”
Lydia asked Bat when he returned from another week of ‘Abbott business’ in the land
down below Father Earth’s mountain, drying himself off after another ‘bath’ in the large
pond in front of the reading hut, just behind the special medicine cottage which Bat kept
locked up. “And why do you scrape your skin so it bleeds so much?” she continued,
jumping into the pool with gleeful abandonment while Bat withdrew from it, relieved that
his ordeal with the water was over.

Bat wiped off the excess water and clotted blood from his arms, lowered his
head, raised his big, bushy eyebrows and looked at her with his usual answer to such
questions.

“I know, when I’m older,” she said, her eye distracted by yet another discovery of
something wondrous on the floor of the pond. The sun rose high in the sky, causing Bat
to squint, opening up Lydia’s eyes to yet another discovery of nature, something which
pleased Bat much, as it was a quota for each day that she discover something new about
nature, herself of him. The blue water turned crystal clear, giving her a full view of
something very shiny on the rocks.

“More ‘special food’ for winged horses that carry the charriots across the sky?”
she asked, having just learned the subtle art of sarcasm, and the gentleness with which it
could be used if put in quotes.

“’Special food’? ‘Winged horses’? So you DO look for fact within fantasy,” Bat
smiled as Lydia waded deeper into the pond, looking but not touching the rocks that Bat
seemed to think was very important, and powerful. She had seen them before, in her
inner eye during nighttime fantasy story time, a treat her Old Master, and Friend, had
given her after she had accumulated, or been exhausted by, too many facts.



“It looks very shiny, and golden,” she said. “But I never have seen any fish eat it.
And those that do, get sick,” she noted.

“As do people who have too much of it,” he said, lamenting something he had
done wrong or inaccurately. “Or people who value it too much, even when they don’t
have it. Or who value the coins from which it is made.”

“What good is a coin made of something you can’t use, and which other people
tell you what it is worth, and which if you eat it, makes you sick?”” Lydia found herself
asking.

“Do you really understand the question you asked?” Bat inquired.

To Lydia, Brother Bat’s question felt as strange as the ‘fire’ from between Lydia’s
ears that prompted today’s ‘Nature Shattering Discovery’. She didn’t understand why
she was becoming smarter than she was supposed to be, and felt there to be a demon or
angel inside of her. Both worried her on most days, but scared her today. As the wind
rose she could hear it talk, and as the sun rose further in the sky she could see it write
some kind of message through the shadows that she felt but could not yet understand.

“What is happening to me?” Lydia said, shaking even more than the leaves
around her.

Lydia felt Bat’s arms embracing her. But though they were strong and caring,
they lacked something she needed. “You are becoming what I could never be,” he said
by way of explanation. ‘“Someone who I once was and cannot become.”

“Why can’t I be what I used to be?”” Lydia demanded. “Stupid. Happy. And
trusting everything everyone tells me as being true.” The last discovery was the one that
frightened her most. She looked at Bat, having acquired new eyes as to what was really
behind his eyes and within his troubled soul. Her tongue could taste every special herb
he had ever put into her food. Her ear could hear every special sound he made with his
musical instruments. And her heart knew that it had now been superceeded by a mind
that was becoming even wiser than his. “I don’t want this!!!” she said, smelling what
was ahead. “I want to be simple again!”

“We can talk about this,” Bat said.
“Only after you answer one more question for me!” Lydia demanded.

Bat bowed his head, humbly accepting the medicine his most beloved patient was
about to give him. “Who was [?” he smiled, sadly and proudly.

“NO!” Lydia grunted. “WHAT were you?”



Bat pondered the matter carefully. He looked to each of the Four Directions for
the answer, and found none. Then to the sky above, that said nothing. Then to his
reflection in the water, which said everything. “When we both are older and wiser, and
less clever, we will speak of this.”

With that, he put on his robe and walked into the special medicine hut, locking the
door behind him. Lydia called out for her friend the eagle, but he had nothing to say
either. She jumped into the water to swim with her friends the fish, but she they felt like
a different species to her now. The mountain felt smaller, somehow. Her destiny below
it felt bigger. Without having had a child herself she had now been promoted to
motherhood, nay, Elderhood. But there was one book she still needed to read before
writing her own. The book of Johan, the only tale ‘Brother Bat’ had not told her about, in
either fable or fact.



CHAPTER 7

It was a new way of counting, for King Augustus anyway. The symbols for
numbers were from a foreign land, nothing like the characters carved on the old Roman
monuments to fallen Ceasers and temples to gods that had not enabled them to conquer
his father’s people. In earlier conquests, counting was easy. You won everything, or you
lost everything. Either you had, or you didn’t have. Such was Warfare in the glory days
that the still-standing Augustus yearned for, but could never achieve again. Not without
backing from Romans who used these new symbols to tally up their wins, losses and
plans for further conquests.

“So, the number one is still the same as it always was?” Augustus asked the
Bishop’s new adjunct as he put a ‘1’ in the ledger behind very locked doors in the inner
sanctum of his new ‘castle’.

“Yes, the number of generals we will need for the next campaign against the
slant-eyed invaders from the East,” the scribe seated behind a desk in one of Augustus’
most hidden castle chambers replied.

“And the symbol for two is not two one’s put together?” the crusty-faced king
asked as he noticed the ‘2’ insignia for ‘Colonels’ just below that of general. “It looks
like half a horse-shoe, with an edge sticking out of it that the blacksmith forgot to cut
off,” he mused.

“That is certainly one way of looking at it,” the dark-skin scribe continued in an
accent that sounded exotic, rolling his 1’s and hashing his h’s and inhaling his ‘i’s in a
humorless tone that seemed both condescending and distant.

“And the three’s underneath how many men are under each of the Colonels,” the
king commented, feeling more like a useless commoner. “They look like two horseshoes
glued together on a horse that isn’t supposed to go anywhere,” Augustus pressed on,
feeling the need to express some humor, knowing that he once again failed at his attempt
to be witty or smart.

The Bishop’s most important scribe, whose ancestors were from someplace far
more South and East than Augustus had ever been (or ever would go), rolled his eyes and
continued writing more numbers next to the ranks, names and assignments of function.
The crusty old monarch edged in closer to the sheets of parchment and noticed something
else about the writing on them. They were in rows and columns, the caligraphy as
admirable as it was indeciferable, at least to Augustus. Not only the numbers which
were said to be ‘Arabic’, but the letters, and words.

The scribe, whose title was ‘Treasurer’, a title bestowed by the Bishop himself,
showed the ledger to the Augustus. “You approve of this, Sire?” he asked.



Augustus let his eyes glance over the scribbles and symbols and did his best to
seem informed, critical and literate. He had risen to become a monarch in an age where
the sword was more mighty than the pen, but now it was the other way about. He
yearned for a ‘do over’ with regard to one incident in one battle that could have changed
things around now. The chance meeting of a Viking axeman who chopped off the head
of his son Uligra, the only one of his legitimate offspring who didn’t know how to fight,
the only one who knew how to read and the only one who he could really trust.

From the corner of his ever-watchful and still intact eye, Augustus felt the dark
skinned Treasurer see through him, with the Bishop’s eyes. “You are satisfied that all
of the accounts are in order, Sire?” the Treasurer inquired more as a superior than an
assistant.

“The important question is whether the Bishop is satisfied, and more than that, the
Pope, but more than that...is Jesus satisfied?”” Augustus shot back. “Assuming that he is
satisfied with your belief in Him! And your renunciation of YOUR old gods!”

“God”, the scribe said, shamefully, his head bowed.
“What was his name, Master Treasurer.?”
“Allah,” he confessed, eyes shut tightly.

“Who you forsook for political advancement, financial fortune or personal
salvation?” Augustus pressed, considering his own motivations as those that drove all
men.

“For the lives of my children, Sire,” his reply, tears streaming down his face.

The king felt the Bishop’s puppetstrings loosened off his shoulders and testicles,
having turned the tables on his most favored adjunct. Whatever plan the Bishop had for
Augustus’ kingdom, it was for something other than the Greater Glory of God.
Especially the Heavenly Father who spoke to Augustus when no one else was in the
room, in tones more demonic than heavenly. That voice spoke again, in echoing tones,
after the still-Islamic scribe crossed himself, knelt in front of the cross nailed to the wall
and left the room, leaving the ledgers behind.

“What do you want me to do?” Augustus demanded of the voice which called
him to power but never gave him instruction as to how to use it. He picked up the book
the Treasurer left behind, perhaps by accident or perhaps on purpose. Augustus’s hands
shook when he held the book, particularly when his coarse fingers touched the soft, hand-
carved leather. How he yearned to know what was inside the covers of this book, and all
the other books that were written by those with more knowledge than him but, for the
moment anyway, less power. He recalled the ‘good old days’ when strength of sword
was valued more than subtley of mind. The Vikings had never read a book, and
conquered most of Europe. And he had heard that the leader of slant-eyed hordes from



the East came from a country where there was no written language at all. Once people
learned to read, they could be convinced that what was in them was true. Stories about
Jesus raising from the dead were believed as fact. As were tales about the atrocities
committed by Johan the Rebel.

Yet, many of Johan’s atrocities bore a striking similarity to the miracles of Jesus.
Ultimately, someone would know which fables were politically fabricated and which
were Faith-based fantasy. And it would not be long until the poor and oppressed would
figure out that they had nothing to lose and everything to gain by rising up against the
rich. Such happened even in Rome. If not for a clever Roman who bribed the pirates
who were supposed to take Spartacus and his army of rebel slaves to foreign shores, there
would have been no more Caesars. And no need of a Jesus. Or a Johan. It had been an
accident of nature which allowed Augustus to conquer Johan’s supporters, another
unpredicted intervention of fate that allowed him to make them his loyal subjects.

Augustus looked into the flames of the torches that lit the cloistered and always-
locked chamber to calm his restless spirit and inform his troubled mind. Fire had that
effect on him, particularly when it converted something solid into smoke. The smoke
spoke as well this time, its distinctive odor penetrating into Augustus’ nostrils, going
straight to his brain, giving him another idea. One so brilliant that even the Bishop would
like, and impliment it. But before doing anything, he would need the help of someone
who had cast out of his kingdom, life and consciousness. The aching in his gut demanded
it. Once again, the demons who lived inside of it were sticking their knives into him,
showing him no mercy.



CHAPTER 8

Mother Nature was still the sadistic bitch she had been for the past week. Another
day of the clouds hiding the view of the sun from the ground. Another day of freezing
mud on that ground rather than snow, which would have kept the wet and the cold
confined and made those elements seem pristine rather than punishing. Another day of
bone-chilling rain pouring down upon Ronita, soaking the roof of her hut. But the fire
inside was still burning, as it was needed by her patients. As for those seeking her help in
matters of body, mind and spirit, they were all four-legged now. Those who were too
sick to heal, she killed for meat to feed those animal patients who did have a chance to
live. Those who died on her doorstep she fed to the crows, and herself. Her favorite
creature to treat was cats, perhaps because they were not considered the ‘devil’s
minions’, or perhaps because they guarded her against evil spirits far worse than the
Bishop could fabricate for masses who needed demons as much as angels to define their
own lives.

As for those masses, none of them came to her anymore. There was a time when
Ronita was overloaded with human patients, none of which she turned away. No matter
how many pus-filled botches they had on their face. Or how foul the stumps of their limb
stank. Or how blood and urine-soaked their garments were. “They were hard times, but
good ones, Electra,” she said while feeding a three-legged, one-eyed cat who seemed to
not know how afflicted she was. Ronita’s shoulder ached as she removed the cover from
her cooking pot and picked up another piece of dead goatmeat from the pot, cutting it up
for the rest of Electra’s companions in anticipation of their coming in for supper. “It is
goat meat,” she said to the only company who came in to converse with her, or so she
hoped they were doing anyway. “It would be more effective to feed you human meat,
since ‘people’ are now the sickness that roams the Earth. But if I did give you the meat
of that inferior being called ‘man’, or ‘woman’, you would get sick. And I suppose I
would be called something far more dangerous than the label the villagers and their rulers
have for me already.”

Ronita looked into the fire, wondering what it would be like if her flesh were
burnt on the stake as had been the case with so many others like her in other villages. It
was a blessing to have been spared burning at the stake, but a curse as well. To live out
her days with just enough food to live, but not enough purpose to be Alive agonized her
tono end. Several times she had devised a way to end it all, but whenever the final
concocsion of poisons was finalized or the knife was ready to slit her throat, a meow
from a cat, a cackle from a bird, a bark from a dog, or a bleat from an orphaned lamb
would find her. Still, her hatred of humanity escalated each day she became further
exiled from it.

A messenger from that two-legged defective species approached from the thickets
below, hobbling through the brush. It wore a brown monk’s robe, stained with blood on
the belly. Its face was hidden by a hood. Its feet were clad with boots that jingled each
time their bearer stumbled and fell. Yet, the creature kept coming, his final stomps into
the Earth bringing him to her door.



Ronita’s cats ran away from the intruder, vanishing into the multiple crevases the
hut provided them. Her dogs barked, but kept a safe distance. Her lambs became sheep,
disappearing into the woods which were said to be ‘haunted’ by the village Priests as well
as the Bishop. “Maybe the woods really are haunted and maybe I really am a ‘witch’,”
Ronita said to herself, about to take that irreversible next step downward from
banishment into self-destruction. But such plans were quickly reversed when she saw the
mud-caked face of the intruder who seemed himself to be on death’s door and grabbed its
cloak.

