
            [image: ]
        

OCEAN OF MILK
– ARUN


 



 



 



 




[image: ]












 




 



Jan Erhard



 



OCEAN OF MILK – ARUN



 



 



Historical Adventure Novel



Part One



 






The Book



The jungle and the war follow the same rule: A bitter
fate devours the family and the whole world of a little boy.
Arun is only a slave, a talking tool of the Khmer, and in a lost
country nobody cares about his suffering. Despair turns into anger
and from anger the thirst for revenge arises. And when Arun rises
up, the story of the largest and most beautiful religious monument
on the earth begins.

The first historical adventure novel about the legendary miracle
and the beginning of an immortal story.
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Foundation-Stone


 




“It is grander than anything left to us by Greece or Rome …” Henri
Mouhot



 



To the honourable gentlemen, who choose to belong to the Royal
Geographical Society,



today I address myself to you with a recommendation. A young man
needs to be promoted who promises to develop the very best
qualities. Indeed, Mr. Mouhot is a Frenchman and I can already see
you shake your heads. But before you come to a final decision,
please take into consideration his career testifying an impressive
energy and astonishing thirst of knowledge: My protégé was born in
Montbéliard in 1826 and christened Alexandre Henri. His father
worked in the administration under Louis Philippe, and in the
Republic. A respectable man, but unfortunately not rich, he spent
all his money on the education of his sons. Henri grew up,
exercised his gymnastics and perhaps he was therefore an
exceptionally healthy child. He never experienced fever or illness,
a fact that might be of importance for our concerns. In addition,
he drank wine only rarely and accomplished a moderate youth. Since
he shared a deep affection with his mother, a teacher, he first
followed her example and studied philology. Soon, however, he felt
more attracted to the natural sciences, as can easily be understood
in the home of Cuvier and Laurillard. This new passion gave his
thinking a new direction and sparked in him the desire to
visit foreign countries. But when he finally, fourteen years ago,
traveled to the Tsarist Empire, his mother’s heart broke. A
lifetime of commitment to her family made her take to her bed,
exhausted from the drudgery, never to rise again.



After this crushing blow, fate showed itself more favorably
disposed to him: Already Mr. Mohout’s first employment allowed him
to do his own research. He made the acquaintance of Russian
aristocrats and gained initial experiences with the reactionary
politics of the country. He was thus disgusted by serfdom that he
wrote down his thoughts in a book, which unfortunately was never
printed. After that stays in Poland followed, he met Daguerre and
used his latest invention. Soon after his returning to France, he
traveled with his brother to Germany, Belgium and Northern Italy,
where he photographed the old masters and landscapes.



Two years ago the Mohout brothers married two sisters and moved to
Jersey, where a peaceful life seemed to await them. Henri has
resumed his scientific studies and occupies himself particularly
with birds and the shells of molluscs. Perhaps we would never have
heard of him, if the brothers’ wives were not at the same time the
nieces of our unforgotten member, Mr. Mungo Park. Encouraged by his
example the desire for travelling was sparked in him again,
especially to countries that hardly anyone knows in Europe. And as
fate would have it, a book about Siam has fallen into his hands, so
he wrote to me.



Henri Mohout is willing to take upon himself the hardest ordeals,
to elicit the secrets from the Southeast Asian jungle. He wants to
depart from his wife, his brother, all his friends, and every
advantage civilization has to offer, in order to explore unknown
regions in the service of science. He is well prepared for the
wilderness and is of excellent physical condition. Both researcher
and artist, he is also an unbeatable hunter, brave and kind enough
to impress the natives. His intellectual and moral qualities don’t
offer less promise of success.



In commemoration of our unforgotten companion, Mr. Mungo Park, the
hero who solved the greatest geographical enigma of his time, we
should follow the Royal Zoological Society. Let us support this
young man who seeks a glorious future in imminent danger!



Samuel Stevens, Esq., 1858
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Udong, 1859



 



My dearest Annette,



Your husband has met the mightiest men of the country, but still
does not know, who had more reason to marvel, Cambodia’s rulers or
I. Here in Udong, the city of the second king, barely live twelve
thousand souls and the streets are covered with mud, from which the
residence rises. In amazement I waded through the filth, this
whirling chaos of voices and smells. However actually I did not
turn away in disgust, which was mainly because of the passion of
the ornithologist. The ornithology namely brought me to the guns in
front of the palace gate, in the mouths of which I was pleased to
discover sparrows’ nests. And behind the portal – imagine that! –,
several vultures pitched into the leftovers of the court.



I was led into a plain room with limed walls. A number of servants,
perhaps also superiors, were sitting on Chinese tiles, waiting for
the appearance of their ruler. I just asked myself why everybody
was wearing shirts made of red silk when a young man entered, the
ruler. Like the rest, I touched the ground with my head and only
after a few seconds I could take a closer look at the king. His
high forehead and full lips almost would have won me over, had
there not been that irritating hair comb. He asked the same
question as his father, whom I had visited a few weeks before.
“Where is your army?”



I replied in Siamese that I neither commanded any troops nor
pursued any other purpose than the sciences.



The ruler took counsel with two men who wore the typical hair knot
of the Brahmans above their shaved temples. “Who sent you then?”



I referred to the writing the older king had had handed over to me
and assured that no political mission had led me to the court. I
explained that I only wanted to hunt, collect beetles and
butterflies and write down everything that appeared remarkable to
me in the animal kingdom.



This time the savages were whispering to each other for a longer
time, until the ruler addressed me directly for the first time. His
eyes were velvety black and fear crept over me.



“Who cares?”



I did not know what he wanted to hear. After some hesitation, I
decided on a lecture about the richness of the fauna, which in a
different form I already have given our children. I talked about
the ibises and crows, parrots and pelicans, storks and pigeons,
which I hoped to find in their typical plumage in the jungle. I
also told them about my confidence to track down some unknown
species, until I was interrupted by an irritating sound.



