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Prologue

 


I am known as the traveler, a lone man wandering the
roadways looking for the truth of why at the pinnacle of Terrania's
technological era, they declined into ruins and savagery. We once
lived in an advanced world where great cities rose above the
grasslands. Where we lived free of hardships, famine, and war.
Memory is all we have left of this age of marvels and science.
Memories that have been passed on from generation after generation
of people who endured the centuries of dark ages that followed the
great catastrophe which left only ruins. Ruins found buried under
great dunes of sand, hidden in the vast forests and jungles. They
remain behind to remind us that our oral memories were founded in
fact.

These memories are fading away now, like the
ruins, they are decaying down to a shadow of what they were. Few
are the elders left that remember the oral history that were passed
on from their elders, who heard them from their elders, and their
elders down thru the many generations since the cataclysm. Any
written records are scarce relic's, horded by an order of priests
that were assigned the ancient task of preserving the oral history
of Terrania's decline.

As a young boy, I was destined to follow the
path of the priesthood. I was the seventh son of a successful
trader, and the traditions and honors that governed our society,
assigned all seventh son's to the priesthood when they reached
their 13th Solar year. A sixth son was designated to be
a warrior, the fifth son to be apprenticed to a trade outside the
family trade, the fourth destined to become a scribe, the third a
scholar, the second a politician, and the first son, to take over
the family trade. All my sisters where groomed to be wife's, each
birthing rank assigned to the appropriate male rank except the
seventh. For the priesthood was banned from marriage, though not
always relationships, and if such relationships produced children,
these children were promised to the priesthood. When you finally
received your stole of Master in the Priesthood, you had Three
official choices of services to Terrania. One to remain in the
monastery to become a teacher, or to be assigned to a village to
serve as their recorder of memories. A third option was to be
released from the monastery to wander the roadways as an itinerant
priest.

I am such a man wandering the roadways
searching for answers, answers to questions my forefathers asked of
those who remembered the stories of the past glory of Terrania. And
the answers were always the same. “We don't know, our forefathers
knew once, but they refused to share the truth for they feared it
would destroy us”. In time, this truth died with the first
rememberer's, and the memories past on where were altered, forever
changed to hide this truth from the generations to come. As a young
man in the priesthood, I began my studies asking why and the
answers where always the same, “that truth is lost to us young
man”, my teachers would quote. And when my questions were
persistent, I was admonished to study the assigned curriculum, the
history that followed man's decline. When I were to adhered to the
path chosen for a priest I would advance through the ranks until I
received my stole of rank, marking me a master of memories, he who
could recite known history word by word without alteration or
omission.

But in my heart I knew I would be telling
only the official history, a history that has been tailored to
avoid the real truth. What that truth is, I may never learn, for in
reality the priesthood has forgotten. An omission that has become a
travesty against the people and the land. For certain, I fear, it
is a dark truth, one that destroyed a civilization thriving with
great advancements in technology, science, and its elevation in the
evolutionary scale. What brought them down? What force destroyed a
people who in all sense and purposes where so advanced that any
known enemy were already conquered. And if our oral history held
any truthful facts remaining to them, these people conquered even
the common cold. So, what happened? And can it happen again? These
where my questions, and I have never forgotten my zeal to discover
the answer.

It is this zeal that had so many times in my
earlier years in the monastery that has made me a bane for Brother
Munith, my only true nemesis in the priesthood. Brother Munith was
the master of the monastery archives those rare documents from the
cataclysmic era and the current records of the memories passed on
since. As the Master of the Archives , it was his duty to drill
into my thick skull the oral histories of Terrania. I was
constantly under his harsh glare as he would smack my thick skull
with his ruler and repeat the same catechism over and over
again.

“Kenocke, how many times have I told you that
your questions are foolish nonsense, and foolish questions have no
answers except more foolish nonsense. When you ask the right
questions, I will have the only answers befitting those memories
taught me by my teachers and his teacher before him. Until you do,
I think you need to sweep those foolish questions away while you
dust the cellar archives off. I will report to Abbot Kewadin that
we have a new apprentice for the archives. You will live in the
cellar, eat in the cellar, and spend you free time from classes
dusting off the artifacts, and sorting the cellar archives into
some order. Maybe then will your mind find some proper order of its
self and know what are the appropriate questions to ask me and only
then will I tell you the appropriate memories as your answers.”
Brother Munith snapped his ruler against my skull one more time and
retreated from the room.

I spent my first Lunar night in the cellar
huddled up on the sleeping cot in the alcove that was set up to me
my room for many years to come. That first Lunar night I wondered
if I would ever learn how to control my fervor for answers to those
questions that just never seemed to be the right questions to ask.
I truly believed that Brother Munith was knowingly steering be away
from these answers to my questions because he didn't want me to
know the answers. Answers he had to my questions but refused to
give credence to. The days that followed my free time in the
cellars, I began my many years dusting and sorting out artifacts,
journals, and junk. Junk that collected in the cellars to be buried
for years under dust and decay. It was this junk that fascinated
me, though many of it was worthless junk cast away by some past
brother of the priesthood found and thought worthy for the
archives. Though at first I truly felt that I was being punished
for my thick skull. In time I learned that the cellar archives
presented some answers to my many questions. It was here that I
found some truly wonderful artifacts that contradicted Brother
Munith's memories of the past. My years in the cellars rewarded me
with a new glimpse of our past.

To earn my Stole of Master, I was kept a
prisoner to the official history the priesthood taught even if this
history was flawed. Yet, as I found bits and pieces of the truth
down in the cellars. I wanted to earn that stole at all cost so
that I may be free to travel the roadway's to rediscover more of
this truth first hand. These roadways were ancient roads paved in a
material that have lasted the centuries of decline and rise of a
new civilization. These roadways, though often hidden, are still
used today for commerce and trade. The many remaining ruins of our
past civilizations are found along the roadways where our
settlements have reclaimed the dissolute land. Of the relic's I
have found in the cellar of their is an ancient map engraved on a
section of wall that had been removed from an unknown ruin now
perishing to the ravishes of time. This wall was hidden among the
many artifacts buried in the cellars of the priesthoods citadel at
Mount Lansing.

As an ongoing task before receiving my stole.
I was to present a catalog of the relics in the cellar archives.
While making some sense out of the chaos found in the cellars in my
earlier years I had already started the preparation of this
catalog. It was during this time I found the map wall and it
revealed to me that there are many roadway's leading to ancient
cities and communities of our ancient past. Many of these roadways
were underground tunnels running for many miles from a central
station. Other roadways were suspended in air, spiderwebs of many
routes in and out of major metropolises. Certainly, many of these
roadways remain, maybe hidden in the vast uncharted forests and
jungles that now claim what once were fertile farmlands, plains,
and lush valleys.

Our own charted roadways were limited to a
local region populated and known to us. It was possible that other
areas of populations remain, hidden from us from the ravage of the
great decline of our forefathers. There was a period of our own
recent history were many people lived in savagery, rising up again
into a pre-industrial age and clusters of communities with
self-governing councils who were united by the priesthood into a
similitude of the civilization before the great decline.

I wanted to travel these roadway's to be the
first to set foot on uncharted pavements, to seek, to learn more
about our forefathers. To find the truth that was forgotten. To
this end I made a copy of the map, memorizing it, to know every
compass point, every fork, or dead end. Then I took the steps to
make it possible for me to leave the priesthood with those
discoveries I found in the cellar archives and secretly hoarded. To
achieve this end, I wasn't shy of any deceit on my part. After
finally earning my stole, I had the freedom to enter the
communities assigned to new masters as our responsibility to assure
that the people were well versed on the history of man's past and
contemporary times.

