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Prelude


“Come on, Ralla, hurry up!” exhorted the younger brother, impatience and excitement each vying for supremacy within his little person who stood off center of the footpath outside their home, looking back expectantly. Twilight would settle into darkness soon. The short chirps of crickets could be heard all around, which seemed to provide the music in which a myriad of fireflies danced along on their curvy courses. “Ra-lla!” the young boy whined out once more just as his sister’s frame entered into the yellow light emanating outwards from their front door. 

She came out at a run, looking towards him with a mooning smile as she quite quickly covered the ground between them. His little body turned, at first very slowly and then at a faster pace as she passed right by him without even slowing down, giving him a playful bopping on the head as she did so. “Better hurry up, Agarus!” she called back over her shoulder tauntingly. “You don’t want to be late!”

Throughout the nearby woods similar scenes played out as one’s, two’s, three’s and sometimes even in four’s did the village’s children come, meandering their way towards its center in a fast-rising tide. Through the unmarked but intimately well-known trails they came forward out of the growing darkness, carried both by laughter and the pitter-patter of little feet against the well-worn ground. 

Ralla and her brother, Agarus, were amongst the very last to spill forth from the many earthen tributaries which emptied into the sudden clearing at the village center. Ralla suddenly stopped upon entering the circle, seeing that most of the others had already arrived. Agarus, running up from behind her only a moment later, did not expect the opening to be thus blocked and so collided into his sister from behind causing them both to tumble out into the silver lit sand. A few of the other children nearest to them who saw the pair’s inglorious entrance let out a quick guffaw as Ralla ignominiously began to brush the sand off herself, standing back up as she did so. Agarus, no worse for wear but also suffering from the same sandy coating himself, imitated his sister’s response, though without any of the felt embarrassment. He was still too young to suffer from that emotion yet. 

“Where are we going to sit, Ralla?” questioned Agarus sincerely, looking up into his sister’s face with an adorably bedraggled expression. His imitation had not been very efficient.

“Mm,” she started to hum as her head tossed back and forth in search of an answer to his very pertinently pressing question.

“Ralla! Ralla!” a friendly voice called out from nearby, gesticulating with one arm in a happily frantic waving motion. As Ralla looked over to see from whom the voice had called, she recognized Bodi sitting amongst a group of the others, gesturing for her to come over. 

“Right over there!” she answered back to her brother triumphantly, taking hold of his hand and leading him across with her.

“I didn’t think you’d make it!” cheered Bodi as Ralla and Agarus arrived to sit down and join them. 

“I told her to hurry up,” Agarus whined out accusingly while directing a stinky eye over towards his older sister. “Then she left me behind in the woods alone and told me to keep up!” His last imputation had kicked up a bit of steam within the youngster who, despite not yet having ever felt shame before, had no such ignorance regarding anger or frustration. It was hard being a little brother sometimes.

“Oh, be quiet, Agarus!” snapped back Ralla with a mix of both scorn and the well-worn haughtiness of an older sister. “I didn’t leave you behind!” She paused for a moment in quick recollection. “In fact,” she went on, “you pushed me down into the sand when we got here!”

Bodi laughed as some of the others there began to turn and offer up their smiles and hellos.

“No, I didn’t!” cried out Agarus with all the indignation that a four-year-old could possibly muster. “I didn’t see her, Bodi,” he defended himself emphatically. “I just ran into her is all,” he finished in simple innocence. 

“Hush now I said,” quipped Ralla. “Can’t you see that it’s about to start?”

“Shhhhs,” commenced passing up from amongst the throng of little heads throughout the crowd, beginning first with the eldest one’s and then quickly cascading down the ages. The smallest amongst them had to be gently prodded into silence a few moments later as they had simply begun to imitate and repeat back the “Shhhhs” that they had heard and seen from everyone else. 

“Well now,” entered in the comforting and familiar voice of the old patriarch as silence got itself underway. He sat there perched upon a rock beneath the night sky like some antiquated owl. “Let’s see here,” he paused in brief rumination before continuing. “Have I ever told you children the story about the shepherd?” he asked them, swinging his loving gaze from left to right towards the gaggle of little ones who had so recently gathered about his feet.