The ruler was laughing and dutifully the whole court with him. I
was embarrassed, but he came up to me, looked at me for a while and
finally nodded. Obviously he took a liking to me, because when he
spoke, he did so with a smile. “A truly strange visitor.” He
clapped his hands and left.



It was only after he had left the hall, the waiting rose from their
knees. I, however, was led by servants into the private chambers of
the king, which were nearby. One of them whispered to me that this
was a tremendous honour.



The young man was waiting for me in airy rooms that seemed to
have neither corners nor edges. Everywhere silky veils were moving
in the warm air, big fans handled by servants provided cooling.
Without apparent reason, he showed me an impressive
collection of elaborate mahogany furniture and beautiful vases, a
lot of them probably from China. I had no idea how the porcelain
had found its way here, but I remarked the childish pride with
which the man presented his treasures to me. So I expressed my
enthusiasm and praised his excellent taste. You’d be amazed what
acting talents are inside your husband. I commented the exquisite
colouring, even the shadow play of the contours and deliberately
overlooked the ladies that stood between the vases and the
furniture. They all were demurely dressed, don’t worry! After a
while, the king showed me out, grabbed my arm and laughed again.
“You’re the first foreigner who was allowed that.”



“What?” I exclaimed. “Still no European has seen the furniture?”



“No, Mr. Mohout, it’s about the women. It was the queen and some of
my concubines.”



Now it was my turn to laugh.



Dearest Annette! What a contrast to the start of your uncle’s
venture in Africa. I’ve read in the report that Mungo gave about
his encounter with the ruler Bondus. He said it had been obvious
that the suspicion of the natives arose from the conviction that
every white man must necessarily be a merchant. It would be
impossible that any man sound of mind would undertake such a
dangerous journey, merely to have a look at a country and its
people. After all Mungo was then, as you know, under the dearly
bought protection of the Lord of Bambaras, but even that didn’t
help him. A delicious irony: Unlike him, I really just want to hunt
and watch birds nevertheless the King of Cambodia protects me for
free. He even assigned me three elephants and issued an escort
letter.



My beloved wife, yes, your uncle did immortal things, but this was
sixty years ago on another continent! And after this promising
start I am confident to accomplish something similar over here.
This is one of the reasons for which I’ve decided to keep a diary.
After all, Mungo’s report was a massive success.



I know that you’re not really willing to share my enthusiasm for
this venture. I can guess your worries, you’re thinking of your
uncle who never returned, but I want to reassure you. In Chantaboun
I made the acquaintance of a Chinese pepper planter called Apait, a
widower with two sons. The eldest of them is eighteen years old,
considerate, hardworking and above all brave: Phrai fears neither
tiger nor elephant. With such a guide I should face nothing worse
than a fever! So be assured, your fears are groundless.



Your most adoring husband



Henri



 



- - -



 



January 1860, near the fourteenth latitude and the one hundred and
forth longitude east of Greenwich



How shall I describe it? I’ll have to revise these lines back home,
because I’m still lacking the necessary sober words. Well, with the
description of our route it may succeed.



We wandered through the central province of Cambodia which bears
till the very day the name of ‘Ongcor’. Do I already reveal too
much? A week ago, we crossed the Tonle Sap, an enormous lake, and
finally reached the stream. Phrai, my loyal servant, said that the
Mekong usually carries less water through the dry period, but I can
hardly believe this. We followed it half a day, until it broadened
into a natural basin, apparently a port. From there an embankment
dam, age-old, yet still passable, let us to a remarkable small
town, fifteen miles to the north-north-west of the lake. In the
same direction we followed for several hours a sandy path into a
dense forest of stunted trees. Along this path, we had to cross the
river, which accompanied us in extraordinary curvatures, several
times. Eventually we reached an esplanade nine steps wide and three
times as large. I mention the exact numbers, so that I will believe
myself the following later on. At the corners of the open space
there stood two giant lions hewn from the rock, everlasting
guardians of a causeway leading hundreds of meters to the wonder.



Anyone who reads this, must think I’m crazy, victim of the harsh
sun. But I saw something that was more significant than everything
the Greeks and Romans have left. I saw ruins of such unearthly
grace that I fell on my knees. From the jungle rose a temple, nay,
a temple city, which perhaps no European has seen before.



The grandeur, regularity and beauty of the majestic monument on the
banks of the Mekong filled me with deep admiration. Its enormous
size and the immense number of stone blocks from which it was
built, taught me humility. There can be found many shrines around
here, but alone in this one there stand one thousand five hundred
thirty-two columns! I’ve counted them! What enormous amount of work
left this immortal remains? And not a part of it is deficient,
faulty or dissonant. Is this incomparable masterpiece the work of a
lone genius who developed the idea and watched over its
realization? This temple is a competitor of the one of Salomon,
created by a Michelangelo of antiquity. It should rank among the
most beautiful monuments of all times. The work of giants!



 



- - -



 



January 1860, same place, one day after arrival



Monks are living here. So little is their number and so big is the
temple city that we discovered their egg yolk yellow frocks only
today. Their abbot’s name is Pay Mak, a strangely young, emaciated
man who understands my Siamese. I asked^^ him where the stone
blocks for the construction had come from. On our way through the
jungle we had actually seen no dips or valleys which were
indicative of an old stone quarry. His answer astounded me, because
the mountain, from which the stone was hewn, is to rise thirty
miles away. Again, I put my head back and looked at the towers
rising into the sky. Thirty miles! Which mode of transport, which
immense manpower this building must have required?