“King Augustus!” she proclaimed, feeling the texture of the cloak, and catching a
glimpse of the eyes under the hood. “Is this the new costume for court?”” She sniffed a
recently-expelled bolus of material soaking its back end. “So, your shit DOES stink,” she
noted.

“The kingdom needs your help,” Augustus said, his chin up, his eyes still ‘regal’.

“The Kingdom of Augustus, or Olif?” Ronita inquired.

“I am not Olif anymore!” Augustus protested.

“No,” Ronita noted, sadly. “You are not your mother’s son anymore. Or the
father of my people.”

“You have no people anymore, Ronita,” Augustus shot back. “They are OUR
people now,” he said with a ‘fatherly’ tone, inviting her to be the ‘mother’ in it all.

“I suppose they have to owned by somebody to feel secure about themselves,”
Ronita found herself discovering, and saying. True to her intuition about the matter,
neither Augustus nor Olif knew what she was talking about. She invited both of them
into her hut, closing the door behind her.

Ronita requested the only human patient who dared to visit her in three months to
lay down on her table, while she turned around to her shelves of herbs, instruments and
still-unburnt forbidden parchments. “How long has it been hurting?” she inquired.

“You didn’t ask WHERE it hurts, Nita,” Augustus asked.

The Medicine Woman gritted her teeth. “No one calls me Nita, Olif!”

“And no one calls me Olif!” Augustus barked back, holding his aching ribs and
belly after exhausting himself of wind.

Collecting herself and her impliments, Ronita looked at and into her patient.
Though painful in the abdomen beyond measure, there was something between his ears



even more agonizing. A ‘someone’ according to the way he was muttering to the roof of
the thatched hut, which she knew to be free of cats, birds and disembodied spirits.

“You have...headaches?” she asked, trying to work her way into the truth of the
matter.

“Daily!” Augustus said between mutters.

“And belly aches?” she continued.

“Nightly,” the King answered.

“And how is it...here?” she asked, laying her fingers on his heart.
“Strong!” the King boasted. “Like a strong buck of twenty years.”

“More like a dying doe of eighty,” she thought, but didn’t say. In part because
Augustus pulled out a sword with his good hand, pointing its tip at her own chest. But
mostly because he wouldn’t listen anyway. Besides, the pathology that was more
important lay elsewhere. And turning that pathology into health, for everyone, was more
essential.

“What do the...”’headaches’ sound like?” Ronita inquired.
“Things that a King needs to know,” he boasted loudly.
“So he can stay a King?” she offered gently.

“It is Our destiny!” Augustus continued.

It was an interesting choice of words, ‘our’. For a moment, Ronita thought that
he was referring to her. The woman who he loved when a struggling Pagan chieftan then
abandoned as a Christian King. A woman who, long ago, had loved him enough so that
her sterile womb became fertile, for one night anyway. But the matter of that man, that
child, and that famly was a memory best forgotten. Recalling it would be forbidden in
Augustus’ mind and certainly in his kingdom. Revealing any mention of it would
certainly bring the torch to not only Ronita’s flesh, but to the animals who had become
her only family.

She looked at the color of his still-muttering tongue, assessed the texture of the
pulses in his shaking hands, and smelled the sweat running down his aching forehead.
She felt his neck and face, trying as hard as she could to be ‘medical’ about it. Indeed
there was something toxic in the King that would destroy or corrupt any heart with which
it came into contact. But, for the moment, it was not the nature of ‘the devil’ that was of
most concern, but what his minions would do.



“I can give you something to help with the pain,” she said. “And make what you
have to do, to serve your destiny, and your people, and your new God more effective.”

“That would be..” Augustus said, holding back his words.
“...Ironic?” Ronita offered.

“Necessary,” Augustus asserted. For the moment, the visitors between his ears
and the vermin in his gut remained silent. He seemed alright. Healthy, but not cured.
Still, some medicinals were highly indicated.

“I think I have something that will help you,” Ronita said, reaching into three
pots, taking out a pinch of each and grinding them up into a powder, which she poured
into a cup of warm water.

“I haven’t told you what is wrong with me!” Augustus said.

“Your body already has told me,” Ronita said giving her patient the cup. “And
your tongue will tell me the rest, you pathetic bastard!” she thought behind a lovingly
maternal smile as Augustus drank up the elixor that would firm up his bowels, quiet his
head and loosen his tongue.



CHAPTER 9
“I don’t believe it, Ronita!” Brother Bartholomew said. “And why should 1?”

“Because I am still using my real name, and you aren’t, Brother Bartholomew,”
Ronita continued, looking up the slope of the mountain which ‘Brother Bat’ kept as his
personal private monastery, the location of which was known only to himself and Ronita.
“I swear that I saw a young girl’s face up there,” she continued.

“Only in your imaginations, Ronita.”
ymy )
“Or dreams?” she pressed.

Though there was nothing but clear blue sky behind ‘Bat’, he felt as if pressed to
a rock cliff with no escape but to confess the truth to his questioner. But in the meantime,
the truthfulness, and relevance, of what Ronita had obtained from Augustus was the
matter at hand. And why she thought it most appropriate to tell him about it.

“You do know that I work for King Augustus,” Bartholomew said with an official
frown, an arched back, and upwardly placed chin which was now clean shaven.

“You labor under him,” she smiled, shaking her hair, letting the wind blow around
her long, unkempt mane. “Just as he labors under the Bishop, who labors under the Pope,
who labors under---*

“---Yes, yes, | KNOW all that,” Bartholomew muttered back.

“But do you REALIZE it?” the old ‘witch’ whose blessing and curse was her
continued survival blasted into Bartholomew’s tired face. “Do you realize that
Augustus, as we speak, is working with the Bishop’s scribe to rewrite all of the accounts
of gold, silver and other exchanges to make it look like it was he, as Augustus, who kept
the infortunate poor from becoming the starving dead over the last five years? And it
was he, as Augustus, along with his nobles, who funded the war against the Vikings that
kept the peasants from being massacred---"

“----And baptizable by the Bishop,” Bartholomew interjected. “Who will bring in
taxpayers here for the Pope in Rome.”

“So, you knew that our once-trusted Chief Olif is able to convince the Bishop that
he is King Augustus, who hears the voice of Jesus between his painful ears, and who has
put himself in financial debt for the sake of his people, and the Heavenly Father?”

“Which will make him entitled to collect for himself, from the people, the Pope
and whoever is in charge of letting people into Heaven. Yes, [ know. And most probably
he will use it as an excuse to wage war against the hordes to the East who have no
intention of coming this far West. But that is just the way things are now. We have to



accept it, and our limitations to do anything about it,” Bartholomew said with a stone-
cold face, watching closely for Ronita’s reaction.

“Who are you?” she asked, tears of grief streaming down her cheek. “What have
you become?”

To that question, ‘Bat’ knew the answer. He was not ready to give it, and Ronita
wasn’t fully enough informed to understand it. ~ Still, he looked into his old friend’s eyes
hoping to convince her that he was doing his best to do the right thing under the most
unexpected circumstances. As a gesture of such, he reached into his pocket, retrieving a
fistful of gold coins. Enough to buy a village. And to turn it into a castle, if she wanted
or needed to do so.

“Please take these,” he said. “I know you will use them far more wisely than
anyone else whose hands have.”

Bartholomew’s smile was answered with a wad of sputum, spat out from the now
heart-broken Shameness’s mouth. She slithered into the woods, leaving a newly-
informed Barthololomew standing very alone. Finally aware of what his King was doing,
and going to do. As to what he was going to do about it, he looked up the slope of his
mountain, as a now mythical figure walked to the edge of the cliff. Lidya’s eyes still
were afraid to jump, the misery behind them not sufficient to make her to it. For now,
anyway.



CHAPTER 10

Captain Elasandro reviewed his new troops from atop his horse, which he rode
more like a General than a middle-ranked and still not promoted officer who had more
experience and courage than any of his superiors. The men whose heads were three feet
below him, all standing at attention, didn’t seem to care. They seemed more impressed
with their own promotions, not in rank, but in appearance, comfort and body heat.
Everyone in the ranks had been provided with fresh uniforms today, the sunlight making
whatever lead they were wearing shine like silver, and their dark-yellow coats shimmer
like gold. It was the first time their flesh felt new clothing in years, for most of them
anyway. They held out their chests bearing the Red Cross of King Augustus with the
kind of pride Elasandro had not felt for a long, long time. One recruit reminded the

Macedonian mercenary of himself when he was young, proud and not-yet-defeated by
life.

That Private’s cheeks were as soft and hairless as a young maiden’s, but he wore
his peach-fuzz mustache like it was a massive handlebar worthy of a Turkish Sultan or a
Greecian Bandit. His blue eyes emitted fire and warmth, both at the same time. His
arms were strong and firm, the sunbaked flesh over them still unbroken by sword, axe or
arrow. Elasandro found himself wondering what would happen to this young Conscript
when the impliments of battle did meet his eyes, ears and flesh. Would this lad be the
first to attack back, to run away, or to go motionless in paralytic terror. There was no
predicting such things, but it was necessary to do so. For the lad, for his comrades in
arms and for the families who needed them to come home some day alive, no matter how
self-sufficient they had become in their absence.

Knowing the consequences to himself and the lad for letting his glance linger on
him too long, Captain Elsandro directed his battle-weary yet still glory-seeking eyes
towards the foreheads of the rest of the company. “I am Captain Elsandro!” he
proclaimed to the grandfathers in the back of the ranks. “Your commander in the war
against the Hordes to the East!” he continued to the fathers in the middle. “In defense of
our neighbors, families and way of life!” the, as far as he knew, still-fatherless
Macedonian mercenary blasted out to those who has not yet fathered children who wer in
the front rows. Such was Elasandro’s first impression of the men whose lives depended
on his being an effective leader. And the men who had no idea how much their
commander was really being paid for being ‘one of them’.

King Augustus did do one thing that was very Roman, and Christian, with his new
Army. He paid them actual wages, forbidding his soldiers from looting villages and
towns they invaded, which had been the only way anyone under the rank of King
collected on their services. It was a new idea, amongst so many of the Pagan-turned-
Christian King. Such as donating ten percent of everything you had to the Church plus a
son or daughter for ‘clergical service’ in exchange for a life of plenty in Heaven after
you died. And never referring to yourself or anyone else by anything except the name
given at the time of Baptism. And never speaking the name of Johan the Rebel except if
it involved describing his demonic roots, evil deeds and selfish intentions.



Seeing that his men were still at attention in the town square, and that his
superiors on the towers of the castle close by were watching, Elasandro did another
inspection of the ‘Soldiers of Christ.” None of them ever read the Bible, and some had
been ‘Soldiers of Johan’ only a few years ago. Such were the rumors milling about their
campground, anyway. And around campfires where Johan’s name was spoken with
pride, respect and awe in stories reserved only for enlisted men’s ears, and when the
officers were not listening.

Elasandro recalled one of those tales, which he heard while clad as one of the
commoners. According to the spoken legends which would not make it into any printed
books. Tales sung in a language which seemed to be understandable only to those who
could not read words in books.

Elasandro yearned to be the central hero in such legends, even if it meant dying
early. Or living poor for a brief time beforehand. Part of the prophesy had happened.
He had less money in his purse than any of his men, using what he could of his part real
and part fabricated reputation as an experienced fighter of Pagans, Vikings and Moslems
to get what he needed, or wanted. He had made some bad investments, and due to a bad
habit of sleeping too soundly, had allowed himself to be robbed by bandits and beggers
on more than one occasion. Perhaps some of the them were amongst the men who he
now commanded, and who would be holding spears, axes and arrow-carrying bows
behind his back in battle. He could smell at least three of them, despite the fact that they
had been freshly washed and cleanly clad.

Trumpets blasted from the castle tower, summoning the attention of the soldiers
in the square as well as the civilians mulling about doing their daily labours. Several
small framed men walked to a position on the tower where they could be seen as being
big by those below them. King Augustus pushed his right hand out from under his cloak
and held it up beside his head, palms stretched open. The soldiers under Elasandro’s
command raised their fists in a bold salute and ear-shattering communal grunt. The horse
under Elsandro’s feet kicked up its back feet, turned its ass towards the king, then let out
a large clump of manure.

“What else could go wrong?” Elasandro said to himself while doing his best to
quiet the spooked horse which was supposed to be the symbol of fearlessness.

Thankfully, the king and his advisors had other matters on their mind, their
attention drawn to a stunning commoner woman in a poorly fitting maiden’s gown
walking onto the platform, giving flowers to the Monarch on behalf of her people below.
Elasandro recognized the woman as Glendina. She snuck in a wink at Elasandro and the
royally-odorous deposit his horse had left on the ground. He subtly nodded to her in
gratitude, a smile on his face. The latter was clearly seen by the Bishop, who appeared
from behind the flower-laden King. He folded his arms, leaned back and aimed an angry
stare down at Elasandro. But no arrows came out of the Bishop’s pulled bow. For now,
anyway.



CHAPTER 11

It was a bright afternoon, a warm breeze bringing in the aroma of Spring to the
snow-covered grass on Father Earth Mountain. The birds flew playfully around the
trees, the young eagle singing his love song for an audience of perspective mates who
really were listening. The four legged animals below the trees climbed their way out of
their hibernation holes and lounged in the warmth of the sun. Fish jump-swam in water
miraculously not covered by ice, enjoying the view of the waterless world above them.
Mother Nature seemed to dictate that it was a day of pleasure, to be enjoyed by all who
had survived harshest portions of that necessary puragitive endeavor called ‘winter’.
Except for those species who were evolving into something she could neither control, nor
care for.