I wanted to be free of this mundane Solar in
and Lunar out routine of perpetrating lies I was forced to share
with the people. To achieve this goal, I had to be released as an
itinerant priest one who can travel the roadways unencumbered by an
assigned post. To be released I had to provide the priesthood a
surety that I would be replaced by another to keep the ranks of the
priesthood alive. To do this I needed to father a child and present
that child as my replacement.

It was at this point in my life that I
entered into a contract with a local women who was in a family way
without any bands of marriage to explain her situation. It was well
known she was a local barmaid who was free with her skirts, lifting
them up for any man with the right price in her blouse. I informed
her that she would be taken care of by the priesthood, if she made
claim to me as being the father of her child she was carrying. A
stipend would be offered until the child was 13 Solar years old,
then the child would enter the priesthood, my surrogate. I would be
relieved of obligations to teach or collect memories, free to
travel the roadways into Terrania's past.

 


 



Chapter One

The Journey Begins with Creepy Critters

 


 


It is now 15 years later, and I have found a new
roadway, never traveled since the great decline. I am apprehensive,
for it leads outside of our current knowledge of the land. It leads
into a dense jungle of tropic vines, moss, and wetlands in the
foremost northern regions of Terrania. From my view at the headway,
I can see the road disappear into the dark depths of the
entanglement of green foliage. The next step I take, I hope will
lead me to new truths. If I knew now what I was to learn later on
this dark path, I am not sure if I would have taken that first
step. Then again, the truth is what I sought, and the first step
toward this truth was one I had to take. I just wish it weren’t
into a dark damp jungle of unknown mysteries.

Everything I have learned from my teachers
prepared me with very little of what this new terrain would offer.
Any memories were vague, confused with myth and facts. Most likely
more myth then fact. Yet, my journey has taken me this far, to this
point through some strange lands, and I have learned never to
underestimate what to expect when you travel a road where few have
gone before you. There were many isolated communities found on my
travels, a few, where the dogmatic lies of the priesthood have made
their presence known. Others, where barely civilized, small bands
of people surviving alone without outside contact with each other.
I avoided these settlements, knowing that a stranger could find
themselves in deep trouble. Those villages most likely to receive
me, welcomed a priest though they may have not seen one in many
years. I honored their request for recording their current births
and deaths and sharing more current events of the greater world to
them. Every time I sought information about any memories they may
have of other roadway's or ruins that I had no memories of. Often,
I would gleam some old memories not recorded by the priesthood.
These I would use to guide my next step-down roadway's less
traveled. I now stand on the verge of new memories to record. I
hesitate, but only for a moment. Stepping back into the mechanical
exoskeleton framework that fitted over my legs, arms and back. I
secured the boot harness that attached the frame to my lower legs.
I attached the 400 lb. backpack to the framework at my back. By
this means was I capable of traveling with my gear, assisted by the
mechanics that give me the strength and endurance to lift and carry
the weight with as little effort of my own muscles. My gear
comprised of a collapsible shelter designed to withstand the most
severe weather, my mess kit, clothing, food, water, and my tools
for recording memories.

I discovered the exoskeleton in the monastery
cellars, along with the camping gear and mess kit that attached to
the mechanical frame. This relic was forgotten and most likely
misplaced in the cellars centuries earlier by the earlier
priesthood archivist. These and other items I found to be of use to
me in my travel of the roadways were also contained in the
backpack. All neatly packed and carried on my back. It took me
several days of secret practice before I was able to walk in the
exoskeleton without losing my balance. Once the framework was
attached to my body, I wore my priest's travel robes over the
frame. Hiding the mechanic’s under the spacious cloth. The
framework was slim and miraculously strong, adding very little bulk
to my already modest frame. The only mundane weapon I carried was a
long knife used to clear away my path before me. My other weapon is
one of a strange design and powered by small capsules inserted into
the butt of the weapon. These capsules can be recharged by the
motion of the mechanics of the exoskeleton as my legs move back and
forth. These capsules also powered smaller mechanic’s such as my
recording machine. A machine I have found to be a valuable tool in
preserving my memories. The gun is always handy at my side, ready
to draw and discharge a ruby red beam of heat. I have yet to use
the gun. Raising my long knife, I entered the dense undergrowth of
the jungle, hacking my way into a new memory.

My first steps into the jungle were motivated
by the exhilaration of being the first man to travel this road in
nearly three Solar centuries. The jungle before me was dense in
undergrowth with towering tree's who's canopy hooded the ground in
dark shadows. Bald Cypress were the dominate species of tree's
where Liana vines intertwined and formed a tangled network of roots
that crept from the ground to rise above the canopy of tree's. Here
and there I could see a few Macadamias struggling to penetrate the
canopy. Their pink and white flowers cluster among shiny leathery
leaves brought a strong fragrance to my nose in the gentle wind.
From memories learned, I knew that these tree's would bear a nutty
fruit in season, a good source of minerals and Vitamin B. Here was
a source of food for me. Much of the ground growth were small trees
and shrubs, Frangipani with their white edged, yellow flowers, and
their perfume competing with the heavy fragrance of the Macadamia
blossoms. Fuchsia with their pendulous flowers, bell-shaped in
shades of Red, Purple, and white where scattered here and there on
the ground. Ironwood made up much of the larger shrubs, their
lanced-shaped and toothed leaves alternated along the stem with
clusters of flowering heads, disk shaped flowers with a ring of
overlapping bracts below the flower heads. Sumac and other smaller
tree's stood isolated among the many other varieties of shrubs and
tree's I could not identify. From my vantage point I saw off in the
distant a tree line with my “long eyes”, an ancient device to allow
far seeing. There were Mangrove and Eucalyptus with Spanish Moss
with their beard like, silvery-gray masses intertwined with its
host trees.

Memories told me that this was typical to a
rain forest, with its tall broad-leaved tree's found in wet
tropical regions around the Equator. The climate is relatively
humid with no marked seasonal variations. The climate at ground
level is stable because of the upper stories of the tree canopies
with the lower branches filtering out sunlight to retain heart and
reduce wind speeds. Thus, keeping the temperatures constant at
ground level. Yet, unlike a true Rain forest, were the floor is
passable, here at the rim of the forest, vines and dense shrub
created a barrier that virtually appeared impassable. Much has
changed since the ancients days of climate control. This jungle was
a mix of different climates, both subtropic and tropical. I
believed that the rim of this great forest was in a stage of
change. Its growth emerging into dryer climates, while the center
of this forest was still growing in a wetter climate, more suitable
for plants and tree's accustom to swamp regions. The Mangroves and
Spanish Moss I saw off in the distance was proof of this. Much has
been lost to us those memories of the geological map of the land we
now live in. My travels have led me from the fertilized lands of
the mid-south regions of moderate rain and normalized seasons.
Winters were cold, but not severe. Spring brought seasonal flooding
and warmth back to the land.

The summers were warmer with several weeks of
hot humid days and night. The harvest seasons were mild, with its
warning of winter weather to come. But all in all, the seasons were
bearable if not too severe. I have passed through lands in my
southern travels on the roadways, seeing a gradual change in the
weather as I traveled north. Where I was used to a reasonable
climate with six seasons. Here I entered lands that were hotter,
humid, where days were a constant wiping of sweat off my brow. The
nights were slightly better, but the humidity remained. The land
changed from lush farmlands to wetter grounds of bogs and swamps.
Large stands of tree's lined the roadways, where many settlements
used for building materials, charcoal, and cultivation of fruits
and nuts. Gradually this climate changed to higher elevations,
where the hills merged gradually into the northern mountain range
where great forest of tree's greeted the foothills of these
mountains. The roadway I traveled cut through valley's, around the
much larger obstacles of rock and mounds of earth. Often these
roadways followed the course of rivers that flowed like giant
snakes, twisting and winding, doubling back on themselves. There
were tunnels that dove deep through mountains, and bridges that
spanned great divides linking one range of hills to another. Often
these tunnels and bridges where impassable, structures fallen to
the ravage of time and neglect.