Unique craftsmanship in the service of exhilarating beauty, the
blocks so perfectly joined together that I can hardly see where
they meet. There is neither a remnant of mortar nor the trace of a
chisel, the surface looks like polished marble. Unbelievable, all
ledges, sculptures and reliefs must have been made after the
construction of the building.



When I examined the stones closer, I found slots in each of them.
Their number varies with the size of each stone block, yet they are
uniform, two and a half centimeters in diameter and three in depth.
The abbot explained this circumstance to me by a Cambodian legend.
The holes are the fingerprints of a giant who formed an enormous
amount of clay, cut it into blocks and baked it. Simultaneously he
poured a miraculous liquid over the stone, which brought it to
shine. Stunned, I stand in front of the testimony of a sheer
unprecedented cultural blossoming and am almost ready to believe
the fairy tale.



But, when it was not the giant of the myth, who was the
constructor? According to Pay Mak, the abbot, Ongcor was the
capital of a past empire, which formerly was famous far beyond the
borders of Indochina. There exist no written traditions and the
legends told by the monks appear incredible. Twenty kings, they
say, paid tribute to this empire and its army allegedly consisted
of six million soldiers. Can you imagine this? But wait till you
hear the size of Angkor’s treasure chamber – you will think I’m
mad. Anyway, the monks described me an enormous area and my
conversion of the measurements revealed an unfathomable number:
three hundred square miles. Yes, I know, everyone in Europe will
dismiss these words as fantasy. But who stands here, in the midst
of this gigantic monument, is inclined to believe these tales.



 



- - -



 



Author’s note: Was it really six million soldiers? Who knows? At
least, many decades later, archaeologists discovered a ruin from
Angkor’s heyday, the founding inscription of which set new
standards: thus 3140 villages with 79365 inhabitants were
subordinate to this single sanctuary and it supported 2202
servants, 615 dancers, 2740 civil servants and 18 high priests. And
this was only a small temple, almost insignificant compared to the
more than two hundred other, which have been found after Angkor Vat
to this day. Indeed, Henri Mohout was not prone to exaggeration and
the Pyramids faced competition!
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Ongcor, 1860



 



My dearest Annette,



I’m sitting in front of monuments that the insatiable jungle has
overgrown for the largest part, drawing what my eye sees and yet
cannot grasp. My pen flies over the paper, so many impressions are
overwhelming me. How much I’d love to share this experience with
you! As a poor compensation I enclose a sketch of the grand
staircase, which is really as steep as it may seem to you. Maybe
you can find somebody who transforms my scribbling into something
presentable?



Sometimes I feel watched. No, not watched by the monks or Phrai, my
loyal guide, but by the dead, nameless builders of this miracle.
What ever happened to this mighty people, the so enlightened
creators of this gigantic work? Were they expelled by enemies,
exterminated by a disease? There is still another possibility, but
it seems absurd, even if the appearance may suggest it. You must
know, that the faces of the natives that live in the nearby
villages, resemble those at the sculptures exactly. Yes, even some
of the weapons and musical instruments that have been so gloriously
immortalized in the reliefs I encounter again in the hands of the
natives. I sent Phrai to interrogate the resident peasants about
the ruins, but nobody was willing to tell him something about their
constructors. If they were their ancestors, they have lost almost
all their magnificent traditions. What a sad contrast constitutes
the temple to the barbaric state in which this people is nowadays!
How could such a great civilization sink into such misery? No, I
can’t believe that the ancestors of these natives have
created such a wonder. Nevertheless, Pay Mak, the leader of the
monks assures me so. He tells abstruse stories about a slave’s son
who once ascended to the Gods and wanted to overcome death in
stone. I inquired several times and hope that I heard him
right. He didn’t know how this man’s name was and from where he
came, he only said Khond. Refers this name to a person, a
country, anything? I don’t even know when the temple city was
built, what era it comes from. Neither traditions nor inscriptions
can give us information about it, this riddle resembles a sealed
book. How long have these towers already been standing in the
jungle, one century, two millennia? And who built them? It’s
frustrating!



Your husband who misses you deeply



Henri



 



PS: I hope you and the children are doing well.



 



― ― ―



 



Cross-Stone


 
A long way lies behind me. When the
devil kicked the bucket thirty-one summers ago I was left all on my
own as Robert’s bastard. They all envied me the title reviled my
blood and I had to earn the dukedom the only way the chant is
worth: with the sword. And nobody planned so far ahead and nobody
guessed why it was so important to me that the old fool Eduard
promised me his succession. I was tied up in Franconia, what was
the advantage of the English crown? Yes, the time had not yet come
and my power uncertain. But a word is a word and unfolds a
mysterious power! So I counted after the death of the confessor the
days, forged plans, saved, prepared for battle, and yearned for the
price. The years passed, and finally I laughed at the weakling, the
Anglo-Saxons had proclaimed their false king against the will of
the Lord.



The wait is behind me and my island is ahead. My future subjects
shall be terrified of my armoured riders and weep for Harold
Godwinson. There cannot be two rulers of God’s grace and the weak
must go off the cliff.



I am William, Duke of Normandy, Count of Maine and impatient.
We write the year of the Lord 1066. This is the 28th day in
September.

 



Sixteen days later, at Hastings, England’s destiny was decided and
the conqueror ascended the throne. His story has been told, but not
that of the slave son, who at the same time rode water buffalos.



 



― ― ―



 



The Brood of
the Khond


 




“The manners, common to all southern barbarians, are found in the
whole of Cambuja, whose population is coarse, ugly and deeply
sunburnt.” Chou Ta-Kuan



 



In his youth, Jayendrapandita, the Purohita, personal healer and
priest of the ruler prophesied that a slave may ascend to the
highest and beget a king. Since the order stands that all
predictions made by speaking tools must be inquired further.
Because of this arrangement I will give the following report.