“No, Grandpa!” shouted out the youngest one, followed by two and then three littlest ones in rapid succession. 

“Only the one time,” answered another who was a few years older.

“We want to hear it again!” came the same reply in unison from the oldest pair who, together with all the rest, were spread lying and sitting about on the ground in front of him in eager anticipation. Sparks crackled and shot upwards from the embering campfire, sporadically illuminating the enveloping darkness as the storyteller thus prepared himself to speak.

“Alright then,” he let out with customary ease. “Listen to me now then, my children,” his regalement started. “This tale I tell you now must be well remembered, for everything in it is as true as each of you is alive right now.” He paused for effect, looking about them as the silence lingered on for another moment. “And even more miraculous than that truth,” he began anew, “is that it was all brought about by a mere shepherd, just a boy, no older than you are now, Bodi,” finished the elder, looking out towards the middling child as he concluded speaking thus. The others all passed quick glances towards him, including Ralla, who gave him a little nudging on the side as well. 

“Mm-hmph,” sounded the old one, clearing his throat to begin as the littlest ones once more jostled and jumbled themselves closer together for a better position.

“It was during the time of great war,” he started out serious and morose, looking about his audience, the youngest of which were already lost by captivation. “There was a terrible suffering of the people throughout the land,” he continued, eyes widened and with arms spreading out. “Armies with their soldiers ravaged and ransacked freely, afflicting everyone, man and beast alike with their violent and savage destructions,” the wizened old elder brooded ominously. “The gods, it seemed, had abandoned our people for a time, children.” He drew off once more, gazing into the flickering flames of the nearby fire before adding ponderously, “Or perhaps, it was we who had abandoned them.”

 




Chapter 1


Wooden wagon wheels creaked and groaned beneath their heavy loads as the dust-filled road filled with the clanging and clattering sounds of marching soldiers. The afternoon sun loomed high in an otherwise cloudless azure sky, bellowing down a fiery heat like the breath of some great dragon. Slow and steady thus did the immensely armored serpent slide as it traversed itself across the land in pursuit of its own head.

“Bollocks it’s bloody hot t’day idden it?” jettisoned out one of the helmeted mercenaries to the comrade trudging alongside himself halfway down the line.

“Hmph?” grumbled back the other soldier stiffly, looking up one-eyed and half-cocked, as one who is walking under a heavy burden is apt to do. 

“Eye said it’s right bloody hot t’day idn’t?” the first man reiterated more loudly, looking sideways towards the other as he did so. “Like Persipinese cunt I’d say,” he finished with a restrained laugh as he shifted the heavy kit worn about his back.

“Aye, strenuous day it is,” replied the other soldier laconically, turning his gaze back down towards the Earth as one step followed the other in a ceaseless repetition. Somewhere off in the distant front could be heard the low thumps of the war drums keeping a cadence. 

“I’d give ten sequesties to be back in Pharsalus right now,” carried on the first man with unprovoked fondness. “The women, the weather, the food, ah …” He let go a sigh of happy remembrance before continuing. “It’s enough to make a man want to put down roots and raise a flock I’d say,” he concluded in earnest, keeping his face turned towards the other while he did so.

“It shan’t be too many hours longer,” spoke back the second of the two, more out of cordiality than a willingness to speak.

“I had a missus there, you know,” told the first and much larger of the two men. He was a lumbering sort of fellow, both uncannily tall and full of girth. “My missus there,” he continued on unabatedly, “she told me I’d regret leaving her pretty person to go off marching with you lot.” He finished with a laugh, shaking his head in hindsight. 

“Humph,” came the short reply with just enough hint of amusement for the first to continue talking. 

“Well, she was right I’d say, gold and plunder be damned,” he lamented. “All it’s been since signing on is march, march, march—always just march but never no rhyme or reason to it all. Titan’s balls it’s hot out!” he complained loudly in exaggerated exasperation, wiping away the sweat from his own brow.

“They’ll be gold and plunder a plenty,” retorted the second soldier back knowingly. “After the fighting’s done.” 

“You’ve been with this outfit before then ‘av ya?” returned the living giant out of curiosity. 

“Aye,” answered back the second. He himself was a shorter, humorless type of man. Both squat, as well as brutish, with thick forearms and an intemperate demeanor. A perpetual half scowl seemed dressed to his countenance, even when not marching with a full load under the hot summer sun.