Yet, I traveled on, detour after detour until
I stood here, high above a bluff overlooking the great jungle
before me. The roadway led down into this jungle and from my
lookout, I could see it was straight, cutting through the tree's
like an arrow in flight. I could see a few birds flying above the
canopy, diving into its hood, to roost or seek food. With my long
eyes I saw a species of bird I have yet to come across. It had a
pointed bill, short narrow wings, and a vestigial tail. Another
Avian, black with long slender wings and deep forked tails, tiny
feet and a hooked bill swooped down into the canopy. Then I saw a
Kestrel, with its white yellowish belly, and its reddish brown and
slate-gray head, swoop out of the sky and catch a common sparrow in
midflight. Even from my lofty perch, I could hear the canopy full
of song, and shrieks of the many animal life I would find in the
tree's. The sun was nearing high noon, and I knew that I needed to
start my trek so as I could gain some distance on the roadway
before I needed to make camp. The climb down from the bluff was
easy, as the roadway gradually rolled down the hill. I reached the
edge of the jungle in a matter of a bell or less. I hesitated only
for moments then entered the dense undergrowth. My arm lifted with
wild swings of the long knife, chopping at vines and entanglement
of brush and floral. The exoskeleton that encased my arms gave me
strength and endurance as I forced my way through the path the long
knife cleared in front of me.

At first, the ambient sound was the swishing
of my long knife and the cutting sound of slicing through green
vine bleeding with heavy syrup. Then it rose into a wild ruckus of
sounds, birds screeching in tree tops, small animals running from
the deep undergrowth before me. As I traversed the road beneath me,
I suddenly became aware of the smaller insects crawling and
creeping on the green slimmed pavement. Slugs glided along on a
broad tapered foot. Each step I took brought sounds of crunching
and squishing of insects too slow to crawl out of the way of my
rapidly advancing footsteps. Giant Silkworms with their hairy
bodies and broad wings, vivid colors, and patterns on wingspans of
6 inches, flew up from shrubbery as I hacked a path through the
jungle. Thrip's with their long narrow double paired wings, fringed
with hair, fed on many of the plant life sucking sap from their
flowers. In some places I could see were they thrived, disease was
predominate in the plants they fed on. The familiar rhythmic ticks
of the Cicada sounded off in the deep brush. I was lucky for they
live a very short life after emerging from their larvae stage
burrowed into the ground feeding on the juices of roots. Here and
there I stirred up Dobsonfly’s, with their large wing span of 5
inches or more, and a large mandible for a jaw. But I did not fear
their bite, as I was completely robed from head to toe. My biggest
fear was the Assassin bug, its largest cousin spits a toxic saliva,
that can blind even a human. So far I had not glimpsed them among
the Cornucopia of flying insects.

I tried not to give thought to the life I
extinguished with my wild plunging down the roadway. If I did, I
would find myself becoming ridden with guilt. In the priesthood, we
are taught that all life forms are worthy of respect. To each they
have their purpose and place on this world. It was not for man to
decree one life form greater or lesser then another, but equal to
the purpose they were created for. The birds of the sky fed on the
smaller insects, while larger insects fed on smaller bugs that fed
on plants. Thus, ridding the land of harmful pest or rather
reducing their ravaging. The droppings of the birds fertilized the
fields, as did many grazing animals, who in turned, fed us with
their flesh. They are both the predator and the food for the larger
predator. Man hunted the predator to feed their family. The balance
of nature has always been at equal with man since the great
decline. If I feared any, it would be those predators who slithered
and crawled among the floor of the jungle, the many poisonous
snakes, spiders, and lizards. These would be unseen until it was
too late. The larger predator were most likely to give challenge,
warning of trespassing into their territory. Thus, alerting me to
danger before it struck. I was confident that I could protect
myself from the larger dangers in this jungle. It was the cobra and
its ilk that I must be diligent about. The balance of nature
between man and predator was and will always be a constant battle.
A battle that man does not often win.

It is said that the ancients, those who
preceded us before the great decline took many centuries to bring
about a respected balance between man and nature. Even the pesky
Mosquito finally won out in the battle of balance, when man decided
to spend its energy in fighting the many deceases this
infinitesimal bug spread. Rather than try and rid the world of its
bite. They instead used gene therapy to breed a mosquito that was
resistant to decease, altering its destructive nature, making it a
harmless bug. Yes, they still bite, but with an affective
repellent, bites were few, though still a nuisance. Today we are
taught to respect even the Mosquito though I would have thought
that man would not have missed them if the ancients had eradicated
them out of existence. I certainly would not have missed them. They
were so far my only nemeses on my jaunt through the jungle. After a
while I found myself used to the wild screeching small animals, the
bird song tuning out the harsher sounds of the jungle. I listened
and watched for any unusual sounds as I hacked my way through the
underbrush. I was keen to sounds of larger wilder animals that may
be predators, or innocently harmful if I spooked them. So far only
those creeping on the ground or fluttering in the air were my
constant companions.

My robes protected me from the thorny vine of
green briers and bushes. My knee-high boots provided safety from
biting insects, or snakes. The leather hood of my robe covered my
head like a helmet, deflecting many obstacles of nuisance that
would become entangled in my hair and eyes. If not for the gloves
on my hands, what few mosquito bites I received where limited to
the bare flesh of my face. All in all, I fared well on my first
afternoon into the jungle. Even the many bird droppings failed to
spoil my demeanor, though I would need to clean my robe when I came
upon a stream or brook. But that could wait until I made camp. The
canopy of the jungle prevented a clear picture of the sun, my
chronograph said it was only three bells after midday. I was
confident that I could travel many miles before I needed to seek a
campsite. I had plenty of water, and the need to replenish it would
be in another day or so. By then I was sure I would come across a
fresh source of water to refill my reserves. As any journey down
uncharted roadways come, this was becoming somewhat of a
disappointment. But this constant hacking and chopping, was
beginning to become redundant unto boredom. It was obvious this
roadway had not been traversed in a century of two. Which only gave
me hope that it would lead to some great discovery. With these
thoughts I continued my trek hacking and chopping a path though the
verdant undergrowth.

I was so wrapped up in my inner thoughts I
didn't notice the sudden lull around me. I must have traveled 30
yards or more before the stillness of the air registered. I stopped
in my tracks listening, looking around me for any sign of danger. I
silently drew my gun, tripping the safety on, I waited for whatever
it was that was about to jump out at me. The motionlessness of
tree's above me alerted me to some predator in the area. As the
birds and upper tree animals went still and silent. For what could
it be, but a predator that was stalking me as well as danger to the
wildlife. Minutes passed into another bell, yet nothing
materialized out of the jungle to attack and ravage me. I stood
there, waiting, watching, straining my senses out into the jungle,
trying to determine the threat. Shadows shifted among the tree's,
as clouds rolled by blocking what sun that penetrated the canopy
above me, then moving on, shadows shifting again. Then I saw it,
across the way down the line of the roadway. It was a humanoid
shape standing upright. It's body was covered in a hodgepodge of
hides from several different animals. What flesh was uncovered,
revealed a hairy body. It wore a mask hiding its face, and in its
left hand it held a club, very lethal in nature with many spikes
around its crown. This was a predator I wasn't expecting to meet. I
wonder how long it had been standing there, watching me, waiting
for me to make the first move.