Seated on a hard stool inside the ‘reading hut’, hiding her skin and eyes from the
warm sun coming through the cracks in the walls, a sweat-soaked Lydia was writing a
book about life, her pen moving faster than the lightening-speed mind directing it.
Feeling a cramp in her fingers, she laid down the writing impliment and laid it next to the
biology books about the ‘study of life’ she had already finished reading in far faster than
the time alloted for such. Smoke filled her enlarged nostrils, replacing the scents both in
the real world and one she was now living in between her ears. Her sense of smell had
strangely improved greatly over the last few months, her ability to enjoy aromas coming
into her nose and taste on her tongue diminishing. She opened the window, observed the
direction of the wind and calculated the source of the strange-smelling smoke to be the
‘chemistry’ barn, the window and door to that structure being open today, strangely.
Intuiting the need to investigate further, she laid down her books to further investigate,
feeling that the pathway to the next ideas in the books she was authoring went through
that barn.

The flames eminating from the fire hotter than any flame created by wood. “Why
is it so hot?” Lydia asked the Master Alchemist who was nursing it, a thick mask over
his nose and mouth.

“You tell me,” Bat smiled, keeping her from advancing any further with his large,
outstretched hand. Adjusting the funnel taking the majority of the smoke up towards the
hole in the roof.

“It could be the way the fire was constructed,” she noted, looking over the design
of the metal surrounding the flame on all sides. “Or the nature of the metal that is
reflecting it upon itself, amplifying it rhythm and tone,” she surmised, sensing something
about the geometry of the angles, doing the calculations in her head and finding them to
not answer the entire riddle either. “Or the nature of the materials that are being burned.”
A careful sniff confirmed her intuitions on the matter. “Softwood charcoal, saltpeter and
sulfer,” she said, noting that the flames were being fed by a powder being dripped in
slowly, which burst into small bolts of thunder-like bursts when clumps rather than



sprinkles fell in. Lydia observed her body, annoyance that it had become, falling back
and protecting itself, knocking over the funnel which had been diverting most of the
smoke from the pot upward to the hole in the roof.

“This scares you?” Bat asked as he picked up the funnel, replacing it as quickly
as he could above the ‘rock stew’.

“The blasts in the fire just startled me,” Lydia replied, hoping that she could trick
Bat into believing her. She waited for another lecture on ‘fear’, the only low brain reflex
her rapidly growing higher brain could not yet master. As a matter of fact, some of the
fears were escalating. And not only her fear of heights, which still kept her within the
boundaries of the valley atop the mountain. Lydia’s terror of ‘humans’, as she now
called them, in the valleys below the mountain was escalating, even though she had not
been amongst them in those lowlands for 4 years. The more she read about them, the
more she was afraid of them. But she was feeling something else about them. Maybe it
was pity after having read and been told so much about the harm they inflicted on each
other and themselves. Maybe indifference due to her isolation from them. Maybe hatred
as a result of her previous experiences with them. Or maybe that complex reflex which
some of the books called ‘love’. Bat never spoke that word, but he seemed to feel it.
‘Compassion’ was as close as he got.

When she had asked about such things over the dinner table, all Bat would say
would be ‘eat your food, please.” On days when she obeyed, she got smarter. When she
snuck her gruel to the foxes and wolves that had become housedogs, they became
smarter, but less sociable with others of their own kind. It was the way Bat said ‘please’
that kept Lydia eating what she was asked to. That, and an unbearable pain in her belly
which would only go away when her stomach was filled.

“Please, tell me what you are discovering,” Bat asked Lydia, in the present and
real world, as he struggled to fill in gaps the fallen funnel had acquired during the fall and
put it back into place. “Ask me some questions and I will do what I can to answer them,”
he continued as he checked the filter atop the ‘chimney’, replacing it with another mesh,
disposing of what was left on the other one like it was toxic to anything and anyone he
held sacred.

Lydia moved closer to the unrepaired funnel, sniffing in the smoke from the rock
stew as quickly as she could. A strange odor came into her nostrils which seemed very
different than anything made in or by the woods, but which was felt pleasing. Her
attempts at another whiff of the odd aroma and a look at what was left behind in the pot
after the grounded up rocks had given up their smoke were stopped by a slap on the face,
the hand that was holding it pulling her away from the pot and throwing her on the floor.

“I’m sorry,” Bat said, feeling remorse, tears streaming down the wrinkled
miniature landscape which had now become his cheeks. “I just needed to...protect you.”



The slap, throw and fall juggled something in Lydia’s brain. Some of which to do
with Bat himself, a man who never laid a hand on her. As a matter or retrospectively-
proven fact, Bat had never even touched her, even at times when he was most hateful or
most compassionate. The love-craving man with so much compassion and wisdom
seemed as afraid to touch his ‘student’ as the mountain-marooned student was afraid of
heights.

While Bat wiped his face, hiding it in shame, Lydia grabbed hold of a spatula and
pulled out what was left of ‘rock stew’ after it was done cooking. Its texture, color and
taste all revealed that it was gold, the most useless of elements to all creatures except
man, and perhaps the drivers of the charriots in the sky that Lydia now knew to be
fantasy rather than fact. Another painful fact to make badly needed fantasy even less
accessible.

But several facts remained. Something about the process of making gold was able
to drive people mad, even those who knew about it like Bat. Did it have something to do
with the black, pleasant-smelling smoke? Or the smoke-stacked homes below the
mountain which still needed that yellow metal to pay rent? Or was it the powder which
could enable anyone to create explosions hotter than anyone else had ever done before?
Putting ideas which seemed as unrelated to each other together as possible together, to
see what was possible, Lydia, former village idiot, found herself asking her liberator, who
now had become her jailer, another question.

“Who really was Johan the Rebel, and why haven’t you answered ANY of my
questions about him in the last six months?” she inquired. She sat on a hay-bail in a
student-like manner, back slightly hunched, head downward, eyes looking upward, ears
actively poised to listen and allow whatever coming into them to find their most
appropriate slots, as was in accordance to her extensive training and, now, natural
inclination.

“I told you the fables,” the burlap-clothed Professor said, taking off his protective
mask, gazing at his student. . “Forbidden fables, according to the King’s Law,” Bat
assured her through a voice that was more paternalistic than fatherly, stroking the soot off
the top of his recently shaved ‘Abbott’ head.

“You told me fibs!” she continued, noting that the skin under the area Bat hated
to shave was more cut up skin than shiny scalp. “Or lies,” she continued arms folded,
eyes looking through rather than up to Bat. “And when I asked you about what you did
during his Revolution, all you said was ‘it is of no significance’, and when I asked you
where you were at the time, you always said ‘somewhere else, of no significance.’”

Bat turned his head away from her, scratching his hairless chin in a ‘mentorly’
way. As if there had been a beard with magical powers in it which he utilized in the past

and was trying to access now.

“What’s the significance of ‘no significance’?” Lydia demanded.



“When you are older,” her caretaker, teacher and only contact with the human
race smiled, sadly, but firmly. “And when the time is right.” He turned around and
proceeded to his alchemic labors.

“That’s what you always say, goddamn it!” Lydia grunted.

“This is very interesting,” Bat said, becoming the all-knowing, self-righteous
Socratic Mentor again. “And do you know why?” he continued as he turned around
tended to his alchemic labors, pretending to be a humble rock smelter.

“Because I asked it with stronger language!” Lydia shouted, seeing a smart-assed
smile on the old fart’s face. “Of someone who says he never lies but who lies all the
time, especially to himself!”” she continued, as ‘Brother Bat’ broke into a strange laugh,
from the belly, for the first time ever. “And...and...” Lydia blasted out, unable to find
the words to continue her thoughts, which were merging with emotions that felt strange
and dangerous.

“Continue, please,” Bat said, a cough interrupting his echoing laughter, followed
by breathing that sounded wheezy. “Continue, please,” he continued, his breath
becoming more labored.

For reasons Lydia could not determine, she didn’t find herself caring more about
the explanations from Bat’s mouth than the nature of the lungs connected to them.
Besides, he had these ‘attacks’ before and always survived them after he had pontificated
his point of view and she had conceded, or altered, her own. At least to him. Indeed,
noted that she was becoming very good at lying, or was it ‘protecting the truth and the
possibilities of its manifestation’, a functional term she had heard once from Bat.

“So, Johan the Rebel,” Lydia pressed on, pacing the floor. “What was he
fighting for?” she continued, seeing that with each word, thought, and accusation she got
stronger, the old ‘friend’ she was questioning getting weaker. “Who was he, this Rebel,
really?” she demanded to know, testing that fabled hypothesis that ‘the truth shall set you
and everyone else free’. “If he was so needed by the world, and his people, why did
both betray him? And who--- "

“---When you are older!” Bat screamed into her face, his cheeks white, his legs
shaking, his body falling to the ground. “Which will be...very soon,” he said through a
mouthful of blood and phlegm in his parched, rancid throat.

Lydia’s training as a physician was, according to Bat anyway, as good as any
within a ‘five hundred mountains’ radius. She had been able to bring diseased and
injured animals back to life better than he could. But now, there was a member of her
own species in front of her, death pulling him to it closer and closer with each rattle-
emitting breath. “Whhhatttt dddooo I...ddddooo?” she begged of Bat, feeling whatever



intelligence she had acquired over the last 4 years on the mountain vanish into the now
cold and foggy winter air.

“Stop stuttering,” Bat whispered, his eyes closed but his heart still beating
strongly, for the moment anyway. His face, smiling with contentment Lydia had seen in
the young eagle and her other animal companions, but never in her human one. “You are
not the village idiot anymore, Lydia. You are, and will be---"

“---Someone who will not let you die!” Lydia pledged as she felt his pulses,
assessed his tongue, and inserted needles into the points on the skin dictated by the charts
from the East, twirling them with firey intensity. “There are still things I need to know,
and will know,” she continued, running to the shelves and putting the appropriate
powders under his tongue, hoping they would be sufficient.

“You know more than you think do,” Bat said, evidence of such being that his
white complexion had turned sufficiently pink so that survival was a viable option. But
there was something in his eyes, or rather behind them as he opened them.

“Yellow eyes,” she said.

“Liver problems, again,” Bat said. “Like Promethius had,” he said with a proud
voice but one that was still very weak, and a breath with more rattle than air in it.

Lydia flash-recalled the story about Promethius, the god who defied the other
gods to bring fire, knowledge and perhaps wisdom to mortals, in the service of humanity.
Overall, it had been a good deed, according to the fable. And as no good deed goes
unpunished by the world in some way, Promethius’ fate was to be tied to a post atop an
isolated mountain top and have crows eat away his liver at night, then he would be
released at dawn so that the organ could grow back in preparation for the avians to feast
upon that organ the next night, ad infinitum. Promethius always felt too real for Lydia.
Perhaps he was one of those drivers of the charriots in the sky pulled by invisible ‘horses’
who were fueled by gold, the byproduct of the alchemy pot in front of Lydia now, in the
real world. At which Bat had been working behind usually closed doors, with protective
masks.

As for Bat, the causes of his unexpected demise were multiple. Lydia’s intuition
led her to think it was something in the explosive powder, or perhaps the smoke emitted
from the smelting pot. Such odors had been around and in sick animals who she was able
to keep alive for a few days, but never beyond 5 days.

“I’ll stay with you till the end, if this is what is happening,” Lydia told mentor,
knowing the prognosis for his improvement was guarded, and knowing very well her
limitations. Finding herself hugging the old fart, a gesture he seemed to want to give to
her at well.



“No you won’t stay with me!” Bat blasted, pushing her back with shaking limbs
that felt infused with defiance anything he had before. “You will get help.”

“Perhaps from the healer woman you talked about. Ronita?” Lydia asked.

“I never told you about her!” Bat said, his mind startled enough to avail some
energy from his still-fighting spirit.

“You told someone, in your sleep,” Lydia smiled at Bat as she wiped his
forehead with fresh water, a procedure which had no medical value except for affirming
her own humanity and his value to humanity, and her.

“I must have said some other things in my sleep then,” Bat muttered, turning
away his head in shame and regret.

“We’ll talk about that, and other things when you get older,” Lydia said, feeling
her lips go upward even more, and something watery coming down her cheeks.

“It’s called crying,” Bat said, seeming to feel accomplished, but not arrogant.
“Sometimes valuable, sometimes not,” He coughed again, clotted blood this time rather
than fresh stuff.

“Ronita... Where is she?”

“Down the mountain, the South Slope, across three streams, then a right at the
first river. Around but not through the village to three Old Roman columns. Up the hill
past the Ancient Graveyard along what your bare feet will tell you is a road. It was one a
well traveled one, once. And let NO one see you. There is more at stake than my own
life here, or hers. Do you understand?”

“Yes,” Lydia said, lying yet again. “But there are two things I need to know.”
“Please, ask,” Bat said with a whisper.

“How do I get down the mountain? And up again?” she asked, turning her head,
dealing with yet another question which Bat said he would address ‘when you are older’.
“I see you disappear into the woods at 176 degrees from the North axis, then go down
what you say is a tunnel, which I’ve never found. Or maybe there’s a charriot there with
gold eating horses that---*

Lydia’s expressively-filled geographical question was interrupted by a loud snore,
eminated a sleep which Bat fell into. A disease-induced ‘hibernation’ from which she
had awoken three animals before. But whatever disease Bat had, it was far more
complicated than that.