“This is my third campaign with the general,” he stated flatly. “I’ve land and a farm back East from the first two,” he told prior to carrying on. “And after this last one, Gods be praised, I’ll have enough to live out the remainder of my days in peace, with my family,” he ended with a heavy emphasis.

“Land and a farm back East he says,’’ whistled back the first of the two men with a good-natured approbation, as if to say, ‘well look at this high and mighty fellow!’ “Alright then,” he stated. “I’m happy to hear that, I am,” continued the friendly stranger with a ready smile.

“Wife and little ones too then?” questioned the huge man further.

“Indeed,” replied the scowler who was becoming more willing to engage as familiarity increased. 

“I’ve a wife as well as two daughters.” He paused in a moment of fond recollection. “My wife was pregnant with our third when last I left out,” his story continued. “She will have been with child by now,” figured the father, a hint of worry and concern creeping into his otherwise stern voice. “A boy I hope,” he finished stoutly, looking up and over full for the first time at the person marching next to him, a slight smile creeping into the corners of his square mouth.

“No worries, friend!” comforted the first back cheerfully. “She’ll be right as rain she will,” he reasoned convincingly. “You made all the proper prayers and sacrifices, did you not?”

“Yes, yes of course I did,” flew back the quick and obvious answer.

“Well see there?” replied the first with a confident ease, his assuredness rubbing off onto the other. “You’ve got nothing to worry about then!” 

The morose soldier’s smile widened.

“The gods clearly favor you, my friend. My friend …?” he let the inflection hang.

“Yusri,” answered back the shorter of the two men.

“Yusri, is it? Right fine name I’d say,” complimented back the first with niceness. “They call me Grieves myself.” 

“Grieves?” Yusri reiterated. 

“Aye, that’s the one,” he confirmed. “I never did really care for it myself, on account of its much too easy to pick a pun.” He gave examples. “Always it’s, ‘what’s it grieving you today, Grieves?’ Or, ‘sorry to Grieves you but—” 

Yusri chuckled slightly.

“Why then did your people name you thus?” he questioned a little curiously.

“Not rightly sure I suppose,” came the shrugging reply. “Perhaps it was that they wasn’t too pleased by my person!” he finished, letting out an uproarious laugh as he admired his own perceived wit.

Yusri shook his head in amusement as the two marched on, both squeezed between the mass of men and beasts to their front and the other similar mass that was constantly pushing up from the rear. Clouds of dust hung about them like fog on a windless morning. The piles of excrement from all the pack animals had to be near constantly stepped over and avoided.

“Third campaign tho is it?” asked Grieves nonchalantly after a few moments had passed. “You mustuv been in some real right uns then,” he questioned further. “Eye’v urd stories eye av.”

A glint of soldier’s pride gleamed from the eyes of Yusri as he replied in the affirmative that it was so.

“There were some red days,” he began. “That’s why I don’t so much mind the marching.” He shifted back to his front before adding gloomily, “The marching’s the easy part.”

Grieves searched the man next to him under an inquisitive stare.

“Were you at Aventum?” he decided to ask.

“I was,” retorted Yusri.

“Gods alive!” exclaimed Grieves with unrestrained adulation. “Eye’v ear stumbled upon a lucky star eye av.”

Yusri stayed silent while Grieve’s prattled. “Was eye urd it that no great many made it out that day unscathed,” recounted Grieves, recording what he had heard from others not there to one who actually was. “An yet ere yew are, a right champion e is!” congratulated Grieves with a jovial acclamation.

“It was a day of unrestrained slaughter and bloodshed,” Yusri remonstrated back coldly, an involuntary angst taking sudden grip of his heart as he did so. “I was almost cut down more times than I can remember,” he continued on through the intense trepidation. “Countless others fell in death and agony all around me.” His chest space tightened even further as memory flashed back that day’s horrid abyss of deadly mayhem into the forefront of his mind. “We held the line,” was all that he ended with after a moment’s silence in which he breathed out heavily, shaking free the foul remembrance by force.

“My apologies, friend Yusri,” soothed Grieves gingerly. “I meant no harm by it.”