My travels had prepared me for this type of
challenge. Many isolated villages where barely civilized, they at
least had a similarity of being civilized. This creature, and I
must confirm it was a creature, had no appearance of a modern man.
Rather, it look every bit feral in nature, unable to recognize foe
from friend. Only hunger would govern its demeanor, and it looked
hungry. Having traveled for hours coming across animals larger then
birds and insects, I figured I was its nearest food source. I could
be wrong, the club this creature bore could be only for
self-defense, but I wasn't going to gamble on the creature being
timid in nature. After all, it wore the hides of several large
carnivores. It was of some certainty that this creature was able to
defend itself from unwary animals and humans. One of us had to make
the first move. I was hopeful that my weapon could strike faster
than that spiked tipped club. The creature would have to be able to
throw it several yards with some speed and accuracy to be able to
impale me. My exoskeleton frame gave me some artificial speed in
movement, as well as its cage protecting chest, limb, and leg from
harm. If I had to me could jump 12 feet or more into the air,
leaping in great bounds either away from the creature or on top of
it before it knew what hit it. Yet, I hesitated before making the
first move. I must prove that I am not the aggressive foe, but
rather a careful person, capable of peaceful intentions, and
equally as capable of great harm.

With a modicum of motion, I fired by gun at a
tree that stood halfway between us. My aim was dead center on the
bole of the tree, cutting it in half. As it crashed onto the ground
between us, this creature barely flinched. I stood still waiting,
waiting for it to act out of fear, rushing at me, and just as
sudden as the tree had fallen the creature bowed at the waist, then
turned away, silently escaping into the jungle. Its path was right
off the roadway leading away from the direction I was tracking.
When I was sure it wasn't circling around me to get behind me for a
sneak attack, I returned by gun to its holster. I was puzzled at
its sudden capitulation. It was obvious it understood the might of
my weapon and what it could do even to nature, yet alone to flesh.
The bow it presented to me was one of respect, but was it for my
weapon, or for me. I would never know, for our paths never crossed
again in my journey North. By now the sun was near its setting
point the shadows were getting deeper. I traveled a few more bells
of Solar time, clearing my path with some haste and speed to get
out of the creatures territory. That is if it was territorial in
nature. The sounds of the jungle gradually returned to its noisy
song of harmony. I finally came across my first brook of fresh
water in a small clearing where the sky was visible. Obviously, a
water hole for many small animals by the tracks and spore on the
ground.

The pond was full of bullfrogs and spring
peepers. Dragonfly's fluttered from Water Lilly to Water Lilly.
Marsh Marigolds or commonly known as cowslip were speckled here and
there around the pond with their heart shaped leaves, and glossy
Pink, White and Yellow flowers. Lady's Slipper, Pink Orchids shaped
like slippers adorned the base of tree's around the pond. Bulrushes
grew as the prominent boundary around the pond with a few area's
open for animals to reach the water. I spotted a bulky nest of
rushes where Moorhen nested. The water was mostly clear, free of
algae, as fresh water entered the pond from a small brook that fed
into it. The pond was teeming with life, providing fresh water and
food for a variety of birds and animals. None seemed to mind my
presents. I refilled my water reserves and retreated back into the
underbrush where I made a small clearing for the erection of my
collapsible shelter. It was a marvel of ingenuity, made of a light
weight material that inflated with the insertion of a power
capsule. When fully inflated it was roomy allowing me to stand up
at its center and move around. The floor was a spongy mat, while on
one side, an inflated cot rose a few inches off the ground giving
me a firm place for my bedroll. A small folding table with a short
stool allowed me an area to enjoy my victuals on. The fare was
simple, basic dried fruits and meats that I carried with me. I
would investigate the local plants for an edible food source later.
But that would come later when I had time to rest before my next
day started. For now, I disengaged myself from the exoskeleton,
which I stood in a corner of the shelter.

Once out of the framework, I suddenly noticed
the effect it had on my muscles. While in the exoskeleton, I felt
very little exertion on them. But once out of the exoskeleton, free
of the supporting mechanical. My legs become heavy and my arms felt
the hours of hacking and chopping vines. This weakness lasted only
briefly, as my body adjusted to the sudden dependence on its own
muscles. After my meal, I took a brief stroll back down to the pond
to watch the many Firefly's like tiny stars wink on and off over
the pond in the twilight. I heard a Whippoorwill in the distance
with its resonant “whip-poor-will” echoing through the jungle
canopy. The sounds of the night were soothing and relaxing and if
not for the pesky mosquito it would be a peaceful paradise. I
returned to my shelter, sealed it from the pesky mosquito's
outside, and adjusted the ambient light the shelter provided so
that I could sleep in the darkness. I set the intrusion alarm which
would alert me to any creature or man coming within 12 yards of the
shelter. Even my beam weapon couldn't mar or rip a tear in the
surface. I was safe for the night. Once I was sealed in, it would
take a great force to get in. I set the ceiling of my shelter to a
one-way transparent setting to allow me to watch the night sky
while preventing anyone or anything of seeing into the tent.
Tomorrow wasn't that far off, and I knew I would need a full night
of rest to continue my trek. My last thought was what would
tomorrow bring in new memories. I dreamed of great wonders that
night while the stars drifted over me and the sounds of the night
sang its sweat lullaby.

 


 


 


 



Chapter Two

“Which Fork to Use.”

 


My first morning in this jungle paradise was greeted
with new sounds, those of morning birds greeting the sunrise. I
took my toiletry away from the pond, not wanting to contaminate its
fresh water. In no time I had the shelter deflated and repacked in
the backpack attached onto the exoskeleton frame. Then I slipped my
arms and legs into the supporting braces, snapped the chest guard
in place, and activated the mechanical. Pulling my robe over the
framework I started my journey northward back on the roadway.
Leaving the harmony of the pond behind me, I hacked a trail down
the roadway.

Seven Solar’s later, the roadway cleared of
vine and undergrowth. My travel time sped up without the constant
chopping and shoving my way through the undergrowth. The tree's
around me thinned out into Bamboo which lined the roadway with very
few vines blocking my path. Beyond the Bamboo ridge line, I could
see marshes and swamp land where Bald Cypress and Mangrove towered
over the wetlands. Spanish Moss crowned most of the tree's with its
threadlike stems connecting other tree's and draping down the
trunks of the tree's itself. Algae and Sedge carpeted the waters
hiding many dangers such as Alligator's and Copperheads. I could
see swarms of Midges and Mosquitoes hovering over floating masses
of Sargassum. Occasionally a fish would jump up through the murky
surface feeding on the insects. From the roadway I could see that
the swamp would emerge somewhat ahead of me, with the possibility
of it breaching the roadway. I would cross that bridge when I got
there. It wasn't long before I noticed the roadway gently rising as
I neared the point where I could see the swamp land butting up to
the high banks that shouldered the road. Soon I was crossing a span
of land bridges that traveled through the swamp creating a levy
dividing the waters. Then these land bridges transformed into a
stone bridge with its footings anchored on small islands of rock
and gravel. As I progressed over each span, a grand vista offered
itself with each mile I walked on the bridged roadway.