Lydia collected what she could for what she hoped would be a quick trip down
the mountain, to return with the healer woman who Bat seemed to dream about so
pleasantly. Though the winter clouds did their best to hide the sun, Lydia was able to
find her way to the prescribed location, and was able to see very clearly the course for the
journey from the cliffs above. For reasons she could not intuit nor understand, there was
less standing timber on the Southern corner of Father Earth Mountain, perhaps because
Mother Nature, or perhaps someone more mortal, had chopped down the clump of trees
near the cliff. Ahead lay something that looked like a tunnel, that fabled escape route
which the Ancients had used for their expeditions up and down the mountain. But upon
further examination, it was just a manure-filled badger hole that led to and immovable
hard rock. Maybe metal, but if so, there was no way of moving it, even with the
explosive powder. A faster and more accessible route down the mountain presented
itself before Lydia’s now terrified eyes.

“That can’t be the only way down!” Lydia said, looking at a rope fashioned into a
ladder, hanging over a thick, old pine tree which still had firm roots that Lydia felt to go
deep into the mountain. Its length was at least 400 feet, matching the distance to the
woods below, straight down. The ONLY way down.

Lydia’s favorite eagle landed on the tree and cawed a ‘yes’. It turned around,
looking downward. As a fable-more-than-fact believing child, Lydia may have believed
it to be an offer for transportation, but even then her fear of heights would have kept her
from taking the journey.

The eagle cawed again, and waited. It pulled at the rope, loosening it and laying
its bottom rung at Lydia’s shaking feet. “I know it’s stupid, and I know I’'m supposed to
be ‘smart’, for some reason I still don’t know,” she said, examining the rope ladder for
flaws and faults. “But I’m still afraid of heights! Even though by all calculations, this
ladder can hold a mentally-defective ‘wizardess’ four times my weight and---

Lydia looked back up towards the eagle, but he was gone. His potential avian
mates circling above him led him forward to his next Ultimate Purpose. Below, lay
Lydia’s. After being sure the rope was secure above, she threw it down below. A brief
look downward assured her it was intact. A look inward revealed that she needed
something other than mere calculations to assure her mind that the downward journey
was possible. She took her first steps downward, using her feet to feel as her eyes. As
for her eyes, they were closed, looking for something not clearly defined in any of the
books she had read, or the ones she had written. “If you do exist, please don’t let me die.
I’ll do anything you ask if you get me through this,” she found herself offering to the
Ancient charriot-driving visitors, the old Pagan gods, the new Christian God, and the One
she intuited was the Source of them all.

After what felt like an eternity, Lydia did make it to the bottom, then dared to
look up at the top. Indeed she did climb down, and felt confident, for the moment
anyway, of being able to climb up again. The tools for such were forty feet to the left and
thirty to the right. Long, straight vines containing 90 degree angles, something Nature



never did, went through the bush. Each led to what looked like another ladder to the eye
trained by Nature, a snarly bird’s nest to those whose consciousness and attention was
oriented to the world of man.

Lydia had not seen mountains from below for four years, the duration of which
felt like a lifetime. And as life is measured in experiences gone through and insights
gained, it had been many dimensions of experience since she had been ‘normal’. She
found herself remembering things about her past life as a village idiot, responsible for
nothing but her own happiness, which was easily obtained. As long as she ignored what
people were really saying about her. Doing to her. Or using her for. During those
times, she imagined that one day, if she continued at her job of being abused by others so
they could feel good about themselves, a white horse would come out of the bushes,
whiney at her, and ask her to come on her back. It would be a mare, with a long horn on
its forehead, and they would live happily ever after.

Fable became fact when a hoofed equine beast emerged from behind the trees.
But it was brown, not white. And the only horn coming out of it was a lance held by a
soldier, its tip aimed at Lydia’s chest. “Who are you?” he asked in an accent that
sounded different than any she had heard, or remembered.

“Someone who...is lost,” she replied, fast-flashing to Bat’s warning about not
giving her real name, and unable to convincingly invent a new one. Particularly since the
soldier holding the lance seemed to mean business. She looked up towards his face but it
was covered with a shadow cast by a projection from his hat which covered his eyes. He
held his ground, saying nothing. As did his horse.

Having become a brain carrying a body rather than being a body containing a
brain, Lydia felt her cerebral reflexes replace her emotional ones. “Are you going to kill
me?” she asked, feeling more interested by death than afraid of it.

“Only if you don’t tell me where you are going,” the soldier asked.

“To get a doctor, to cure a friend,” she said.

“What friend?” he asked, edging the blade closer in, its tip ticking the
functionless ‘muscles’ which had ballooned on either side of her sternum on both sides of

her chest.

Sensing something human in the soldier, and having not been sworn to secrecy on
the matter, she pointed up the mountain. “He lives up there.”

The soldier looked upward. “Very interesting,” he said, as if he knew something
more than he was supposed to.

“And he’s sick!” Lydia continued, putting matters human before those political,
or social.



“Interesting,” the mounted soldier who carried himself off more as a knight said.
He withdrew his lance, revealing on his lapel removal of a large insignia, replaced with
another.

“You are a Leutenant?” she asked him

“CAPTAIN!” he grunted, pent up with rage and frustration.

“Interesting,” Lydia found herself saying, enjoying what she read about as being a
sense of ‘humor’.

“Captain what?” Lidya inquired, showing off the ballooning appendages to her
chest which Bat said were a woman’s most powerful weapon.

“Elasandro,” he said proudly, prodding his horse onward towards her. Offering
his hand for a lift up.

While accepting his offer, Lydia peaked under the visor for a better look at his
face. “I am in a hurry, and have a lot to do,” she said, assessing the vast terrain with her
aching feet, realizing the need for rapid transportation more than ever.

“So do I,” he confessed, holding back as much as she was.

The self-re-promoted Captain spurred the horse onward and galloped off down
the valley, following Lydia’s directions, for now.



CHAPTER 12

Officially, Elasandro was on patrol looking for stray ‘Johan’ rebels and slant-eyed
Asian hordes. Had it not been for his fabled greatness as a mercenary fighter, he would
have been demoted to corpse rather than merely Leutenant after his horse had accidently
evacuated its bowels in the King and Bishop’s direction. To redeem himself in the eyes
of God and man, the Bishop ordered Elasandro to find stray Rebels who still believed in
the Johan’s Demonic Cause or invading Mongols. King Augustus offered him the option
of finding evidence of such even if it didn’t exist. ~ Failure to do so would result in
public castration and slow hanging.

Either way, Elasandro was fucked, eventually. It was only appropriate that he
sought that experience from a more pleasurable perspective for what was a short and less-
than-glorious life. As for that life, it was true that he was a bolder, braver and smarter
soldier than most, but certainly below the standards of the legends about his exploits
which he let build around him. But, for the moment, he was CAPTAIN, nay, GENERAL
Elasandro, hero who turned around battles from the Normandy Coast to the Russian
Steppes, by himself, against impossible odds. Descended from Alexander the Great
himself. Always fighting for the Right cause in a very ‘wrong’ world. Such was all the
wench he was providing transportation to needed to know.

For the first several miles of the journey to the still name-less wench’s
destination, Elasandro related stories about himself, her only responses being
‘interesting’, ‘go on’ or ‘yes, of course’. FElasandro felt that he was being studied more
than admired, but he allowed himself to think that she was interested in him. Such was
part of the game master played with slave, conquerer with conquered, employer with
employee.

In matters of the flesh, Elasandro now compared all women of pleasure, or
potential for such, to Glendina. He could feel the breasts of the young woman behind
him on his back, and felt them to be a bit smaller than those of his ‘love goddess’, but
somehow more ‘communicative’. Her hair was plain brown, rather than brightly red, but
when the sun came down, all manes looked the same. Her skin was more tender than
Glendina’s, the quality of her voice softer, yet her words were ‘hard’. Such was
experienced after four hours of riding through country which bore no evidence of rebels
or Mongols, though littered with the remains of those who had unsuccessfully defied
King Augustus in the Johan Revolt. They lay in the middle of charred, blackish mud
which at one time been a village.

“How did those people die?” the wench asked, her voice soft, the intention
behind it intense. This plainly-clad Earth maiden seemed to be anything but ‘the salt of
the earth’. The kind of creature who would make you think about something, attack the
inner demon THEN make you laugh at the joke you devised, or discovered about the
whole thing. Normally it was the other way around. “It is important that we know how
they died,” she repeated in an even more humorless tone.



“Painfully,” Elasandro replied, commenting on the nature of the holes in three
skulls and the mangled bones from the neck beneath them.

“Temporal bone lesions and strangulated femurs will do that,” she said. “Their
phalangies were probably smashed as well. One finger a time,” she continued, her gaze
drawn to two more corpses laid out spread eagle style in a manner that Elasandro had
only seen in paintings. “Crucifixtion,” the wench noted. “The way Jesus is said to have
died. Does this mean that these people were Christians?”

“Maybe the way Johan knew Jesus,” Elasandro commented regarding the village
where Johan was said to have the most supporters, destroyed by Augustus in the name of
the All Merciful Christ on his way to becoming a Christian King. “I don’t know,”
Elasandro commented, hating this woman for making him think, and empathize, about
the sufferings of men. Something a man of his profession cannot afford.

“Johan!” the wench said, as if reading Elasandro’s mind as she grabbed yold of
the reins and pulled his horse to a halt. “Who was he?”

“The Anti-Christ, officially,” Elasandro said, gently taking the wench’s hands off
the reins, prodding the horse on to a brisk walk.

“That doesn’t make sense,” she noted, grabbing hold of the reins again, pulling
the horse to a halt. “Why should a Christian King crucify rebels who are fighting for the
Anti-Christ. And if crucifixtion is the road to Heavenly Glory, that king would be giving
the Anti-Christ and his minions admission to Eternal Life with the Heavenly Father. At
least according to the logic intrinsic to the Book of Jesus.”

“There is no logic to the Book of Jesus,” Elasandro let out from a breath deeply
impatient, and disturbed, sensing the presence of King Augustus’ troops lingering in the
woods nearby. “But there is a logic to us getting out of here. And for you to stop asking
questions about Johan,” he continued in a softened voice.

“Why?” the wench asked, as Elasandro’s eyes confirmed what he thought he saw.
He pointed to wench’s attention to the woods.

“Oh, of course,” she said, lowering her voice. And feeling fearful of something.
What it was didn’t matter much to Elsandro. A fearful travel companion was always an
obedient one. It worked for his men, and it would certainly work for a woman.
Particularly because he was the brave, bold and accomplished GENERAL Elasandro.
The legend who could get whatever he wanted, the man who never did.



CHAPTER 13

Ronita knew that everyone who actively stayed away from her had a good reason
to. The soldiers would be sent to the stockade for visiting her. Merchants who did
business with her would lose their shops. Recently-baptized peasants would be sent to
hell after they died for talking to a ‘pagan witch’, punishment doled out to their children
in the meantime by the local magistrates. But still, she took it personally. Her
punishment for not embracing the New Faith and the social policies of the people
administering it evolved into her being deemed ‘useless’.

With the exception of the King in beggar’s clothing who had recently ‘graced’ her
door, she was so far removed from human contact that on many days she forgot what the
sound of a human voice was like. The only other man she had spoken to, or who had
spoken to her, was ‘Brother Bartholomew’, who she had known by a different name in a
very different time. Both considered her irrelevant now, as did she herself. Several
times she contemplated culling herself from the human herd with a slit of her wrist or an
overdose of one of the medicinals she still kept around for anyone who may wander in.
Perhaps the old gods demanded such a sacrifice to turn things around for herself, and the
people who had shunned her whom she still loved. Each day she would come up with
another excuse for not ending her ‘life’. Five days ago it was a nest of birds that was
abandoned by its mother. Four days ago it was a doe which injured its foot while runing
away from a wolf. Three days ago it was a wolf who had accidently said ‘good day’ to a
porquipine that responded by shooting a muzzleful of quills into its snout. Two days ago,
the roof needed to be mended. A day ago, she was too depressed to actively think about
suicide. Today, it was a very military visitor, galloping in on a horse with a lame right
front leg, a swollen pastern above the hoofline.

“Slow down!” she shouted as she hobble-ran towards the intruders, waving a stick
at them. “You’re killing that horse.”

“He was born that way,” the soldier atop the saddle said as the horse bucked up,
throwing him to the ground.

“Serves ya right,” she commented as he struggled to get up. “Both of ya,” she
continued as he noticed a young woman under him, dressed in garb that was far more
Earthy than his.

Ronita blew into the nostril of the now-riderless steed, looked into his eyes,
greeted in the forbidden Ancient tongue, then worked her way down the afflicted leg.
She noticed that the ring above the hoof wall was solid.

“He was born that way,” the soldier said. “He’s tired, not lame.” He said some
words in a tongue Ronita didn’t recognize and trotted around, as sound as any horse
Ronita ever treated. “As I said, he isn’t lame.”



“He would have been if you continued riding him like that,” Ronita speculated as
an assertion.

The soldier dusted himself off, limping a bit himself as he got up. The wrinkled-
face, arthritic-ridden old healer who only 10 years earlier had been a spry, healthy young
woman capable of all functions of such smiled at the young man who pretended to be an
accomplished one. “You do know the penalty for visiting me,” she said, noting the
empty patches on his uniform where insignias had been. “Far more than another
demotion of rank, Leutenant.”

“Demotion of my fingers, head or balls, I know,” he grunted back. “But I am in
command of myself! I have commanded Armies far bigger and better than the one
assigned to me now. And I pick my own assignments! My own battles! From beyond
where the sun rises in the East to far, far over the horizon where it sets in the west. And I
have never lost a battle!”