This now happened in the fourth very happy year of the leadership
of the divine Udayaditvarman the second of this name: In the north
of the empire, in the mountainous region of Orissa live the Khond,
who call themselves the Kui and serve our chosen people. In one of
their settlements sisters in the same night gave birth to two sons.
The firstborn – slender and dark-skinned – is said to have
announced his will to live loudly and persistently that no one
could calm him. So the village elder was called to examine the
infant. His extraordinarily green eyes impressed the woman and
finally she predicted that this child would feel an eternal hunger.
At the same hour his aunt gave birth to a boy of normal appearance
and ordinary behaviour.



The mothers, so the officials were told, said they immigrated with
their ancestors from the former Funan. This explains their darker
skin. However, the eldest of the village denied this statement and
made clear that the two young slave women only wanted to
distinguish themselves. Since our glorious ancestors subjugated the
former southern empire and impending uprisings must be nipped in
the bud, Jayendrapandita ordered a further examination. This in
turn revealed that the Khond still live like animals and can
neither read nor write. Further they willingly provide food,
workers, and women in an appropriate extent.



The Purohita made the following decision: All slaves in Orissa are
to be warned again that they must not produce shotguns under any
circumstances or even use them.



This has been written down by the first servant of the divine
Udayaditvarman the Second, to bear testimony in the fourth very
happy year of his leadership.



 



- - -



 



“I can shoot well enough, Father! Teach me the right fighting,
Vireak was allowed a long time ago.” Vireak was Arun’s cousin and
sometimes friend, born in the same night, but to his chagrin much
bigger and stronger.



The father shook his head avoiding his gaze as he usually did and
which the boy did not understand. So it came about that they had
this one-sided conversation not for the first time. Wordlessly
Nhean pressed the bow to his narrow chest.



Arun swallowed angrily. He was the only shooter of the village,
shot birds in the air and needed only four breaths for two shots.
But that was not good enough for his father. For fighting with the
spear, thus against men, the eleven-year-old was according to him
too small and too thin. And so he still fought with dishonorable
weapons, and actually not at all, since the ducks, pheasants or
cockatoos usually did not resist.



Hereby, it was amazing that Nhean allowed him to shoot at all, for
according to the will of the village elder, he must not even see a
bow. After all, the Kui as talking tools were not permitted to use
weapons and had to be glad when the rulers did not bother them. In
any case, the old woman Thom with the many wrinkles in her face
said so and the neighbours agreed with her. But Arun did not
understand it and thus could not be grateful to his father. He did
not understand that they were slaves and what this meant. He saw
only that the adults treated him still like a child, contrary
to Vireak. This injustice grieved him, especially since his cousin
went on about it at every opportunity.



Just at that very moment Vireak held up his ridiculously short
spear, a clumsy wooden stick with sharpened end, and grinned at him
derisively.



You scoundrel! Arun was fighting back his tears.



It had been only the day before that they had jointly celebrated
their eleventh birthday and had made two old cocks fight to the
death. The victorious animal they had subsequently submitted to an
ordeal and had thrown it into the bathing well of the village
weighted down with stones. The will of the Immortals simply brooks
no delay, yet the neighbours saw this in a different light, when
they discovered the corpse. The memory elicited Arun a grin.
Yesterday they still had been friends, but now again Virak was an
adversary. What could he do? His father would punish each further
backtalk. Defiantly, he lifted his chin. “Let me at least try ...
please!”



“Obey!” growled the stout and in a life of drudgery prematurely
greyed man. Then Nhean stroke with the flat of his hand.



Although the dirt concealed the flaming blush on his cheek, the
rising tears could not be suppressed. Nevertheless Arun did not
stir. As he did not want to show any weakness in front of Vireak,
he remained steadfast and sought his father’s tired eyes.



Already Nhean raised his fist in order to knock obedience into his
rebellious son, as his mother’s bright voice rescued the son.
“Explain it to him, he’ll understand.”



“He has never understood,” snorted her husband indignantly, “he
doesn’t even want to.”



His wife just shook her head smiling.



Nhean’s first wife had bled to death during a stillbirth and a few
years later his pretty second wife had been abducted by the Lords.
Actually too old for a further marriage, the village elder had yet
convinced him otherwise. Two not beautiful, but young sisters had
needed a husband to provide for them, but as a rice slave it was
not possible to take the two of them. So he had passed the uglier
one to his old friend Sov, whose evening of life was since then
sweetened by Kolab. The girl, he had taken for wife, was called
Theary and he had been wax in her hands from the first day. Also
this time he would follow her will and was already looking for the
words she wanted to hear.



Arun heard the exhortations before they were uttered.



You are a slave and you must be glad that the Lords haven’t
bothered us since moons. They haven’t abused or pressed into
service anyone, even the tributes haven’t been collected yet. But
when the Khmer come near our village, there will be an end to the
exercising. So we should consider ourselves lucky, not challenge
karma and use the borrowed time.



“I know all that!” he blurted out.



Nhean pressed his lips together and beat the boy again. “Are you
listening woman? He already knows everything, your spoilt dwarf.
This is owed to your stories that you always tell the children. The
boy believes he’s a descendant of the nobles of Funan and the old
Thom doesn’t make it better with her loose tongue. We only get in
trouble because of it.”



In fact, a slave boy should demand nothing from life, this only led
to turmoil. That time after his and Vireak’s birth rumours of
Thom’s prophecy even reached the lords. Few days afterwards the
Khmer had searched each stilt house in their village and questioned
the eldest woman under torture. Though they spared the little boys
and their parents, they robbed four young women. Since then Arun’s
family was no longer well-liked among the neighbours, and
especially the brothers of the abducted girls let the eleven-year
old often feel that.