On either side of the roadway, I could see
miles and miles of low-lying swamp land dotted with small humps of
green fertile tall Elephant grass, Bald Cyprus, and teaming with
wildlife. Mostly Avian flying back and forth from each island. Here
and there, there would be small bodies of water free of Algae and
Sedge, Emerald Blue deep pools where water fowl and Swans meander.
In some places I could see fallen tree's where turtles of all kinds
sunned themselves and in the shallow shores a lone Crane would be
perched on one leg, the other leg hidden among its wing. Closer to
the struts of the bridge steep banks dropped down to the water
line. I could see Bull Frogs jumping from Lily pad to Lily pad.
Where the water was clear in the shallows, I saw small schools of
wish swimming, their silver bodies reflecting the morning light
back to the surface of the waters. When I came to a span crossing
over open water, I saw a large species of fish with Gold, White
& Black molting colors, swimming gracefully in small clusters.
I checked my Memory Recorder and indexed the many species of fish
recorded. These were an ornamental variety of fish from the Carp
family, used to grace man made ponds in the more elegant estates of
the Ancients. Now they were naturalized into the wild. Everywhere
around me I saw nature, the Fauna and Flora in great abundance,
thriving and flourishing side by side. My travels have taken me
through many regions and climates, many barely sustaining plant
life and animal. Always I saw a struggle for even man to survive
off the land. Here, it was a virtual cornucopia of life which could
feed hundreds daily and still not be depleted. Why was it utopia
here and not elsewhere? What act of mercy spared this region from
the devastation and ruin found elsewhere?

As my stroll through the swamp continued I
pondered these questions, wondering if I would find an easy answer
to them. As the sun rose to its zenith overhead. I reached a point
on the roadway were it no longer was elevated over the swamp but
started to descend down toward the horizon reaching a distant
point. I could see a range of foothills leading to a higher range
of tall timbers that stood before a range of mountains who's very
tops where cloaked in the clouds. The roadway would lead me into
these foothills and valleys and most likely either over the
mountains or through them. I didn't look forward to those higher
elevations and the possible snow range that I would need to cross.
With luck this roadway would go through a tunnel rather than over
the mountains. What I didn't expect was the fork in the road that
presented me a dilemma in which direction to take. One fork to the
right lead away from the foothills and the other led dead center
through them. I stood there at the verge of the fork, wondering
which way I should go. The left apparently lead along the lower
wetlands, below the foothills, leading off to the east most likely
deeper into the wetlands. The right led to the northwest up and
away from the wetlands into an ancient stand of trees, taller than
I have seen so far. The right would offer a different climate then
the lowlands. Possibly fertile valleys among the foothills, streams
and brooks winding around and through the hills, then tumbling down
into each valley in small but picturesque waterfalls.

While the other fork may well lead me into an
impasse where the road was underwater since it did not appear to
rise above the banks of the swamp. So, I choose the right folk,
hoping that I would reach the stand of tree's before the sun set. I
was not disappointed in my choice, for just before the sun set
since choosing the right fork of the roadway. I made my final climb
up into the ancient stand of tree's above the foothills. There I
discovered that the roadway changed from being a paved surface, to
a wide trail through the woods. In my travels such trails would
lead me through rough and isolated lands, then they would lead me
back unto a paved roadway leading in opposite directions. Or they
would lead into small communities of people, huddled together in
small conclaves, walled off from intruders and bandits. Often these
conclaves where friendly, starving for word from the greater world
around them. Here I would be of use to the people in my role of a
priest. Recording new memories, sharing stories, and finding some
new mysteries that would lead me back onto the paved roadways I
preferred to travel. I was hopeful that I would find such a
conclave at the end of this trail. For certainly they would be
secluded from the more populated regions, maybe even holders of
rarer memories that would lead me to some hidden ruin of the
ancients unspoiled by scavengers and treasure hunters. I could only
hope.

I stood for a moment, taking a swig of water
before I started on the dirt trail. Unlike the jungle and swamp,
and the many valleys behind me, this stand of tall timbers were
quiet. No longer were there screeches and shrikes from the
wetlands, but subdued tranquil sounds of song birds, crickets, and
the chatter of squirrels in the tree's. A gentle breeze ruffled
leaves, while a variety of butterflies fluttered about. The sounds
of the jungle were more abrasive, loud, and intrusive, while the
swamp lands were melodious to hear. Here in the deep woods the
sounds where tranquil, comforting to hear and peaceful to the ears.
I could imagine myself building a cabin here, waking up to the
morning sounds of Warbler or Tanager. The Whippoorwill would be my
lullaby each night as the solemn sounds of night lured me to sleep.
There would be plenty of wild berries, nuts, and edible roots to
eat. I could hunt Woodcock, deer, and rabbit to put meat on my
table. A nearby brook could offer fresh water, seasonal fish
spawning upstream which I could smoke and preserve. The winters
here would be mild, but bearable.

I would be satisfied to live my remaining
days here, a hermit priest making seasonal rounds to gather
memories for safekeeping. I was so caught up in my revere that I
didn't realize that the sun was sitting, and a deep darkness was
penetrating the woods. The trail ahead was wrapped in dark shadows.
I powered up my lantern, an intricate feature of my exoskeleton
frame which telescoped a wand over my head and produced a light to
guide my path. I could adjust my light to either a wide beam to
cover a larger area or narrow it down to a pinprick. I set the beam
to cover the width of the path, just a little over its boundaries
on each side to reveal any hidden obstacles or lurking animals,
maybe a small clearing off the path to make my camp for the night.
I traveled two more bells before such a clearing presented itself.
When I found the clearing, it was evident that it had been used
many times by others. There was a fire pit in a circle of stone and
a small overhang of branches crafted into a shelter from the rain
and wind. A small pile of seasoned wood was stacked next to this
shelter. It was a wayfarers respite, welcoming lonely travelers off
the trail for a nights rest. It didn't take me long to set up my
own familiar shelter and build a small fire. Of all the
advancements of man to provide comfort the presence of a fire was
the most comforting element man could have tamed. It not only
provided warmth, but gave security keeping predators away and light
to see by. It could even be a ready weapon, a brand of fire to
discourage anything from attacking. Though I had my more modern
comforts at hand, the fire was a solace no advance technological
invention could surpass. The smoke of the fire rose spiraling up
into the night air, to be carried by a strong breeze that fanned
the smoke to travel toward the northern mountain range. There was a
strong herbal smell to the smoke, it was pleasant and soothing,
most likely a by-product of the species of wood that burned in the
fire pit.

I sat in front of the fire, reflecting on my
journey through the jungle then the swamp land and then through the
valleys of the foothills, to this woodland area of ancient timbers
that stood before the high mountain range it led to. The topography
of the land since my first day out from the monastery were regions
populated by man, and the many ruins of the ancients, their cities
and infrastructure. The land went from reclaimed communities rising
out of the ashes of the ancients, to barren grasslands of isolated
communes barely managing to survive. Then into the dense jungle
onto the low wetlands where no man or communities where found. Well
except for the one lone person, who certainly was far removed from
contemporary man, dressed in the hides of beasts, and carrying a
crude weapon of malice. This one incident surely meant that my
roadway was leading me out of any civilized regions and into lands
seldom traveled by sane men. The wildlife and plant life were
indicators of an environment long unseen by my contemporaries. My
Memory Recorder, an artifact of the Ancients, described and
pictured animals and plant life known only to the ancients Solar
time frame. My own home region was devoid of these life forms,
though we have many of the same topography in isolated areas, yet
none of the same creatures and plants I have discovered here. My
only conclusion is that I have entered a region that has never
witnessed the destruction that eradicated the Ancients from the
southern regions.

Was it possible that I was in virgin lands?
Was I near discovering an enclave of the Ancients never touched by
the mysterious calamity that struck them down. If so, would I
actually find them living in their cities of wonders our own
memories and stories told of? There were so many questions, were I
ever to find the right answers to these questions. I fell asleep in
my cozy little shelter created by the Ancients, asking many more
questions, and wondering about the answers. Deep down I knew I was
close to the greatest discovering I would ever find in my life. If
I knew it was just a few miles down the trail, I would have never
made camp, but gone directly to this wonder.