“Doesn’t look like you really ever won a war, though,” Ronita smirked, finally
able to make her own battle against the Army which ultimately enforced Augustus’ and
the Bishop’s mandates.

“You don’t know who I really am, do you, old woman!” he blasted out, feeling
sincerely justified to do so.

“No, I don’t,” Ronita confessed, realizing that her Mission in life was to heal
mentally defective souls rather than to inflict more pain on them. That ‘above all do no
harm’ mandate which had never made her victorious in life, but always kept her alive,
somehow. “What did you come here for?” she asked in a subservient yet self-respecting
tone.

“You,” the young Earth-maiden in the burlap dress and the long, brown hair said.
“If you are Ronita,” she said with a voice far older than her coral-green eyes, soft face or
recently-bossomed body. It came from a place of intellect and depth, and therefore
sadness. But a sadness directed into a Mission of the utmost urgency. “Brother Bat
needs your help.”

“I already offered it to him” Ronita bolted out, turning around to repair the hole in
the wall of her hut which the wind had opened up, yet again. “Several times,” she ranted
as she struggled with her arthritic fingers and weakening arms to convert twine and sticks
into something resembling a board.

“He requires your assistance, in a medical capacity!” the young Earth maiden
asserted, using words far beyond the station of her attire or age.

“I’'m sure King Augustus will hire the best physicians possible, and that they will
be effective. They know where the new Monastery is, and the Church. The building that
serves no other purpose than to take money from the poor, and struggling, line the



pockets of the people who preach there, and promise riches beyond measure after he dies
to any poor peasant who puts everything has in the collection plate, including his balls,”
Ronita ranted as she struggled harder and harder to tie the twine between the sticks,
feeling a year older and more painful with each knot she defiantly completed. “After all,
good medicine is only possible if you have a lot of money to pay for it. And if Abbott
Bartholomew can’t afford to pay the Bishop’s physicians enough gold, he can always
invent a new chastity belt that unlocks when you say ‘Praise to King Augustus’, or
catapolt for the Pope that he can use to conquer another country, or a better brand of
powder that can make the kind of explosions which you can control and use to vanquish
any of the ‘enemies of Christ’”

“Cannon powder?” the young soldier said, a ray of hope flashing into his
previously-defeated eyes.

“Powder, yes,” Ronita replied, sensing something very important about to happen,
for the better or worse.

“That makes fire hotter than any burnable by wood. With flashes of thunder,” the
Earth-maiden said. “A mixture of sulfer and---*

“---Cannon?” Ronita said, holding her hand over the Earth maiden’s mouth,
turning to her military escort, whose attention seemed to be more on her breasts than her
eyes, or mind. “You know of guns?”” Ronita asked the self-proclaimed military crusader,
trying to make him think that she was an expert on these things of which she has never
heard.

“Long barrels that emit fire from their tips, and balls of lead. IF pushed by the
kind of powder that is strong enough to push the lead forward, and controlable enough to
not blow up the barrel or take off the hand that’s aiming it,” he related. “There are stories
about it being used in China. A place far to the East. I heard about it when I was hired,
personally by a Duke in Hungary to fight the Tators. An impossible fight which, which I
was able to make a victorious one after [---*

“---You are the girl who I’ve seen on top of Father Earth Mountain.” Ronita
asked the Earth maiden, holding her hand over the perhaps braggart or perhaps
accomplished soldier’s mouth. “The one who drowned in the water four years ago when
she wandered off from her village,” she continued, recognizing something about her face,
and eyes, and peicing together the myths she had heard when the villagers didn’t think
she was listening. “Lydia?”

“That is what I used to be called, and I suppose can continue to be,” she said.
“People do call us what they need us to be,” she continued, her speech becoming faster,
more assertive and more intelligent than any Ronita had ever heard. “The human mind,
needing and requiring the operation of a brain, is series of reflexes which according to
some seeks self-gratification, the inevitable result of advanced intellect towards that end
being that phenomenon called ‘love.” A word which the Greeks have four different



words to describe, depending on if it be love of body, soul, mind or spirit. Which,
interestingly, the new official language which we are required to speak, and are
paradoxically speaking right now, has only one word for. ‘Love’. Which will become
the most misunderstood word in our language, I project, nay, predict, leading to...”

As the burlap-clad Lydia escalated into a fire-fueled discovery-quest about life as
it is, or should be, her sharply-dressed Aristocratic companion seemed in awe of her. But
not for what was going on between her neck. Lydia’s eyes looked to the sky, the ground
and the trees, but never to people, Particularly the man who was assessing how womanly
her body was. And the old woman who noted how he was seeking pleasure of the flesh
rather than feeding of the intellectual passions.

“I didn’t get your name, Sir Knight?” Ronita asked the infatuated adventurer-
soldier.

“Elasandro,” he said, perhaps not realizing that he could be hung for being
identified. Or not caring, as he attention was on Lydia’s anatomy, attractive to lovers of
all persuations.

“Well, Sir Elasandro, what are your intentions with Lidya? I assume they are
honorable.”

“Of course,” Elasandro replied with a chivalrous voice, an upright arched back,
and a projection coming out from between his legs that seemed about to burst open as he
continued to gawk with an open jaw at the, most probably, virgin genius maiden.

“You look thirsty, Sir Elasandro,” she said as the new infatuation of his life
wandered off into the woods, discovering a new kind of mathematics and relating it to
social structure of a kingdom that, in theory, could operate at nearly 100 percent
efficiency. Then rattling off Bat’s medical symptoms, postulating as to the best medical
treatments, relating the above to that, and a plethera of things beyond Ronita’s experience
and what she thought were unrivaled comprehension abilities.

As Lydia ranted off words lots of words, Ronita said few of them. “Come, inside,
please. Sit, eat, drink.” she said, opening the door for the Officer and perhaps gentleman.
As he laid his weary bones down, Ronita looked over the herbs and potions on her
shelves. Assessing what would be most appropriate for ‘Brother Bat’ as well as the
handsome hero who had ‘accidently’ brought in the old fart’s new protegee.



CHAPTER 14

Elasandro was able to fix Ronita’s wagon, a fair exchange for her her repairing
the swellings around the old breaks in his left arm and right leg which had healed
crookedly. And for quenching his thirst. And feeding his belly. And providing a leak-
proof tent for him and Lidya to get some badly needed sleep in while she gathered the
medicinals necessary to treat Brother Bat, learned wizard of old, on top of the mountain
where he was when not Abbott Bartholomew, servant to King Augustus, down below.

“So, did you and your Lady have a restful nap?” Ronita asked Elasandro as he
hitched the horse to the wagon which would could handle two people inside of it and all
of the supplies she would need to bring Bat back to life, and perhaps figure out what he
was doing with his life that could be relevant to hers. “I noticed that she sleeps without
clothes on. Like in the Old days. Speaking very inviting language with her body,” she
continued with a wink and a nod. “I am sure that you did right by her, and rest assured, I
didn’t watch.”

“There was nothing to see,” Elasandro grunted, focusing his frustrations on
attaching make-shift harness to horse, and horse to wagon, while Lydia was changing
into a fresh set of clothes inside the hut.

“You didn’t do it, Sir Knight?” Ronita pressed, gently. “I’m impressed. And a
little disappointed. If there is love, there is no sin in expressing it. And there can be so
much pleasure. I remember when I was young, like her, and you, and the chance to
express ourselves happened. It was a sin to NOT express ourselves. In every way
possible.”

Elasandro remained silent, responding with grunts directed at the tack, then the
wood, then himself, focusing his angry gaze on the very flaccid anatomy between his
legs.

“I see,” Ronita said. “You know, it happens to every man.”
“Not to me. And not to my ancestors,” he asserted. “What’s wrong with me!”

Ronita smiled, holding back what she was really thinking. Lydia walked out of
the hut, clad in an a old, brown dress which on her looked like a maidens gown, the beads
within the fabric jingling with romantic song with each step the young woman took. The
garment that Ronita wore that special night when the then Pagan King Augustus made
her his Queen, pledging eternal love to her. By any picture in books, human experience
or the imaginations of the gods, Lydia had evolved into the ultimate Vision of beauty.
That Vision remained silent, keeping her words and thoughts to herself, communicating
to Elasandro with a forgiving yet warm smile.

All Sir Elasandro could do was to act Knightly, bowing to his “Lady” as he
escorted her to her seat on the wagon. Throwing Ronita’s hundred pound box of



‘selected herbs’ atop his back and throwing it in the back. Then another bow to
‘Madame’ Ronita, who fixed his broken back and injured limbs, but neglected to cure his
most valued skills.

There was one skill that Elasandro did have left, and he resorted to it. With as
gallant leap as he could muster given the inadequacies of his testicular tissue, he pulled
himself on top of the horse and spurred it on at a brisk trot.

“So, how did your sleep go, Lydia,” the never-married rapidly-aging hag asked
her young female companion, feeling more maternal than she had in a long, long time.

“I slept well. But he was restless. Like he wanted to do something, and couldn’t.
Do you know what that was?” Lydia inquired. “Will I?”

“When you’re older,” Ronita replied with a wry smile, wondering if she should
reveal the medical reason for Elasandro’s inability to perform with or engage the ‘fairer’
sex. “And he’s more---"

“---Mature?” Lydia interjected, picking the words right out of her mind. Ronita
turned her head and smiled. She nodded, holding back her eyes. She felt genuinely
happy that Lydia, formerly the homely village idiot, was not a beauty with brains. But as
for those brains, it would only be a matter of time till Lydia could figure out the identity
of the libido-draining elixer Ronita had snuck into his wine. And the secrets she was
holding inside herself which could get many people killed, or worse, if discovered in the
wrong time and place.



CHAPTER 15

Though some would say it was hard being a peasant under the thumb of a King, to
King Augustus it was harder being the King. Keeping the Army strong and always
fighting someone. Checking out one spy to see if he was keeping tabs on the other spies.
And being sure that no one except he knew how much gold was really in the Treasury
and how much was owed to allies who could become enemies if not paid on time. Then
there was that issue of appearing to be a King, and a Christian one at that, particularly to
his new ally, and major creditor, the Bishop from Rome. And that constantly annoying
job of not letting on to ANYone else that the extent of his literacy never went beyond the
ability to sign his own name.

But there was one place where the Augustus could be whoever he wanted to be.
As a King who still had not chosen a Queen worth to take to the alter, he had his pick of
any woman in the kingdom for his pleasure. For this night, it was Glendina, chosen not
only because of the long, red hair that flowed down her perfectly shaped back and over
her volputous buttocks, but because she could not conceive children. Or so she said
anyway. If she was lying, mother and child would both be beheaded, of course, another
one of those “Kingly’ things that Augustus really did dislike doing.

Tonight’s featured after-dinner private supper was roast pig and apple sauce,
served on a plate of naked chest. Augustus lapped it up like a dog, insisting that the
upgraded commoner who was officially still a captured slave pull the rope tied to the
collar around his neck if he was not pleasing her. This night was a three-tugger, the King
having had much to learn about pleasuring a woman. He certainly could not gain the
attraction of a woman by being who he was. Even by the standards of deformed
peasants, Augustus was ugly. More impish than man. More muscular than Herlean, with
thick bones that make him look fat no matter how well tailored the cloaks and suits of
armour elevated the shoulders and narrowed their way to the hips. The only feature
about Augustus that he felt good about was his hair, and of late that was falling out.
Maybe it was something in his ancestry. Or something put in his food by spies in the
castle or witches from the woods who snuck in after dark. Or too much tugging by
women like Glendina. Still, he valued and needed time with such women, as their
melodic whispers and moans were the only thing that quieted the voices still lingering in
his head. Until now anyway.

“I'won’tdoit! Ican’tdoit! You do it if it is so important!” Augustus screamed
to the echoing walls while the human ‘plate’ awaited his eating the dinner served on it.

“Is there anything I can do, your Majesty?” Glendina asked.

“Ask them,” the King replied. “Or HIM!” he continued, referring Glendina’s
attention to a commissioned carved likeness of Christ on the cross, Jesus’ face
resembling that of Augustus had he been born with bones above his neck which were of
the right proportions.



Tonight, Jesus didn’t move his lips and the eyes stayed inside his head. Still, he
spoke, in echoing voices which were low enough in volume to be ghostlike, but loud
enough to not be ignored. “You are the King. Johan was the enemy. You did what you
had to do, and what I Commanded you to do, and for that I will punish you.”

“Why?” Augustus demanded of the spirit which seemed as illogical as the stories
about him spoken, but not read, from the Bishop’s pulpit. “What did I do wrong?”

“Nothing,” the Jesus ghost said, as others joined in. Each had a different thing to
say, the words overlapping so he could not discern their meaning. All of them seemed
familiar, but one was clearly identifyable. It sang a tune in the Ancient Pagan tongue
which Augustus remembered going to sleep with each night when he was a child. “Stop
singing Johan!” the present King commanded, pulling out a sword. Wielding it in a hand
that shook with fear, a torso that poured out sweat and a mouth that eminated blood as a
result of clenching his teeth too hard. “Your days are over! Mine are here now! And I
will be the King! As I was commanded to do so,” he said, looking at the Jesus sculpture
for verification of such. “Is that not so, my Lord,” he said, bowing his head.

Jesus ‘shhhed’ all the other ghosts, even Johan, then stared Augustus straight in
the eye. “Yes,” he said in a deep voice resembling Augustus’ Pagan father, to the best of
the present Monarch’s memory anyway. “Yes,” the Christ spirit confirmed in the voice
of his deceased mother. “No,” it said, in the voice of Johan, followed by mocking
laughter of the slain Rebel. The other ghosts joined in.