His mother, of slender figure, yet already marked by the crooking
back of the rice slaves, was well aware of this.



“May I speak, Nhean?” she asked in a humble tone, and cast her son
at the same time a furtive smile. She was his shining sun and he
was sure that she would come to his defense as she always did.



Reluctantly, his father shrugged his shoulders. He was used to let
her have her own way.



Theary gave her child the usual lecture. Softly and determined she
illustrated him the only way that could lead him out of the
slavery. “Only as a mercenary you will be able to achieve your
freedom. But lances are only something for soldiers and there are
already countless of them. For the Khmer, however, archery is
considered a noble art and the few good shooters enjoy high
reputation. And we are from Funan, son. We don’t belong to the
speaking tools, we can fight and read like the lords!”



Her husband, for whom in contrast to his family the written
characters remained a mystery, was slouched his shoulders sullenly.
He had lost again.



Resolutely Theary took the bow from his hands and held it out to
Arun.



The boy already knew the ritual. In mock humbleness he accepted his
defeat and received in addition to the quiver also a gentle slap.



“Learn obedience, son!”



Full of admiration he lowered his head. Though he again was not
allowed to fight with the lance, at least he had not been beaten by
his father, whose blows were distinctly harder, they all knew that.



 



Slaves were not allowed to shoot with bow and arrow. And as nobody
knew when the Khmer would visit the village of the Kui and claim
their outstanding tributes, they were forced to practice in secret.



Obediently the boy was trotting behind his father in the direction
of the far off clearing in the jungle to which they used to go.
While they followed the footpath and climbed over the roots of some
Chaulmoogra trees, he was trying not to step on the spongy, fist
size fruits. Their oil could cure leprosy and for this very reason
he did not want to have it on his feet. Relieved, he stated that
Vireak had stayed at the cottages. At least I’m spared his
mockery. Only his two years younger sister had joined them and
as a precaution he gave her a threatening look.



But the girl just giggled and reached for her father’s arm.



Sulkily her brother began his exercises, opened his hands and
clenched them to fists. He let his arms circle and tried to ignore
the impertinent giggle. He must not fail, if de did not want to
endure something much worse than Nuon’s teasing.



When he stepped out alone from the semi-darkness of the jungle and
onto the sunlit clearing, he narrowed his eyes to slits. I’d
better get quickly used to this hard light.



Herons, marabous and storks did not count, his object were small
and nimble. With only five arrows in his quiver, he had to drop at
least four parakeets or geckos. Time was tight and he was permitted
only one miss. Once Nhean screamed, the birds would fly up from the
treetops and rapidly search for a safer refuge. Although he had not
failed a single time since the last spring, Arun was lacking
self-confidence. Though Theary was proud of his talent and
complimented him, his father at most did not beat him as often as
usually. And because he was the only one in the village who shot
with bow and arrow, he could not compare with anyone and did not
realize what exceptional archer he already was. However, this
recognition would have helped him nothing anyway. For as good as he
already handled the weapon, he was not allowed to use it, when the
other boys beat him with their rods.



Slowly, he turned away from the sun and peered into the tree crowns
above. As fast as his eyes would allow, he was searching for an
easy target, a flock that was too large to gather quickly after
flying up.



“You want to be my brother?” bashed Nuon, who had sneaked up
unnoticed behind him. “Why don’t you fight with a lance like a
man?”



Indignantly, he turned around. The cheeky brat! Then he saw
his father opening his mouth.



Ye gods!



The cry echoed across the clearing and made hundreds of iridescent
birds fly up.



He whirled around, took the first arrow from the quiver and laid it
on the tendon. But the sky was already emptied again and he lowered
the weapon defeated. Where’s the little snake? Because of her,
he could count on his father beating him.



His sister strolled through the grass humming a verse, always
prepared to flee from his righteous anger.



It’s enough. Cursing, he dropped the bow and ran after her.



Alone in the clearing Nhean shook his head and chuckled. Sooner or
later, he thought, they will return and the couple of thumps that
Nuon undoubtedly must face, are well deserved. The tender
affection, which the two of them otherwise shared and that filled
him with gratitude, a few bruises could not diminish. Only his son
caused him worries: too weak for his pride and his mother’s
ambition, but also too smart for a slave. What karma could such a
boy have? With a sigh, he collected quiver and bow.



After a while, branches crackled to his left.



Nhean took a deep breath before his anyway just put-on anger turned
into fear.



His offspring came not alone. Armed men stepped out into the
clearing and dragged his struggling children with them, a dirty paw
clasping the delicate neck of his daughter. As soon as the girl
discovered him, she pointed in his direction with a sigh of relief.



He murmured a silent curse and ducked, but it was too late.



A portly spearman had noticed him and warned his three companions.
All pulled out their dagger in front of the lonesome native with
the forbidden weapon. “Drop the bow, slave!” The coarse man pressed
a short knife against the throat of the nine-year old. “Throw it
away, dirty Khond, otherwise we’ll stab your brat to death like
piglets!”



Nuon wailed softly and Nean was petrified by fear.



Suddenly, Arun kicked his guard in the shin and tore himself away
from him.



“We’re Kui, no Khond!” he cried, before a hard blow hit him in the
neck and made him fall to the ground.



Rare pride in his son mingled with the fear that paralyzed Nhean,
until finally life returned into his limbs. He knew what the
soldiers meant and only could avoid the worst. “What makes you
believe the brat belongs to me? I was born free.” Trembling with
suppressed fear, he raised the weapon as evidence, but
unfortunately his pretended indignation was not very convincing,
even to his own ears.



“Well, you noble man,” sneered the stocky man. Obviously he was the
leader of the small troop, “then tell me, what you’re doing here,
in a region where only slaves live!” He slowly walked up to him.