 


 



Chapter Three

“The Dark Tunnel Below”

 


 


Morning greeted me with the enthusiasm of the woods
coming alive with a variety of sounds, first a wild Roster greeted
the sun rising, then followed the full throaty songs of Warblers,
Larks, and Chickadee. Amongst these wooded lyrics were the whistle
of the Cardinal and the Oriole as well. There were so many
individual songs in the air it was a choreographed chorus of nature
greeting the new day. I laid on my cot listening to the different
vocals as each species of songbird took turn warming up their song
to full throat,. The whole forest was alive with their jubilation.
Then a new sound entered the mix, a steady beat, a tap, tap, tap of
a Woodpecker drumming on hollow wood. A slight breeze in the air
rustled the leaves adding a harmony to natures songfest. I got my
lazy body up and exited my shelter to discover my emergence was
greeted briefly with silence, a momentary pause in natures chorus,
then resuming as they realized I wasn't a threat to their territory
or young.

I decided that I could spare a bell or two
catching up on my recording of memories. I rebuilt the fire up, and
heated water for my morning tea. I still had some dry rations left
and I nibbled on them while waiting for the water to heat. I
withdrew my Memory Recorder and entered the keywords that would
take me to my personal journal pages. As the morning warmed up, I
seeped my tea, and recorded my memories of the last few Solar
weeks. I updated the information regarding the different types of
flora and fauna found as I entered the jungle and then the
wetlands. I was detailed driven as I had been taught in the
monastery to record every minor detail as well as the major ones.
My memories took up many pages of text as I recalled my travels
since leaving the equator area and passing the Village of Ormsbee.
My roadway took me through a valley of forests and vales until I
emerged in the grasslands again and then to the bluff that looked
over the vast jungle. I recorded my reflections on the virgin
terrain untouched by the holocaust that left the southern regions
unlivable in some areas. Mount Lansing was just on the Northeast
side of the Foot mountains where on Southeast side, the ruins of
the Terrania Guild City stood. The city was a past metropolis of
Terrania's former civilization (some claim) 300 Solar years ago.
Mount Lansing was build right up to the walls of the Foot Mountain
which protected the community from the harsh Outer Sea Bay's stormy
nature. There was once a city called East Road Junction just a few
miles east of Mount Lansing were many roadways met and from there
lead off to both the Western and Eastern Passages.

Much of the land North of Mount Lansing is
barren land, striped of vegetation, once fertile grasslands in the
past. Four Solar day’s journey Northwest is the ruins of Biggar
City, now a rumble of decaying brick, and petrified wood
structures. Further Northeast through the Southern wetlands, you
reach Kenosha City, a survivor of the great holocaust. North up
through the Eastern passage you come to the Town of Camby Rose and
North of that Kusse Village the last outpost of civilization. Our
memories tells us that Kusse Village was always the last outpost
before you entered the Eastern tall timbers which border the
foothills of the Eastern region of Rocky Mount, our foremost
Northern tip of the Terrania continent. The Western passage was
mostly grasslands were Kamloop City remains deserted on the eastern
edge of the Finger Forest just below the equator. Above the equator
the Village of Ormsbee sets at an edge of the Finger Forest that
runs up to the wetlands and swamps that circle the Inner sea, a
shallow body of water that sets right in the middle of the
continent. This inner sea feeds the swamp lands and wetlands that
completely circle the inner sea. It is just past the Village of
Ormsbee that I found an ancient roadway that lead me through a
stretch of forest, valleys and once again grasslands that brought
me to the Jungle that led into the wetlands and Swamp Verge. From
the ancient map wall in the monastery cellars, Swamp Verge was the
last of the swamp lands before entering the foothills of Rocky
Mount. It was there that my roadway forked and led me into this
last forest of tall timbers before Rocky Mount. By the
11th bell before mid-day, I had caught up with my
memories.

Striking camp was efficient and timeless, a
habit learned after many months of traveling the roadway. In no
time I was back on the trail, heading deeper into the forest. A
family of squirrels ran overhead on connecting tree branches above
me. They would stop and give me looks of inquiry, as if asking me
who I was, and what was I doing in their woods. One even tossed
down an empty nut shell, which harmlessly bounced off my head. Then
this antagonistic creature would chatter loudly at me, then run off
into the higher branches with its family members following behind.
I guess, because I didn't challenge it, I was of no concern to its
family, except as a tempting target for empty nuts, as more rained
down on me from the higher branches above me. I soon left these
rascals behind, paying no mind to their playful nature. If
squirrels where the only hostile beast I came across in this
forest, then I would certainly be no match for them as long as it
was empty nut shells they tossed at me. However, I knew a forest of
this age and size would certainly have some larger beast capable of
giving me a challenge to its territorial feeding grounds. As long
as I remained on the trail, I was somewhat confident that their
territorial grounds would not intersect the trail. For it was
certain that this trail had regular travel on it. At least often
enough to keep it clear of overgrowth and weeds.

By the 12th bell of midday, I
started to notice some signs of recent travel on the trail. There
were wheel ruts on the trail, and by the size a small two-wheel
cart and by the ruts in the road the wheels wobbled a bit. It
appeared to be drawn by manpower, as two distinct foot tracks were
laid down between the two wobbling wheels. The foot tracks
indicated the person was booted, heavy set and had a wide stride.
Older wheel ruts and foot tracks showed that the cart had come down
toward the trail toward me, rested, then turned around sometime
later to return home. The booted tracks where seen leaving the
trail here and there as if the person were searching the woods then
returning back to the track. Here and there I noticed small piles
of stacked wood, mostly comprised of dead fall limbs and larger
trunks from tree's that have fallen. There were no evidence of this
man cutting these trunks while they stood upright, harvesting the
tree's as Lumbermen would do. Instead, it was all dead fall and
tree's that nature has taken down by storm, or disease. The fact
that there was no sharp tool used to chop and cut live wood. The
deadwood puzzled me, as even the most primitive of civilized man
had blunt tools to aide in woodcutting. The older wheel tracks
showed that the cart was lighter before it made the return trip,
and then grew heavier as it traveled back down the trail to
whatever home it was heading for. It was clear the woodsmen was
gathering wood on the trip out, then piling it up for the return
trip to collect. Thus, having only to pull the ever-growing weight
of the cart one-way home. Since there were many piles left behind.
This wood gatherer would have a ready supply next trip out.

I was ecstatic to know that there was a
community ahead. Though somewhat puzzled by the lack of tools, I
feared I may be stumbling on to a very backward group of people,
devoid of any outside contact with a more tooled society. It would
be very rare to find a conclave of people who had no technology,
even the basics of tools to manage farming, crafts, and survival. I
was reminded of the fellow I came across in the jungle. He could
certainly be a member of this woodsman's community. But he had gone
in a opposite direction I traveled after our meeting. So, the
chance he was a member of this woodsman's community was unlikely.
It would be understandable if there were never an ancient society
of people who were far advanced in technology. An ancient
civilization still struggling with the Stone age, then Bronze age,
and forthwith into a highly tooled civilization. But to go from a
that highly technological past to a society of having no tools to
cut wood was somewhat of a mystery to me. Of all the communities I
have come across, tools were evident in all shapes and utility,
from farming to weaponry. Yet, here was a wheeled cart, and the
person pulling that cart was not bare footed and held some
intelligence to understand the principal of managing the labor of
pulling a weighted cart only on the return trip home. Less
intelligent people would be more prone to fill the cart first thus
having a heavy pull both ways. There was something here that I was
missing. It was strange to say the least. But I wouldn't discover
the truth standing in one place reflecting on questions that could
only be answered by actually visiting this community. For certainly
it was a community by the need for so much wood and necessity to
have a reserve stack of wood waiting for the next trip out.