Augustus fell into a fetal position, then noticed that Glendina was watching.
“Something is wrong, My Lord?” she asked.

“Not anymore,” Augustus asserted, whipping out a battle axe and chopping the
Jesus sculpture’s head off. Its voice still speaking, he chopped it into pieces, causing the
big voice to become little ones. Small enough to gather up in his bloodly, sweat-soaked
hands and throw out the window.

Perhaps it was the exhaustion, or perhaps why it was exerted, but the voices
stopped. Once again, the dead silence of the castle walls was all that entered Augustus’
ears or consciousness. Glendina nuzzled up to him and stroked his chest. Then his face.
Then his lips. He kissed her fingers, finding sustainence in them. And warmth. And
perhaps destiny.

“Does this mean I will be your Queen?” Glendina asked.

“I have heard that you belong to Leutenant Elasandro,” he replied. “He paid good
money for you, and I still value him.”

“Could you value him to be Captain Elasandro again? Or perhaps Colonel
Elasandro?” she asked.



“That depends how much you value me,” Augustus said, stroking her cheek,
tenderly. “Or pretending you do. For what [ am.”

“WHO you are, you mean, My Lord,” Glendina said. She kissed him on the lips.

“If something were to happen to Elasandro, what would you do?” Augustus
asked, knowing that the real rules of Glendina’s profession could never be changed by a
King, Pope or even the Jesus Spirit.

Glendina stoked her chin, considering her options. It pleased the King to see her
so independent, so he let her be so.

“He was seen by one of my patrols near a village where no one was supposed to
see,” Augustus said. “He was supposed to be elsewhere, and he still hasn’t reported back
with the evidence I need to...”

Augustus halted his speech, just in time.

“Evidence of what?” Glendina asked.

“Evidence that...” Augustus pondered, once again in full possession of his Kingly
demeaner and abilities. “He is doing things he’ll never tell me about, but he will tell you
about.”

Glendina smiled an approval for the proposition, then laid down and loaded up
her naked chest with pig meat and apple sauce. “Come and get it, you disgustingly

magnificent hound!” she barked.

Server and servee dined well, as each would need all their strength for what was
on the list of things to do in the illiterate king’s relieved and even more swelled head.



CHAPTER 16

Lydia was un-accustomed to sit for too long, and most particularly on a wagon.
She became well aware of her pelvic anatomy as the bumps in the road made her feel
every bone in that region. “I can walk,” she told Elasandro, yet again, as he remained
mounted on the steed which was pulling the two-passenger cart. “Or ride the horse,” she
said, slipping into another ‘morality experiment’. “You can ride on this comfortable
wagon next to Ronita and tell her all of your stories.”

“Let him tell them to his horse,” Ronita interjected. “Who, by the way, is trotting
faster than you can walk, or run. Unless, of course, ‘Brother Bat’ has figured out how to
make you sprout wings and fly.”

“Actually, he did talk about the possibility of such. When I looked at the birds, I
did notice the way they flap their wings, and it is NOT straight up and down.
Theoretically, if one could design a pair of wings that swooped downward and forward
then backward and up at an angle of...” Lydia’s improvisation of intellect, the only
pleasure she had left, was stopped by Ronita’s hand. Raised upward this time instead of
placed over her mouth. She pointed to Elasandro as the reason to quench her speech.

“He’s a friend,” Lydia informed the old woman. “I can trust him.”

“Not as long as he’s wearing that uniform, my child,” she whispered.

Lydia flashed on an idea to test her hypothesis, ignoring the reference to ‘my
child’ from the gifted healer who above all seemed to want to be just a common mother.
“General Elasandro!” Lydia shouted over the clickedy-clack of the horse’s hoof on the
washed out mud which had become more rock than soil. “Could you please take off your
clothes?”

“You mean it?” he inquired.

“Yes. I do,” she said.

Elasandro did as Lydia bid him. He unbuttoned his tunic, removed it from his
muscular arms and let it fly in the wind, tying it to the back of the saddle. “Anything
else, Lady Lydia?” he inquired with an proud, optimistic smile.

The sunlight revealed many scars, but they seemed to compliment his physique
rather than detract from it. At least to Lydia’s eye, which seemed to notice things male in

ways that were most probably female.

“The trousers,” Ronita interjected before Lydia’s mind could figure out what her
body was feeling. “Without stopping the horse. We’ve not time to lose, you know.”

“Of course, Lady Ronita,” Elasandro replied with a courtly bow.



The physics of it all didn’t seem possible, but somehow Elasandro was able to
remove his trousers without becoming dislodged from the saddle, nor losing a single beat
in the rapid trot in which he had engaged the steed.

Lydia admired the view of the rider now clad in nothing but a loincloth around his
genitals. “You see!’ she whispered to Ronita. “He has taken off his uniform, so he can
now be trusted.”

“Not as long as he has that sword still strapped to his waist,” Ronita warned Lydia
in a way that felt...familiar. And trustworthy. Though she didn’t know why, Lydia felt
transported back to a simple time before she was labeled’ ‘simple’, or defective. She
looked into Ronita’s weary, bloodshot eyes and felt something which her soul could
connect to, but her mind could not yet define. Such were frustrating experiences,
alleviated only by undertaking new intellectual challenges. Or having something from
the world that didn’t honor intellect challenge her unexpectedly. Such occurred over the
hill as the horse came to a dead halt, spooked by something it nor Elasandro didn’t seem
to be expecting.

“You have been demoted to serf, gladiator, or savoir?” a woman bearing a mane
of long, red hair said in an accent foreign to Lydia’s ears, her saddle-less horse tied to a
tree grazing on the spring grass underneath a thin layer of snow. Around the woman’s
neck was a metal collar, a marker of her being owned property, though she stood proud
and erect, as if a free woman, or one who ruled over other women. Her dress was similar
to those worn by those in the Christian court, except that the neckline was just above the
breasts rather than up to the chin, the arms exposed with a flair that extended from the
elbow and the skirt slit in such a way that it revealed her entire leg when she walked, and
on her terms.

“Glendina?” Elasandro said, pulling his horse to a halt, putting his hands over the
genital areas, was hiding a bulge which was developing in that area. “What are you
doing here?”

“Admiring your new uniform, for the moment anyway,” she smiled at Elasandro.
“Who’s the wench?” she continued, grimacing at Lydia.

“A...friend,” he said, as if an apology. “Her name is---*
, ) y

“---of no concern to you,” Ronita interjected. “As are you,” she continued,
aiming a determined stare at the lone road traveller who seemed to be there for no
definable purpose. “We have medical business to take care of,” Ronita asserted.
“Captain.”

Elasandro and the ‘road lady’ looked at each other for a long, long time. They
conversed in lyrical phrases which Lydia’s mind didn’t understand, but her heart seemed



to comprehend it. Lydia didn’t like what she was feeling, but felt compelled to not let it
go.

“It’s called jealousy, my child,” Ronita whispered. “Something to acknowledge
but deal with later. As we have other things to do now.”

“Yes, we do,” Lydia said, remembering the reason why she came down the
mountain in the first place. Anticipating Lydia’s next thought, Ronita pulled two apples
from the back of the wagon and gave it to her. “Aim well, my child,” she said.

Lydia planned the trajectory and let the apple go. The first landed in the exact
spot she intended. The horse felt a ping on its ass and broke into a gallop, pulling
Elasandro back into the saddle and the Mission back on target, to bring Brother Bat back
to the land of the living. The second missed its mark, but was close enough to the
arrogant yet beautiful road traveler’s horse to make it spook and run down the valley, its
former rider being offered the opportunity to avail herself of a more humble mode of
transportation.



CHAPTER 17

“So, I heard you lost your horse,” Bishop LaBlanc smirked at the blister-footed
whore brought to his private writing chamber.

“And I heard you lost your virginity, Your Excellency,” she volleyed back, a shot
of pain blasting through her pre-maturely aging back.

“Such happens to a man of the world before he becomes a man of God,” LaBlanc
admitted, as he sat back and comfortably took another sip of wine.

“More sweetly when he loses his virginity to boys,” she offered.

The Bishop dropped his jaw and wine goblet, that ‘found out’ look in his drawn
face. “I can have you burnt as a witch, you know!” he screamed. “If you think I can’t,
feel around your neck. That slave collar you are wearing still identifies you as someone
whose life was spared the axe!”

“So it could be owned by those who wield it,” Glendina replied, sadly. She sat
down on the table and gently sampled the wine. “This is good,” she said, smacking her
lips. “Good enough for my people to have sacrificed it to the gods. Only the high priests
were allowed to drink it, and that was only to taste it to see if was worthy to give to the
gods.”

“So then how is it that you know its taste so intimately?” the good Bishop asked.

Feeling found out herself, Glendina turned her face away from the Bishop’s
accusing gaze. It was his most powerful weapon, enabling him to make people confess
to crimes they not only didn’t commit but couldn’t comprehend. “God is waiting for
you answer,” he continued. “And He is quite displeased with you.”

“SHE must be very disappointed with you, then,” Glendina smiled, observing the
Bishop grabbing the handle of his whip, prepared to use it this time. “And not because of
what you did. But because of what you DIDN’T do. Particularly with that magician who
pretends to be an Abbott. And something about the village idiot who was supposed to
have died four years ago is involved with that.”

“The one whose hand lightening put Augustus’ sword into, just before she was
supposed to have died,” he recalled. “Is she still alive?”

“And quite the beauty, though she doesn’t know it yet. ‘General’ Elasandro
seems to value her company. As does Ronita.”

“The witch who Augustus was supposed to have disposed of,” LaBlanc grunted
out angrily.



“But didn’t. I’m sure that the old woman I saw was Ronita. And that the young
one was Lydia.”

“Sure enough to bet your life on it?”

“Even more...my freedom,” Glendina asserted, putting all of her cards on the
table and feeling need to go for it all. “If I am wrong, then I will personally put shackels
on my ankles and wrists, serving the Officers in your Army anything they want, at any
time.”

“Or, perhaps serving the Church,” the Bishop proposed. “As a Nun. Head
shaved. Mouth quiet. Eyes always downward in Sacred obedience.”

Glendina thought about the gamble to which she had just committed. And how
sure she was about the faces of the young girl and old hag she had met when she had
followed Elasandro and finally found him.

“So, you are as cowardly as you are sinful?” Bishop LaBlanc noted, admittedly
correctly. He took back the goblet of wine and drank it down in one gulp. He looked up
the ceiling. “And if your gods are so powerful, why do they not strike me down dead?”

Glendina didn’t believe in the old gods any more than she believed in the new
One, but there was something she did believe in. That feeling in her gut when she
suspected something to be important to someone. And what seemed to be important to
the Bishop were the drawings on his desk. Not the ones about new steeples and old
scripture, but things that seemed to be penises. Empty penises which, according to the
depictions, emitted something from their tips far more potent than ejaculates of sperm.

“They are called cannons, if you must ask. Captured from a Persian warship
which hit a sand bar in Sicily,” LaBlanc said, completing her thoughts. “They need one
element to make them work. Something that Abbott Bartholomew knows about.”

“Or his favorite student?” Glendina offered.

“Neither of whom will reveal its secrets, at the threat of torture, death or
excommunication,” the Bishop said. “According to what Augustus’ most trusted scribe,
Brother James, said about them.”

“But who could be convinced by other means,” the slave-whore smiled,
seductively dancing around the room like a queen, nay, a Greecian goddess. Stroking
her breast. Shaking her long, red mane. Jiggling her hips to the tune of the song which
was top on the New Faith’s forbidden list.

The Bishop responded with a raised eyebrow, and elevated penile salute.
Assuming that meant a “yes” to whatever plan Glendina suggested, she proposed the
terms.



“There is just one thing I want,” she said. “This,” she continued, pulling on the
metal collar still locked around her neck, removable only with a key owned by Augustus
in a place he never revealed to even the Bishop.

“I will remove it myself,” the Bishop promised.
“And lock it around the neck of ‘General’ Elasandro,” she asserted.
“It will be my pleasure,” the reply, appended with a courtly bow.

Glendina enjoyed being the favored whore of the Bishop. She not only felt that
she conquered him, but that she corrupted him, a prelude to his inevitable downfall. As
whatever was left of her own country was gone, corrupting and destroying other countries
was all she had left. Starting with corrupting and destroying people in those still-
undestroyed countries. The first two on that list were Elasandro, and the ‘genius beauty’

who he seemed so intent on helping.



CHAPTER 18

Brother Bat’s body went from being weak, to paralyzed, to going into motions
controlled by something other than his brain. His arms shook uncontrollably. He legs
fling themselves up in the air then back down, hard, on his straw-covered cot. His
bruised appendages didn’t bleed, but seemed to want to. To his mind they became larger
than that of a bear, then as thin and short as a squerril’s. “I suppose it is time for you and
I to part ways,” he told his body from the part of his brain that was still Alive, but on its
way to becoming confused. Diving into a deeper layer of Existence, and Life, he
addressed the brain and body from a still safe haven which he called Mind-Soul. “Now,
brain and body. You two lads had better behave. You still have work to do.” The body
obeyed, but the brain didn’t, tossing Brother Bat into a realm which he could not control.
He could feel a large hand reach under his back and push what was ‘him” upward. That
‘him’ resisted as hard as it could, but had to surrender. Once released from the belly that
had swollen up, the eyes which felt painful as well as intensely yellow, and limbs that
each danced to a death-tune of their own composition, ‘he’ found himself to be lighter
than he ever did before. Able to see a bright light above, and a dark abyss below.
Upward into the light he went, in stages, hearing music which was at first strangely
atonal, then as familiar and rhythmic as any he had heard as a child, or sung to the child
who he adopted on his own.