Nhean’s thoughts were in a whirl. Four experienced fighters were
facing him and menaced the kids. Unlike his son, he had never
before shot with bow and arrow and now he cursed himself for it.



The man was only a few steps away.



Nhean swallowed when a way out came to his mind. The soldiers did
not know! They could not suspect that he had kept to the rules!
Clumsily, he put on an arrow, spanned the string and aimed at the
lance bearer.



The warrior stopped abruptly.



“I ... I owe you no information.”



He heard his own fear. “Back to the trees or you will die!”



His opponent hesitated, mustered him appraisingly – and slowly
retreated.



Nhean’s relief vanished after a single breath. I need to alert the
village and leave the children here, he thought and pressed his
teeth together, so painful was the decision. They could not escape
the men, he told himself, and later I will explain everything.
Briefly he closed his eyes and then dropped the bow. With just a
few steps he reached the thicket at the edge of the clearing and
disappeared into the endless green.



Two spearmen rushed after him, but soon turned round shrugging.



Why does he disown us? Arun felt a hitherto unknown
bitterness. I never had to be ashamed of him. Actually, only
simple fear could explain such piteous behaviour.



 



- - -



 



The heavy built guy whose features were disgustingly disfigured by
oozing boils, picked up the bow and boxed the eleven-year old in
the side of his body. “Well, if this was your father, you may well
be glad. For now you are among real guys.”



It all happened too fast for the boy.



More spearmen flocked into the clearing, ever more soldiers
arranging themselves in blocks. A skinny soldier tore up the
weeping Nuon and squeezed her rudely between the legs.



Arun decided to take the bull by the horns. “Can you hear, Father?”
he shouted in the direction of the village, “I’m finally among real
men!” Quickly, he glanced around and indeed the veterans were
laughing, but his sister still had to fight the rough hands. I
must distract the bastards from her. “Do you ... do you belong
to the great God-King?” he stammered.



Nuon’s bright shriek drowned the question.



What shall I do? In his perplexity he bowed before the
pimply and rested in humility.



The leader gave his comrade a nod. “Would you stop this now. The
treat won’t run away and I want to understand my own word.”



The man grumbled sullenly, yet let go of Nuon who concealed her
face in her hands. Her narrow shoulders twitched.



“Well, little Khond, what do you want?”



All Arun knew was that he had to gain time.



“The king, your master, is he the divine Suryavarman?”



“What’s that to you? You don’t realise much around here in Orissa,
huh? In any case the bearer of the holy sword has gone to the gods
and joined his immortal brothers already several summers ago.
Yasodharapuras current lord has nothing much in common with him,
except, perhaps, the fat Tip is his son.” He grinned. “Even though
I doubt this. How should a great warrior have fathered such a wimp?
If you’re asking me, some toady must have been involved. In any
case, the fatso gives the successor, now calls himself
Udayaditvarman and plays king, but he doesn’t deserve our loyalty.
We follow the future God by the name of Kamvau, General Kamvau. He
was actually valued by old Suryavarman, who called him his brave
hero. And that is saying something.” He nodded gravely. “This you
can even read in a temple inscription, I think it was in Preah
Ngouk.”



The gaunt soldier who had fondled Nuon, shook his head. “Why do you
monkey around with this Khond brat?”



He cast a suspicious glance at the other lance bearers that took
formation on the clearing.



“And your brave Kamvau gets screwed by fat cats, they say, those
monks from Champa.” Jovially, he gathered saliva in his toothless
mouth and spat a lump of mucus on the earth. “Anyway: If he’s so
courageous, your Kamvau, then why don’t we follow him, but this
lofty son of a bitch, who doesn’t show his face?”



“Because he receives his orders from the General, that’s why.” The
leader said with a wave of his hand. “In any case, the lax Tip has
as much in common with his great father as this little fellow here
with Shiva. Kamvau will teach the fake king the ins and outs,
you’ll see!”



But when he turned to the warriors who flocked into the clearing in
endless waves, he made a discontented face.



Arun understood little, but all he wanted was to distract the men
from Nuon. Without thinking, he tugged at the sleeve of the
leader’s short jacket.



“What?”



“Lord, may I come along? I’m a good shooter!”



A hard kick send him into the grass. Quickly he flung himself on
his back, but then a heavy boot pushed him on the ground.



“Laddie, we’re looking for recruits.” The gaunt warrior was
standing above him and looked at him scornfully. The next moment,
he again grabbed Arun’s sister and lifted her up. Nuon screamed and
struggled desperately against the man’s hands, but he only pressed
her to his body even closer.



“Your only use would be on the elephant of our high-borne lord.
Nobody knows him and no one can say why Kamvau has put our troop
under this person’s command. You know, what I believe? It’s due to
their shared kink. As the story goes, the smoothie also follows
certain rituals from Champa. Only with the difference that he
doesn’t allow fatsoes to mount him, but prefers to make it with
small boys. Such as you.” He gave him a lewd grin and licked the
girl’s cheek with his fleshy tongue.



“We, however, we need women, perhaps the mother of this pretty
child ...” Roughly he groped between Nuon’s legs and laughed when
she reared up and desperately shied away. “The skin so soft and all
is so fresh, huh?”



Arun was about to jump up, but the boot pressed so hard on Arun’s
narrow chest that he could hardly breathe. He closed his eyes and
pumped air into his aching lungs, until he threatened to burst. All
of a sudden, he released his breath and threw himself on one side
pulling the veteran’s foot with him.



The spearman screamed and let go of Nuon.



With a jerk, the boy bent his body into the other direction until
the man stumbled and fell. Rapidly, the boy got to his feet,
reached for a heavy stick and kicked his opponent in the nuts.



The warrior groaned and writhed in pain over his loin cloth.
Incredulous, he stared at the slender kid, before the
eleven-years-old smashed his nose with an accurate blow.