I adjusted my exoskeleton mechanicals to
allow a greater pace and stride then from the more leisurely one I
had started out with. Soon I would either catch up with the cart or
the community ahead of me. As I eagerly traveled down the trail
following the cart tracks. I began to noticed that the wooded
terrain was gradually changing. Rather than the usual flat woody
terrain, and ground covered with layers of decaying leaves and
small plant life. The ground was becoming more and more a rocky
gravel flooring. There were here and there off in the woods within
sight of the trail, large boulders in clusters scattered about
among the trees. The ground surface was rising in ripples with
little ravines of land between each ripple as if the earth had
heaved and moved in great shivers. The ripples flowing back and
forth creating the ravines between each ripple. Which were filled
with lose stone and gravel with enough top soil to allow stunted
trees and shrubbery to grow. Mostly bramble, Raspberry and
Blackberry, and Chokecherry taking root among the tree's and
ripples of land.

Some great upheaval occurred in the far past
to this region of land. For it was evident that Tree's and
undergrowth have reached maturity camouflaging the turmoil of the
land in this era. The trail cut deeply through the ripples. The
epic center was nearing as each ripple became closer and closer
together. I walked the trail amazed at the destruction of land. The
trees were thinning out as more rock and boulders replaced the soil
with barren gravel fields. The trail itself was no longer a hard
pack soil of rich loom, but loose gravel. I bent down to the trail
and dug into the gravel hoping to find some soil beneath. To my
amazement I found the remains of a paved roadway beneath the
gravel. I never thought to check the depth of the soil as the trail
started through the forest proper. It was possible that the roadway
that ended from the exit out of the valley was still present,
buried under layers of decayed loom. Now the roadway was covered by
gravel, and the cart tracks were barely seen in the loose stone. I
had never seen such evidence of destruction in my travel. Whatever
caused the antiquated upheaval started from the epic center then
spread out over the land in ripples and gorges. Like a stone
dropped in a still pond, rings spreading out ever increasing in
distance between each ripple. Somewhere ahead was the center of
that ring. My memories told me of stories preserved of similar
destruction of land caused by earthquakes and man-made weapons.
Many of the ruins of the ancients had epic centers of destruction,
great rings spreading out.

This was why the many structures and building
of these ruins that remained were only on the outer rings. The
center rings were blasted mounds of deformed Black glass, Obsidian
structures twisted into bizarre shapes, once the great towering
buildings of the Ancients. The outer rings of ruins where more
definable representing smaller buildings where the great heat that
created the obsidian sculptures of the inner ring barely touched
the outer ring of ruins. These outer ruins where created by long
centuries of decay. It was from these ruins that we have learned
something of the Ancients. I was now on the approach of reaching
this inner ring. Would I find more Obsidian ruin. I was doubtful.
For the outer ring was naturalized, new growth of plant life
regaining its dominance once again. Therefore, I wasn't sure of
want I would find at the epic center. Certainly, there was no
evidence of a great force of heat that would sterilize the land
from the epic center to the outer rings as seen in other regions of
ruins. There was no sign of this heat that would burn any structure
or plant life to ash or into Obsidian. The devastation of land
around me was, yes old, very old, allowing for regeneration, and
allowing for erosion and centuries of growth to cover up any
telltale signs of its corruption. Could this corruption actually
have occurred before the Ancients great cities where destroyed?
Would I find something that predated the Ancients themselves? Oh!
So many questions I had. I could feel Brother Munith tapping his
ruler on my skull and telling me to stop asking him so many
questions.

By late afternoon, the cart tracks became
harder to recognize on the trail as it blended more and more into
the surrounding terrain of boulders and gravel. There were no
longer any trees to block the horizon ahead. Using my long eyes, I
scanned the distant horizon seeing that my path disappeared
altogether among the debris field of much larger boulders. The only
indication of a path was an obvious line that was cleared of any
larger stone or boulders, a channel leading through the field of
boulders. I continued my trek with trepidation that I might well
find myself lost among the boulders if I didn't keep a straight
line. I focused on the cleared path ahead between the boulders. I
was entering the foothills that lead into the mountains ahead of
me. But where was the epic center of this earthquake? Was it buried
in the foothills, or did it come from the belly of those mountain
ranges ahead? Where did this person go with their cart. I could no
longer track them through the gravel field, and certainly they
could not navigate through the maze of boulders without landmarks
to guide them through. So, they had to go through this channel of
cleared boulders. Did it lead into a labyrinth ahead, the trail
twisting and turning back and forth through the great boulders? A
most effective way to prevent a stranger from entering and getting
out without a guide.

Well, I was prepared for this. In my arsenal
of equipment there was an AVR, Aerial Visual Remote designed to
link to my Memory Recorder with a visual picture. The AVR could fly
above the boulder field, directing me around any obstacles, or warn
me of an ambush. As I entered the channel of boulders I activated
the aerial remote and let it float above me some 20 ft or more. It
would show me the boulder field from above. What it shown was
indeed a labyrinth. The AVR helped me in plotting my course through
this labyrinth. As it soared above me, I saw the immediate area of
boulders around me. I directed the aerial remote to map a possible
trail for me. As it rotated with its sensors turning to the
mountain range ahead of me it revealed an unexpected sight. Across
from the boulder field, a large hole in the ground just below the
bluff of a rocky hill of boulders. I had the aerial remote zoom in
on the bluff, from top to bottom I saw evidence of man-made columns
of Marble, parts of which remained embedded in the bluff. The rest
making up the boulder debris around the hole. The hole into the
hillside was what remained of an entrance long since collapsed unto
itself. The hole was obviously created by erosion of debris and
rain carving out a tunnel through the debris. Was this where my
wood gatherer and his cart went? I allowed the aerial remote to
finish guiding me through the boulder field. In no time I navigated
the maze and found myself at the base of the bluff. Lose gravel and
soil showed fresh cart tracks leading into the dark tunnel below.
Was my backward community hidden in the depths of the foothills.
Maybe the tunnel led deeper into the bowels of the mountains ahead?
No amount of caution could prevent me from rushing into the tunnel.
Only habit allowed me to activate my security screens that surround
my exoskeleton mechanicals, the same that monitored my shelter for
intruders. The aerial remote I programed to enter the tunnel ahead
of me to give me feedback of the tunnels nether regions below.
Activating my lantern, I took my first step toward greater
knowledge of things forgotten.

 


 



Chapter Four

Earth-shakes & Rescues to Late

 


 


I had traveled no more than a few yards into the
tunnel when a mild earthquake knocked me off balance to my knees.
Dust fell from the ceiling of the tunnel, a tunnel clearly man
made. As I regained my equilibrium with the aid of the
exoskeleton's mechanicals I noticed the telltale signs of tool
marks on the surface of the tunnel. Some unknown mechanism gouged
and carved the tunnel out of solid bedrock. It was as if a large
screw drilled through the bedrock, pushing the loose gravel out
behind it, creating a tunnel large enough for good size equipment
to traverse its corridors. As the dust settled around me an echo
reached my ears, an impact of something large making a sudden
plunge to earth. With this echo came a rush of air through the
tunnel buffering me. It was like an invisible breath blowing
through the wide end of a funnel, forced through to its narrow end,
escaping in a hard wall of air,dust and grit. I again was knocked
off my feet. I was alarmed that this underground roadway was
unsafe, prone to earth shakes and tremors. I regained my feet,
shaking the dust and grit off my robes. I checked my mechanicals
and found they were okay. Then I remembered that I had an aerial
remote in play, the sphere searching out the tunnel ahead of
me.