“Lydia!” he found himself shouting down his body below, and the visitors who
came into the door to attend to the mass of flesh which was on its way to becoming a
corpse. “You should see this!” he exclaimed as the light above became a Light ‘within’.
“This transition is the most frightening pleasure I have ever experienced! And it isn’t so
bad. No, it really isn’t. As long as you are ready for it, and have taken care of all of your
affairs in the small, tiny, relatively-lifeless place you still call the world of the living.”

Bat recalled his time amongst the ‘living’ through the third eye above the bridge
of nose, an appendage which was as useless in this new ‘body’ as was air itself. He saw
and felt his birth as a naive boy learning the ways of the world, born with a name he had
not told anyone and had even forgotten how to properly pronounce himself.

Meanwhile, down below, Ronita was teaching Lydia everything she knew about
restoring breath to lungs that chose to finally stop moving air into and out of them. The
student impressed the teacher by offering solutions as to how to revive the heart, and
restore blood flow at the right rate and time to liver, kidney and brain. Their assistant
was a military commander used to giving orders now had to take them, who more
squemish about death than he thought he was.

Pulled back into his inner mind, Bat recalled his next twenty years as a man
applying those lessons in the world and adding to them, Ronita very much a part of that
wondrous experience. More so than the now old and haggered woman ever did, or
could realize. That old woman was more angry at him than pitiful, screaming at the body
he had left with commands to come back to life because he still has things AND people
to take care of, referring mostly to Lydia, but in ways she didn’t imagine resurrectable,



also herself. Something snapped in Ronita, her anger turning into grief. The harder
Lydia worked, the louder the old woman chanted, very painfully off key at that.

“You’ll be alright! Both of you!” Bat yelled down to them, hoping they could
hear him. But alas, they didn’t, and he was called by the Light into healing that entity
beyond body, brain and mind. His soul felt the need to review the last twenty years of his
life, the time when he was a teacher. According to calendar, this last stage of his life
lasted nearly three times that long, and he had gone through several students. Their faces
flashed through his mind at lightening speed. Brother James, now the Bishop’s closest
assistant, was amongst them. Several other failures emerged, whose names he had
forgotten. Lidya had been the first girl he had taken on, and his most glowing success.
His ‘magic’ fit well into her brain, causing it to grow like no other. He smiled with pride
as Lydia led the futile, though marvelously ingenious battle to put life back into his dying
body. Indeed, he had done his job. Passed on the knowledge, wisdom and warmth to the
next generations of scholars, as they would be called in the Universities. Wizards as they
would be called in legends. Witches, as they would be labeled if they treated the wrong
villagers, or kings. “Yes,” Bat said to the Light above. “It is time for me to leave. I am
ready.”

“To go to someplace else!” a voice echoing against the walls said, its face being
that of the student, and comrade, Bat had tried to forget. “Johan!” he exclaimed while
looking at the ghost whose eyes were still bright and defiant, but whose body had been
deformed by the torture chamber. The best instruments available to King Augustus,
provided by none other than Bat himself. “I invented the instruments for purposes other
than that!” Bat screamed out at his defense against the accusing eyes of Johan, then the
Light, which pushed him downward, towards a dark pit below with volcanic ash spewing
up from it. “It was Augustus who killed you, and your Revolution, not me!” he
continued as the Light pushed him further and further down, into a pit which he knew he
deserved to be delivered to, but was not yet ready to accept entry into. On his way into
the pit, he saw Lydia’s face, one old but now Ancient, embedded with Purpose and
Intellect which did merge into Compassion. He reached his hand out to the young Earth
maiden who he loved more any anything, or anyone, but she did not see nor feel him.

“Do what you must to me!” he asserted to the Light. “But please, do Right by
her! She is humanity’s only hope now, as well as yours, if you still care about your
Creation!”

With that, Augustus closed his eyes and braced for the abyss, wherever it would
take him. The destination was something he hardly expected.

“Where am 1?” he said, feeling sunlight, above his head. A grip around his left
hand that was hard, and firm. Behind it, a blurred face eminating a harsh tone in a very
Ancient female voice.

“So, you came back to give me a singing lesson!” Ronita said, tears of joy
streaming down her face. “I could see that you, well..” Ronita kissed the old coot on his



cheek, working her way through his stragley, phlegm-soaked beard. It felt tingly.
Reminscent of a time when he was young, and love was something more felt than
explained or examined.

He felt someone gently raise up his right hand, its touch not so youthful. “Your
pulses are strong, balanced, but still in need of healing,” Lydia noted. Her face looked
old, but not for any reason Bat could define, or understand. She seemed to be more mind
than heart, more intelligent than feeling, her motivations and Purpose very much between
her ears. “Which makes me speculate that if we can find the pathways from where the
pulses emerge in the wrists to their origins within the body cavities, we’d discover a
system of delivery which would not carry blood, but as yet undiscovered substance
which---*

“---We will discourse about later!” Ronita insisted, holding her hand over the
young Wizardess’s rapidly moving mouth. The old woman turned to Ronita, her face
seeming to be young again, as warm as it was forgiving. “Ulika needs some rest.”

“Ulika,” Lydia noted. “So that’s who you really are,” she pondered, putting
together a story which had been incubating in her ever-inquisitive head for a long time.

“Not if we don’t get all of us, and everything in this hut out of her, fast!” the
male medical assistant commanded the women, and now resurrected old man. He put
the last of Bat’s books, potions, powders and contraptions in the overloaded wagon,
strapped up the tunic around his chest, withdrew his sword and gazed down below using
the hollow, glass-covered rod Bat had devised to magnify objects that were far away to
make them look closer. “I am sure we were followed,” he continued. “Though I did my
best to see that we weren’t,” he confessed, looking to Bat for forgiveness.

“I am sure that you did what you could, CAPTAIN Elasandro” Bat said,
recognizing his face, acknowledging his pre-demotion rank and reminding him of his
new responsibilities. “But we all have to do MORE than what we can.”

“Starting with getting down this mountain,” Elasandro said, drawing Bat’s
attention to an Army of the Bishop’s special soldiers coming in towards the South Slope
of the mountain, directly towards the ropes and pullies Elasnadro used to get himself, his
horse, and the wagon up to the top.

Bat considered his options carefully, knowing there was only one real one left.
“There is another way, down, General Elasandro,” Bat said, solemnly. “But once we take
it, there is no coming back here. For any of us.” The prospect of never coming back to
the mountain laid unexpectely heavily on Lydia, whose face became white with fear.

“Then I would suggest that we take this other route down the mountain, and fast,”
Elasandro volleyed back. The soldier from the ‘world below’ adjusted the lenses in the
magnifying glass for another look around the mountain. It was a new invention to him,
but he seemed to be a quick study with new contraptions of war...too quick. He grabbed



hold of one of the ‘hand cannons’ Bat had devised for non-military purposes like a
seasoned professional. “You have powder we can use to use this?” he asked.

“Some,” Bat said, referring him to the a small supply of cannon-powder, hoping,
and praying, that the draw next to it which contained the formula as to how to make it
was still unopened. Along with the parchments which described how to turn yellow
rocks into gold. Of course, it would only a matter of time till Lydia had figured out the
processes as to how to do both of these. And a little more time till Captain Elasandro,
who was still wearing the King’s uniform, would figure out a way to get Lydia to reveal
the secrets of making gunpowder and gold to him, and his Superiors.

But for now, Bat’s gut said there was no option than to trust Elasandro. Ronita’s
eyes agreed, and as Bat’s own ocular portholes were still very blurry, he had no choice
but to trust the old woman who he had abandoned in his younger days at Wizard Ulika,
and betrayed while pretending to be Abbot Bartholomew.



CHAPTER 19

It was a long, hard ride to the village on the most Northern border of the kingdom,
but King Augustus had to take it himself. Under an all-day sun and a bright moon, he
rode at a brisk trot, and sometimes hard gallop, faster than news could carry news about
his arrival, as the Eastern hordes had always done. The front of the covered-wagon train
was filled with Nuns in the front, some secretly rented from the Bishop without bothering
their master about the details of the transaction. The rear carts contained recently-
converted Earth maidens, along with those paroled from prison by Royal Decree after
being convicted of crimes ranging from robbing from the Church treasury chest to
corrupting the morals of young boys conscripted as candidates for the priesthood. They
had arrived at the village at dawn, each carrying a loaf of bread and a slab of meat, all
offered as a gift from the king to villagers who would offer their praises to him and the
God he now represented. A handful of gold was given to those who would locate the
whearabouts of those whose loyalties were suspect. By noon, the Army arrived. Twenty
traitors to the crown and minions of the AntiChrist were fetched from their homes
dragged through to the center of the village and tied to posts.

“Johan’s Revolution lives, beyond his death, and ours!” the boldest of them
exclaimed. He was an older man, his body only a year or two from death, and therefore
had little to lose. The younger men, and three women, seemed more innocent than guilty
of waging War against the King, but such mattered little. What did matter was what they
WANTED to do so. But for what? King Augustus very little about what Johan was
fighting for. Perhaps some of these sympathizers of the now martyred madman could
explain it to him.

“I know, I’ll pick the one who has his, or her, head in the clouds,” the troll-like
King muttered to the voices inside his head commanding him to do something
meaningful. That pledge led Augustus to a lad of around 17 years who whose
complexion and demeaner was more like a lass. He had that ‘literate’ look in his eye, and
he had been pulled out of a hut containing more material that could be read than could be
eaten.

“What is your name, my ‘lad’?” Augustus asked the boy as he stoked his cheek
with the edge of his sword, then the tip of his finger.

“Iliokia,” he replied, proudly.

“I mean your CHRISTIAN name!” Augustus barked, appending his attack with a
swift and hard slap across the boy’s cheek.

“Luke,” the lad said, head bowed, softly and ashamed.

“And what were you writing in your hut?” Augustus demanded to know, holding
the parchments in his hand written by the young man’s hand when he was abducted.



“Memoirs about Johan? His proclamations? His plan as how he SAID he would make
the world better for all men?”

“And women,” ‘Luke’ added, looking lovingly at a young woman at the other end
of the line of prisoners.

“Who will die a horrible death, if you don’t tell me what was so special about
Johan! And why you wrote this story about him!”

“That is not about Johan, it is about---
“---to be burned!” Augustus threw the papers into the fire, of course without
reading them. He pulled a cross out from under his tunic and raised it to the sky. “Under
THIS sign, I will give you a better world than Johan ever promised you! What am I to
do with all of you after you waged war against me, and Jesus!”

“They did nothing,” the lad asserted. “And most of them are loyal to you.”
“Not according to your fellow villagers,” Augustus said.

“Who surrendered us as traitors to you, and Jesus, because they wanted money,
not justice, Sire,” he replied with a humble bow.

Maybe it was true, maybe it wasn’t. Augustus looked at the accused and felt most
of them to be cowards, or weaklings. Still, they were turned in by their peers. He looked
at those peers, their pockets now filled with gold. But someone else could pay them more
than even King Augustus was able to. According to the rumors, his loyal Abbott was
smelting gold from rocks found in locations far up in the hills, on a mountain protected
by tall rocks, vicious cougars and demons who shot out thunderbolts at any intruder.
Balls of rocks which exploded into a thunderbold and flash of light that left destruction in
their path.

That Abbott was missing now, absent from his appointed rounds for the last two
weeks. Augustus had grown weary of making excuses for him to the Bishop, then
ineffective at doing so. Then there was the matter of Leutenant Elasandro who fancied
himself a General, who was also missing. “Well, where are they?” Augustus asked the
voices in his head when he thought no one else was seeing where his inner eye was
looking.

The voices did not answer. But they did command Augustus as to what he should
do to the villagers deemed traitors by their peers. “Burn them!” the voices inside the
King’s aching head said. The well paid informers, who probably were hiding secrets
themselves, agreed. As did the portrait of Jesus painted on the old tavern now converted
into a Church.



The pain in Augustus’ gut escalated as he looked over the faces of the
condemned, knowing in what was left of his heart that they were innocent of the crimes
they had been accused of. The voices had made him King, and as such, he was their
servant. But not today.

“To the village who serves this Christian Kingdom go everything these traitors to
Goodness own! You deserve their possessions, for your loyalty.” he commanded, as the
greedy descended upon the accused huts, shops and persons, converting the rest of the
populus into a joy-crazed mob which joined them. Normally peaceful citizens turned into
rabid dogs, grabbing everything they could carry on their underfed, labor-broken backs,
including ‘Scholar’ Luke’s brothers, one of whom ripped off Luke’s coat, claiming it as
his own, another who pulled out a knife and grabbed hold of his beloved’s hair, justifying
the scalping he set out to do by labeling her a witch. “But to me goes everything else!”
Augustus shouted, his newfound courage turned into action when he saw the terror in the
woman’s face.

Pulled back from their actions by Augustus’ soldiers, and to their senses by the
Nuns’ pleas for sanity. Aside from being half naked, and partially bruised, the twenty
‘minions’ of the Anti-Christ Johan were fine. The only body that was really hurting was
Augustus, whose gut hurt even more. But defying the voices put fire back into it. “These
people are naked, which is an offense to Jesus. And cold, which is an offense to me.
Cloth them and give them proper lodging!” he commanded loudly enough for all of those
in the ‘real’ world to hear him, trying to drowned out the voices that now tried to
outshout him.