While the rest of the troops were still forming, Arun stood in
front of the girl, turned round and looked in awestruck faces.



The comrades of his yelling victim were staring at him speechless
and seemed slow to realize that they should better take this
opponent seriously. The boy was small, but tough, and years of
practice with the bow had unusually developed his muscles.



Only when Arun took his sister’s hand and wanted to flee into the
jungle, the spell was broken and the lance bearers lunged at him.



He turned and writhed like a ferret, avoided most of their beats
and kicks and yet saw his death in the eyes of the men.



At this moment, a trumpeting drowned Nuon’s shrill cries.



Hastily the warriors let go of him and bowed.



Arun, who was bruised and bleeding from his numerous lacerations,
was suddenly free and looked up. Ye gods! Though he had
heard from these giants, which were said to be higher than a stilt
house, he had never before seen one.



The magnificently decorated elephant was carrying a howdah, which
concealed the travelers behind fine woods and carpets. And on the
colossal shoulder of the animal was sitting beside the mahout an
incarnate battle archer.



In the face of these wonders alone, Arun would have fallen to his
knees in amazement, but the pachyderm additionally was coming
directly up to them.



The soldiers cursed quietly, yet followed his example, fell to the
ground and pressed their heads into the trampled down grass. Only
the man, whose nose he had broken, did not know yet about the
venerable visitors and treated the boy with a choice of expletives.



But Arun merely stared spellbound at the giant animal reaching for
his sister’s hand. Nuon was so intimidated that she even forgot to
cry. Eventually he pushed her to the ground and pressed her
forehead into the dust. From the corners of his eyes he watched the
approaching mammoth and gulped in fear. Great Vishnu! Will he
just stomp over us?



Two steps ahead of them the Mahut gave a signal and made the
elephant go down on its knees. The archer leaned to the left side
of the construction, pushed the colourful carpet aside and bowed.



After a moment a flash went through the Howdah and Arun pressed his
head on the ground. A God descends to us.



But it was only a young man that came climbing down the wooden
ladder. His sarong from golden silk glittered in the sun. He looked
at them as if they were lepers, and was obviously accustomed to
command.



“My master speaks through Sovanarith.”



The unpleasantly high voice sounded cold. With a casual sway of his
silver-mounted stick he pointed to the children.



“He wants to know what all this is about!”



The warriors stood up, twitched uneasily, yet said nothing.



Nuon was trembling all over and did not even raise her head. The
fear kept her firmly on the ground.



The spokesman twisted his mouth into a derisive grimace and swung
his stick at Arun’s victim. And so his broken nose was joined by a
gaping wound on his forehead.



“Look at me, will you, and give me an answer!”



The pimply leader of the gang hesitated and finally said that they
questioned the children. The village of the Khond must be nearby.



The young man with the strange name looked at the howdah behind
whose carpets his master was sitting.



But everything remained silent on the elephant’s back.



Arun frowned. Was there anybody at all?



With an expressionless face, the young man turned back to them.
“Were the children alone?”



The leader of the gang swallowed nervously: “No, Milord.” His voice
was trembling: “Their ... their father was here, but ran away
shortly before your arrival.”



An angry hiss came from the howdah and answered Arun’s question.



“You let him escape?” The speaker of the unknown general worded
slowly, emphasizing each syllable. “Undoubtedly, he warns his
village, from which we don’t even know where it is ...”



The terrified soldiers were silent.



Arun did not know what to think. Was this the reason for which
Nhean had deserted them? Does he really want to warn our
people? He pulled his sobbing sister to her feet. But why
did he not try to save us?



“My master won’t be amused.” With a troubled expression the young
man shook his head and turned to the elephant. The golden silk of
his sarong sparkled again and astonished Arun. I wonder if the
harvest of a year would be sufficient to pay for this fine
material?



From the howdah still no word was to be heard.



The spokesman of the unknown waited a moment and finally shrugged.
Abruptly, he kicked the wounded soldier, who had groped Nuon
shortly before, into his ribs. “From now on you’ll be the leader of
these morons. This one,” he pointed to the pimply, who resignedly
hung his head, “you’ll beat to death.”



The so suddenly promoted soldier hesitated until a second kick made
him get up on his feet staggering. He took a breath, avoided the
gaze of his comrade and then suddenly kicked him in the gut with
full force. His mate collapsed and did not resist. Mercilessly the
skinny man kept hitting the unfortunate and he knew where he had to
strike.



Disgusted by the brutality, Arun glanced around. Maybe they could
flee when the warriors were distracted. He drew his sister closer
to him and put his mouth on her ear. “Wait for my signal and then
run!”



But it was too late. After several heavy blows into his stomach the
doomed fell to the ground and now his head was maltreated.



The spokesman of the elephant lord did not pay attention to the
murder, but came to Nuon and held a short knife against the girl’s
throat.



As she had no more tears, her wide eyes only stared at her brother
imploringly.



A cold side glance met Arun. “You dirty Khond will lead us now
without delay to your huts!”



You bastard! But he had no choice and he nodded.



The servant of the elephant lord handed the girl over to the new
leader of the patrol. The thin man flashed the boy who had broken
his nose a hate-filled glance and picked up Nuon. With his masters
nearby he did not grope her any longer, but was playing with his
knife in front of her eyes.



The patrol set off and followed the boy to the village of the
Khond, who called themselves the Kui. On the clearing only a lonely
corpse was left.



 



Arun was taken aback when they found the stilt houses empty,
because this seemed unusual. Even during harvest their village was
not abandoned, but now an awkward silence was lying over the huts.
Only in the middle of the village they encountered the women who
were preparing with their daughters the common meal. He looked
around, but could find neither men nor boys. Where did they
hide? Apparently Nhean had warned them, but why did they leave the
women behind? And where did they go? Anger rose in him.
Father must have infected them with his fear.