I activated the visual screen of my Memory
Recorder and ordered it to reveal the location of the aerial
remote. Its scanners where still functioning if not a bit clouded
with fine dust and grit. The sphere still floated in the air ahead
of me. I sent a signal for it to vibrate and shake off the dust
that covered its lenses. A second later I had a clearer picture of
what was ahead of me. It was afloat several yards above the surface
of a very large cavern. Stone spears jutted up from the floor of
the cavern and as I adjusted the sphere to rotate its lenses to the
ceiling, there were similar spears hanging down like gigantic
teeth. This was a natural cavern, filled with large stone fangs
sprouting from both the floor and ceiling. I controlled the remote
to scan the area for any signs of disturbance to explain the impact
I had heard in that echo that raced through the tunnel. There in
the center of the cavern, where the roadway ran, a large stone
spear laid broken into several large chunks. It had fallen from the
ceiling of the cavern during the brief earthquake. I directed the
remote to approach the stone debris and to my sorrow I saw the cart
I was following tipped to its side spilling out the collected wood.
The owner was pinned under a greater portion of the stone spear.
Without further ado I adjusted my mechanicals to go into race mode
on rough terrain and jogged down the tunnel. At its end I entered
the cavern and navigated around the stone spears thrust upward from
the cavern's floor until I reach the spot the remote visuals showed
me. Under a massive segment of a stone spear, my cart handler laid,
mourning in great pain. I adjusted my exoskeleton mechanics to lift
mode of heavy objects, and as gently as I could I lifted the heavy
spear off the man that laid underneath it. I shifted it over to a
clear area and dropped it with the ease that I had lifted it. It
struck the ground with a shudder, shaking more dust from the
ceiling. I activated my personal body shields to surround me and
the cart handler in case more spears fell from the ceiling. I
waited for the dust to settle and when no more spears fell. I
released the shields and knelt to inspect the man's injuries. The
great stone spear had crushed his lower torso, making pulp out of
his legs and Abdomen. Blood and other body fluids permeated the
ground, too much of his life fluids had left his body. No matter
what I could do with my med kit, this man had only moments to live.
Yet, I injected a strong pain killer, hoping to ease his last few
minutes into painless comfort. As his pain resided, he regained
some consciousness to speak with me. He turned his head to see me
clearly. His bright Blue eye's opened wider in surprise. For I
believe he expected another more familiar face to greet him. Then
he spoke in a clear and steady voice.

“Thank you stranger, but your aid I fear is
too late for me. I know I am dying. However, you managed to lift
that stone off me I am grateful for your aid.” Clutching my arms,
he attempted to lift himself up, to bring his head closer to mine.
“Please do not leave my body here. You must go to my people.”
Pointing to cart. “Bring them the cart of wood for it is dearly
needed now. I must not be left behind. My soul needs release from
its shell when I die. I must cross the veil to find my final peace
and honor for my life. Only the elders know the rites and rituals
to release my soul. You will be welcomed friend, for we have waited
a long time for you to come.” Coughing up blood he spoke on” My
only regret will be that I shall not live to see the great doors
open. We have waited long for the Keeper of the Keys to come. To
unlock the secrets of the Ancients.” He said no more, for quietly
he took his last breath. His hands relaxed their grip on my arms,
and he slid back to the ground. I knelt there, feeling a great
sorrow sweep over me, for I had no time to ask his name, his
genealogy, to record his passing in my memories. A moment later I
stood and strode over to the cart to lifted it upright on its
wobbling wheels. It seemed sound and capable of its final trek
home. I re-stacked the wood in the cart, then with great reverence
laid the cart handler's body gently on top of the wood. I placed
myself between the two outer handles of the cart and shifted the
harness over my shoulders. With solemn silence I started the long
trek into the mountains belly. The roadway was clearly present,
often twisting and turning in on itself. I went from one cavern
into another, each larger than the other. I lost track of the
bells, to weary to check my Memory Recorder as to whether it was
Solar or Lunar. I just treaded on, following the roadway, having
trust that it would lead to this cart handlers home and people.

The roadway gradually rose to lead me to
another tunnel. A tunnel that was lit within by a greenish glow
that adhered to the very walls and ceilings of the tunnel. I took
very little notice of this fact, just that I was nearing the end of
my journey and my burden would be eased. I let my thoughts wander,
thinking about the life of this gatherer of wood. It gave some
comfort to think that he may have earned great honor for his meager
chore of gathering wood for his people. Deep in thought I had not
noticed the old man standing there at the entrance to this tunnel.
He silently approached me, lifting his hand, he placed a small
device onto the forehead of the wood gatherer. He tapped a few
buttons on the device and motioned me to be quiet.

“We must be quiet while the Memory Recorder
records the last few days of his life before his untimely death.”
He spoke.

Twenty minutes passed as the device blinked
and chirped a rhythm of sounds gradually slowing down in pace to a
final beep that echoed off the tunnels ceiling. The old man removed
the device from the wood gatherers forehead. He retrieved another
device from his pocket and attached it to the Memory Recorder. The
voice that came out was that of the wood gatherer.

“I don't know if I actually hated the chore
of gathering wood on the outside. Then again it did get you outside
into a world few of us guardians ever saw. I mean at first it was
an adventure and an honor to be picked to haul the small cart to
the outside world. But after a few hours of pulling the old thing,
its constant wobble wearing on your nerves and muscles. The honor
wore thin by the time you got through the outer caves and into the
final tunnel exit. Then even the honor couldn't compare to the
beauty of the outside world. Of course, the first time out, the
blue sky and the field of boulders where your first glimpse of this
world. Yet, you knew that there was more to see. The great expanse
of forest with its tall timbers and abundance of wildlife.”

“I remember my first time out, after I pulled
that darn cart around every large stone and larger boulder through
the labyrinth that protected the outer tunnels entrance. Once clear
of these obstacles the going was easy. At first the view of the
stunted forest, the great rings of gravel, ravines and shrubs were
amazing if not a bit dismal. But when you look up above the stunted
tree's and saw the great forest in the background of this sorry
state of land. You saw hope for the first time since leaving the
caverns. My first journey out will never be forgotten, even if a
small part of me dreaded the by-Solar weekly trip to gather wood my
least favorite chore. Someone had to do it. I did it because a
greater part of me always saw the hope each time I looked up to the
sky line and saw those wonderful tree's, guardians of that
hope.”

“This trip was no different than the others,
except maybe that darn cart and the wheels where getting worse by
the hour. No matter how often I packed the wheel hubs with fresh
grease and straw. Those wheels would still wobble. I fear the
wheels themselves were warped by the long years of damp moist air
in the caves. Replacing them would mean an expedition to the other
side of the mountain range to a village were craftsmen could make
new ones for the cart. The elders where not eager to allow for such
a journey at this time. Something about omen's and auguries not
being right for a team of guardians to leave for a trip over the
mountain. So, until the forebodings where right. I had to deal with
the old cart and hope it didn't break down for good.”

“This time out for wood would be my last trip
out as I was to finally be replaced with a younger guardian. I had
trained him well during my last two trips out, showing him the
system of gathering and stacking wood at the side of the trails as
we were on our trip out through the forest. The stock piles would
wait for us on the return trip home when we would load them into
the cart. Then we would reach our turn around point at the way
station were we would re-supply the wood stacked there for future
use and any traveler who needed to build a fire for the night.
Every once and a while I would stay the night then return back in
the morning with my cart full of wood. But my young apprentice was
not quite ready for such an experience. Too much of the outside and
open air to grasp and handle at once. On our return trip, as I told
him, we would then stop at each stock pile of wood on the trail
side and load our cart. This way, we had only to haul a full cart
one way, back to the caverns. It conserved our energy and strength
for hauling the cart home.”
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