The men were given Army trousers and tunics, the women covered with Nunnery
robes and habits. They were escorted to the wagons, the train led ahead by a revived yet
newly tortured Augustus who was going to be a King, on his own terms, no matter what
the voices, the Bishop, or even Jesus said. After all, they had made him King, and it
would be an offense to God the Father, whose Voice was always silent, to not fullfill that
mandate.



CHAPTER 20

Ronita’s cart was extended to four wheels, each of them quickly widened and
smoothed round on Bat’s lave so that the horse could pull the massive loads forward.
Breaks of Bat’s original design, and Lydia’s badly needed improvements to those designs
attached to them so that gravity would not pull the cart over the horse and into a crash
down the steep hills. Strapped to the rear were four thinner wheels filled with air, which
would prove viable on flatter, rockier ground. It was Lydia’s design, but it required Bat’s
hands to build them, as the smarter she got with her head the more inept she became with
her hands in terms of both their strength and dexterity.

Bat insisted on walking, claiming that the goods on the cart were more valuable
than he was, and more worth of preserving. Ronita insisted on providing the crutch for
his left arm, while he defiantly used a walking stick to support his right shoulder.
Elasandro led his horse on foot, as the perimeter of Northern portion of the mountain top
contained traps designed to trap human and horse feet, most particularly present on the
entrance to the tunnels down . Lydia, because of her light weight and knowledge of the
‘hydrolics’ of the break system, steared the wagon from the driver’s seat.

The Northern slope down Father Earth Mountain was the steepest, and descended
in two stages. The first was a three hundred foot decline, negotiable via a meandering but
flat ‘road’ with nothing but air on its downslope side. Such was the entry to the a series
of hopefully-still passable tunnels leading down the mountain which he had told no one
about before, especially Lidya, who was angered beyond measure about such. Until the
first view of the road down the mountain was seen. Lydia pulled the reins of the horse to
an abrupt halt, then activated the wagon brakes. Her feet froze, her arms shaking with
terror. She shut her eyes tightly and started to pray.

“Come on, we have to move on!” Elasandro yelled back at her. “There’s an
Army of soldiers who rides where the South Slope approach up the mountain is. And by
the way they were travelling, led by a hooded ‘monk’ who walks like no cloistered man
of God I ever met, they can see through any camaflouge you used to hide the ladders and
pullies. Iknow I did. And if they aren’t snarled by the traps I set for them there, at
‘Brother Bat’s’ instructions, they’ll find another way down. Though it would have been
easier just to cut the ropes and let them fall to the ground. No matter, we have to move
on. And FAST!!!”

“I thought I could, but I can’t go on, not again” she said. She jumped off the
wagon, crawling back up the mountain in desperation.

“Come on!” Elasandro insisted, grabbing her by the waist. “This is not time to be
sentimental,” he said, regarding the buildings behind him, the most important of which
were ablaze, at Bat’s reluctant insistence, burial holes between them well camoflaged
with weeds, rocks and manure.



“I’m afraid!” she cried. Desperately she struggled to get back to the widespread
flatlands on the top of the mountain lined by enough trees on all sides to hide the view of
anything below it. Breathing so heavy that all she could hear was her own terror.

“I’ll protect you!”
his sword.

he claimed. “With this!” he continued, tapping the handle of

“Which will be as useless as this, my good Captain,” Ronita said, pointing to the
junction between her two legs, then his. “You have no weapon or appendage that can be
effective against what she is afriad of.”

“Heights,” Bat interjected, head down, remorseful. “Which became worse after
she came her. Perhaps made worse by the medicinals and surgical manipulations I did in
her sleep that made her...”

“...Smarter?” Ronita said.

“And wiser, with the help of the God beyond ALL of the gods,” Bat continued.
“Who you betrayed, when you became Augustus’ Abbot,” Ronita shot back.
“It was a miscalculation,” Bat asserted, looking directly at Ronita.

“A mistake, amongst many other mistakes,” she admonished, staring right
through the man who publically approved her exile, and most probably far more
instrumental in Johan’s death than he admitted to anyone, even at the time of dying.

“I can use some help over here!” Elasandro screamed out, his arms around
Lydia’s waist, futily using all of his strength to pull the scrawny young ‘wizardess’ away
from a tree which she was hugging for dear life.

Ronita let Bat stew in his guilt. She walked over to Lydia, gently wrapping her
hands around the still very young woman’s thin, sweat-soaked wrists, inviting her to take
her hand. “Hold on to me. Please,” Ronita said gently, her mind and heart both working
together. “We are all in this together now, finally,” she continued, the real meaning of
her words hidden behind eyes. Lydia’s scrawny arms grabbed hold of Ronita’s frail body,
they seemed to give each other renewed strength, born of evolving Purpose. Throwing
Bat a piece of walking stick to support his left arm, Ronita crawled atop the wagon,
instructing Lydia to look down at the ground, as she led her up the bunkboard. “You
look down at the brakes, I’ll look after the road ahead, and Captain Chastity will look
after the horse.”

Though Elasandro didn’t appreciate being ordered around by ‘Major Ronita’, he
did feel an appreciation for who she was. In all respects she was ‘mother’. Eyes looking
everywhere but for her own welfare. A mind able to think of ten things at once,
anticipating disasters which no one else could comprehend possible. And letting others



get the glory of her accomplishments and struggles. The latter was most appreciated
when Lydia dared to look upward, in stages. Then nodding ‘yes’ to moving forward with
a flashes of lioness’ courage rather than a lamb’s fear.

Seeing that Bat would be a slower walker than the horse, Elasandro insisted that
the old man ride atop of the mount, while he led the horse forward. But Bat was afraid
of horses, Elasandro soon found out. The young ‘General’ rapidly found his mind pulled
to someone in his past. To his mother, who had taught him to not be afraid of the equine
beast with a mixture of tendor caring and tough love, appended by a pinch of actual
knowledge about the beast. The combination had worked, since the horse was now an
animal with whom adult Elasandro could not live without.

While gradually instructing Bat as to how to hold onto the mane, grip with his
legs, and divert his heavy fear-breathing into song, Elasandro felt his own mother’s spirit
inside him, in some ways that he welcomed, some he feared, and some he hated.

The expeditionary force of four led itself into exile down the mountain trail,
which Elasandro was led to believe was a road, the all-man mercenary felt a feminine
presence inside re-educating him. Instructing his heart rather than his mind, in a
language which needed no words to be expressed. Either that, or the herbs in the
breakfast Ronita had served him had something in it that certainly was never in any pot
served up by the cook at an Army encampment. Speculations to the strange feelings his
body had acquired after meeting Ronita gave way to recollection of other events when a
winter lily came across his gaze. He stopped the horse, paralyzed by the memory it re-
awakened.

“Something is wrong?” Bat said, finally seated comfortably on the horse,
confident enough after overcoming some of his own equine-based fears to be the arrogant
professor again. “Your spirit seems paralyzed by something which should be giving you
strength.”

How Elasandro yearned to tell the Master Healer about that day. How he desired
for the self-made, or divinely-born, Wizard to wave his magic wand and transport him
back in time to that horrible day. When those of the Faith which was neither Moslem,
nor Christian, nor Pagan were rounded up. Told that they must convert to being servants
of Jesus or become flesh for the soldier’s dogs. Told by one mother, whose son had hid
in the woodshed, that to die for one’s convictions is better than to live honoring someone
else’s. Even if there is no ‘heaven’ beyond grave. Because what we do in this life, lives
on in those who survive us, and who will do even greater things than we do. As did
Moses, Solomon and all others who are waiting for the True Messiah, while
acknowledging the value of the great teacher Jesus, who was another Instrument of God,
but as much as anyone else. The woman sung a Hebrew chant as she died, looking
lovinging and confidently at the boy, who would live on to do great things for ALL
people, not only those who identified themselves with the Star of David. Her David,
descended from Alexander the Great, who would slay the Goliaths, and abusive
Alexanders, who stood between all people and their own Messiahs.



“Something is wrong, or becoming right?” Bat said, channeling something
prophetic to Elasandro as tried to hide the tears streaming down his face.

“We’re losing time,” Elasandro said, sucking up whatever ‘courage’ he thought
was still in him. Pushing his grief yet again into hatred of himself, and hopefully
progress for others. Finding himself to be in command of his own army now, headed to a
battleground he did not know, fighting and hopefully dying for a Cause which was finally
becoming apparent to him now.

“You want to know more about Johan,” Bat said, finding a way into the now-
vulnerable mercenary’s thoughts. “The real story behind Johan,” he offered. “And
me,” he confessed.

“Just Johan, for now,” Elasandro said, focusing on what felt to be the real reason
why the various blunders he had taken led him to Augustus’ kingdom, and army.
“Business before redemption,” he continued, pulling the horse forward.



CHAPTER 21

By the time the horse, cart and everything on top or around it got to the bottom of
first slope on the North Side of the mountain, Lydia felt that there was light at the end of
the tunnel. Its entrance was visible from only one vantage point, 40 feet in front of it.
The door was covered by trees which were covered by moss, which was being used as a
home for at least three generations of sparrows.

Muscle power to uncover the faded wooden doors to the tunnel was provided by
Elasandro and his horse. Advise as to most effectively get the job done which was
sometimes taken, and sometimes not, from Bat, the muscles between his ears now
restored which all of those below the neck were now severely weakened.

Lydia thought about helping, but Ronita held her back. “They have a lot of work
to do, and most of it has to be done between them, between men.”

“The superior species, of course,” Lydia commented sarcastically, having found
that to be the most effective way to communicate her meaning and intentions.

“In matters physical anyway, unless you can design machines which require
minimal muscle to move mountains, trees or stuck doors,” Ronita conceded.

The men uncovered the door, then used metal bars to pry it open, sometimes
working with and sometimes against each other. Ronita seemed to enjoy watching them
struggle, particularly when they both refused her assistance. But Lydia was fascinated
with something else. The writing on the door seemed Ancient, and she felt familiar with
its script. Not that she could read any of it, but looking at it felt familiar, and comforting.

“What does it say?” Ronita asked, sensing something important about it after
Lydia did.

Lydia shrugged her shoulders, filing the feeling she got from the caligraphy into
an ‘incubation’ vault in her rapidly growing brain, which now acquired headaches every
time she thought too intensely. Then again, there was another kind of pain she thought at
slower speeds, a misery beyond comprehension if she tried to not think at all. She
pondered many things about that door, and what lay beyond it in the tunnel, and beyond
that. Maybe it really was the way Ancient airborne charriot drivers in Ancient times
came up and down the mountain, using the rocks in it to feed their horses. Rocks that
contained gold, which were visible all too well once the door was pryed open. Which
pulled in Elasandro’s eye, then complete attention as Bat disappeared into the darkness of
the tunnel with a stick in one hand and a carefully carried lit torch in the other.

“This looks like gold,” Elasandro said, finding even more rocks littered with
yellow specs. “Very valuable.”



“To horses carrying charriots across the sky, according to legends, all of which
have some basis in fact,” Lydia rattled off. “Which can be easily extracted by---*

Lydia felt the shadow of Ronita’s hand, ready to be placed over her mouth.
Though the old hag was not necessary smarter than she, Ronita did know more about the
world than Lydia did, and she needed fresh data, so she obeyed. Lydia certainly could
not rely on Bat for information about the world below the mountain. He had lied about
the existence of the tunnel. Evaded questions about who her real mother and father
were. And made up entertaining, yet inaccurate, biological fables about her rapidly
evolving female anatomy.

Bat emerged from the tunnel covered with soot, but nodding affirmatively to
Ronita. Ignoring Lydia, no doubt with a ‘when you are older’ answer ready to give to
any question she would ask. As for questions, there was one he had to answer.

“How much gold is up here on this mountain, and in that tunnel?” Elasandro
inquired.

Bat replied with wack of his stick, directed to young soldier’s hand. The rock
dropped onto his foot, causing enough pain for him to scream.

“Shhh!” Bat said, placing his stick in front of Elasandro’s mouth. “You said we
have to move swiftly and quietly.”

All obeyed Bat as he waved everyone and everything into the tunnel, its caverns
having been lit by torches he lit ahead of them. A process he continued as the wagon
squeezed into spaces just big enough to handle it, on a floor which was smooth enough to
move easily forward when on the level, and dangerously downward on the declining
portions.

Lydia had her hands full keeping the breaks on the wagon going, steering the cart
and monitoring the inflation level of the air-filled wheels that had been added to it.
Ronita guided the horse, speaking to it in her own Ancient tongue to calm its mind about
the darkness and possible demons hiding in it. As for those demons, and more definable
obstacles to their progress, Elasandro and Bat went ahead of them to scout, then lit more
torches, followed by whistling when it was safe to proceed.

During the waiting times, Lydia viewed the sites in this marvel of engineering, its
walls containing even more caligraphy, with drawings that seemed like they were
envisioned in another world. Then again, the only world she had ever seen through her
awakened eyes and brain for the last four years was between the covers of books, most of
them written by people who were not as smart as she now had become. But there seemed
to be a price for those who lived in, or constructed this tunnel which seemed to be
constructed differently than a mine. The bones of several of its previous inhabitants
littered every turn, the skeletons with thicker bones being 7 foot from toe to head, those
with thinner deformed, and broken appendages no taller than 5 feet.



“Who built this?”” Lydia asked Ronita.

“No one I know,” she said as the horse snorted. “Maybe this horse does. He
seems more at ease in this place than any of us. Me anyway.”

“Maybe his ancestor came through here?” Lydia commented, noting a painting
on the wall resembing Elasandro’s steed. “There is a similarity in the eyes,” she noted.
“And horses do