The girls and their mothers only looked up briefly and did not seem
surprised when the gang came to a halt in the square. Calmly they
bent over the big kettle and paid no attention to the roar and the
dirty gestures of the armed men.



The recently promoted leader of the small patrol, whose skull
looked as if an executioner had practiced on him, gaped at the
women. When the gaunt man put down Nuon, she immediately fled in
her brother’s arms.



Barely ten steps ahead of them Theary was kneeling at the ground
peeling vegetables, but she also kept her eyes lowered and did not
greet her children.



Arun pressed his lips together, because he could guess what awaited
her. He knew what his parents did at night, if they were not too
tired or hungry and thought that he and Nuon were asleep. It was
like with the animals, a painful submission that was seemingly
essential for a litter. Why they still were doing it, although they
wished no more offspring, he did not understand. Sometimes his
mother refused, when Nhuon touched her, then the father withdrew
grumbling. But does she want now? Arun suspected that these
men were not so easily to reject. He swallowed hard and suddenly he
felt sick.



Some of the armed men were pushing forward until an officer barked
a command and the soldiers stopped reluctantly. All gawked at the
women, some even rubbed blatantly against their crotch.



Anxiously the boy asked himself, whether discipline could prevent
the worst, when his mother gave him a furtive wink.



Theary turned her head and stared at the end of the square, where
their hut stood.



He followed her gaze. In the semi-darkness between the stilts
rubbish accumulated, waiting for him to spread it over the fields.
Suddenly he saw something moving. Somebody was hiding there.



Obviously Theary wanted to know that her children are safe, but
Arun hesitated. He was reluctant to leave his mother with the men
alone on the other hand he was responsible for Nuon. He squeezed
the girl’s hand, drew her close to him and looked around.



The occasion seemed favourable. More and more soldiers emerged from
the shade of the trees, flooded the village square and stared at
the women. Nobody took notice of the two adolescents.



Slowly, very slowly he went backwards with his sister and led her
first to the hut of Vireak’s family. The stilt house of Uncle Sov
and Aunt Kolab was deserted as all the rest. They ran to the back,
and as the soldiers would hardly discover them here, he paused for
a moment. Silently he returned Nuon’s petrified gaze, pressed her
towards him and put a finger to her lips. If I’m afraid already,
how must she feel? Resolutely he pulled her further into the
thicket. When they crept towards their dwelling from behind, they
actually discovered a shadow in the cushion stock. Quickly they
scurried into the dusk and threw themselves face down into the mud.
But there was nothing. Had he been mistaken?



Suddenly a rubbish heap to his left began to shake and a small hand
beckoned them closer.



He recognized the crooked grin of his cousin. Relieved Arun forgot
the anger of the morning, crawled next to Vireak and peered
cautiously to the crowded village square.



Only a few steps ahead of them there were a group of spearmen,
whose legs blocked his view at the women.



“Where are the others?” he whispered through compressed lips and
swallowed the bitter taste of fear.



“Uncle Nhean came and warned all. He said the troops were enemies
of the King. They were cowardly evildoers and that’s true. For what
other reason would they need soldiers? The Kamrateng will
doubtlessly destroy them.”



Arun nodded before he understood. The rebels wanted to enlist
recruits, but if they had to search even here, things must be going
bad for them.



“He also said,” his cousin continued with a sneer, “that we should
hide because you coward will bring them to us.”



“I’m no ...”



“Shhh ...” Vireak shook his head impatiently. “Anyhow, I am to
notify them, as soon as the foreigners start to attack the women.”



“Where are ...”



“Am I mad? I’ll tell you of all people! You can’t keep mum!”



Arun rattled his elbow into his cousin’s side, but before the
inevitable revenge could befall him, they were startled by a sudden
agitation among the soldiers. No, they had not been discovered,
only the pachyderm of the unknown commander was making its way to
the village center.



 



- - -



 



In the howdah on this elephant a slave was massaging the oiled feet
of a noble man. Desperately, he was fighting back his fear and
tried to forget that he disgusted his master.



This prince was not just some noble son of a bitch, as the new
leader of the patrol had guessed, but a half-brother of the king.
And although his intrigues and machinations threatened to cost him
his head, he enjoyed the moment. The boy is good, really,
instead of this ugly harelip. Otherwise Nandamarveda – as he
liked to call himself – tolerated no physical infirmity in his
vicinity. They were an abomination to him the mere sight of which
tainted him. But there were not many tools that showed such talent
for the care of his limbs.



At this moment the howdah collided with a tree branch, swaying
seriously and the hands of the unfortunate boy slipped off. Rigid
with fear he hesitated for a moment, but the prince only frowned
and seemed to already have forgotten the accident. The slave
continued his work and could hardly believe his luck however he
knew nothing about his master’s problems.


OEBPS/Images/image2_edit_139819994338000.jpeg
Ocean of Milk

Worldserpent

Shards of the Sun

Anchaly

Chantrea

Yan Ji

Viseth

Champei

Angkor 1

Angkor I1

Angkor I1I

Angkor IV

Angkor V

Angkor VI





OEBPS/Images/image1_edit_139819994341264.jpeg
¥oLordJim






OEBPS/Fonts/Vollkorn700.ttf


OEBPS/Fonts/Vollkornitalic.ttf


OEBPS/Fonts/Vollkorn700italic.ttf


OEBPS/Images/bod_cover.jpg
*o LOl‘dJiiiB

OcE AN
of MI L KU

- Aucmlé
- : s
N N

A
RU
U
N

=3 Jan Erhard





OEBPS/Fonts/Vollkornregular.ttf