Quiet reigned supreme as the previous instant’s severity lingered in advance of passing.

“Is it true that the general’s never lost a battle?” Grieves asked out next, switching the topic of conversation.

“Aye, it’s true,” Yusri answered back plainly enough, his usual laconic manner restored.

“Long may it continue,” responded Grieves solemnly as he made a sign to the Gods. 

“Long may it continue,” repeated Yusri with an equal reverence, imitating the same sign.

“Any idea where we’re headed to now, then?” Grieves inquired after with sore shoulders and pair of burning feet.

“Over there.” Yusri pointed off into the distance close to where the plain ended near the mouth of a deep mountain valley. A fat river ran lazily along the backside, cutting its course down towards the lowlands from whence they’d come. Already could be seen the column’s front breaking off from the road and beginning to spread out into the grassy plain to set up camp.

“Thank the Gods,” answered Grieves in happy relief. “Eye think my feet woulda worn down to nubs if we kept going much farther.”

 




Chapter 2


A pack of mounted scouts galloped wildly across the outcropped terrain, hair and manes both pulled taut by the winds’ swift passing. Their horses’ hooves made fly rock, turf, and gravel with one fell swoop as the black riders rode in reckless abandon enroute to the far side of the mountain’s valley where the great army had not yet penetrated. Last year they had come to observe, now they were back to invade.

The patrol spotted something. It was a most curious sight to behold and one which appeared all the stranger as distance decreased. Yet from the time they had first laid eyes upon the apparent enigma and subsequently began their approach, it had made no attempt to neither hide nor flee. 

As they reached the wall of white wool, which formed the outskirts of the kernel, they checked their horses’ speed into a canter before forcing themselves onto a path through the cacophony of baas and alarmed bleats. It was a flock of hundreds, and yet when they finally reared up and pulled harshly their stallions to a still, it was but a mere boy who wore the cloak of shepherd. A very strange scene to behold indeed.

“You, boy!” called down the group’s captain harshly from atop his slickened steed, next near to shouting. “What is the meaning of this foolish madness?” 

“The old ones must have seen us coming and run off,” one of his men answered him, looking about as he did so. “They didn’t want to lose the flock so they forced the boy to stay.”

“They would have known that it was lost already,” countered another. “Why lose the boy too?”

Such was all that occurred within the same few moments of the horsemen stopping next to the Juniper tree in whose shade the boy was bathing. He seemed oblivious to their arrival as he stood up, blinking on account of the sun’s brightness.

“Hullo there,” he greeted them openly in a rustic dialect through squinted eyes that were further sheltered by a small hand outstretched above both his brow. His tilted head shone up without guile into the faces of both men and mount alike, the latter of which were still foaming at the mouth and impatiently pawing their restless hooves upon the dry earth.

The angry, astonished captain gripped his horse’s whip before lashing it down upon the impertinent youth who gave a cry of pain and reflexive leap backwards. The other’s input was ignored as the captain maintained his fierce vigil over the freshly terrified child. “Where are your people thus, and why have they left you alone here?” he barked again with temper flaring.

The young shepherd boy remained with his hand held fast to the spot of stinging impact. The corners of both his eyes had already sprang forth small streams which ran in dirty trails down the cheeks of his dusty face. “I have no people, sir, and I am not alone here,” he sniveled back, full of fright and demure.

“Speak sense boy!” roared the captain, raising his hand and whip once more in preparation to strike.

“I have no people, sir, and I am not alone here!” the sheep herder cried out again despairingly, cowering like trapped prey before the baying hounds. 

“The boy is a fool,” commented the rider nearest to the captain.

“I say we kill the boy and send the sheep back into camp,” chimed in another with lackadaisical indifference.

“Aye,” agreed a third. “We still have to clear the mountain pass before nightfall,” he said, looking up towards the unchecked approaches. “We’ve no time to waste on a peasant with no breasts,” he concluded, grinning round to the others.

“Now, now, don’t be so quick to judge, Finnigan,” jested another of the scouts to the group at idle. “We all know Simon fancies a good buggering of the youth every now and again,” he finished, looking over expectantly at the butt of the joke’s witticism. 

“Yeah, yeah,” came the accented rebuttal on que. “That’s very funny coming from the man who learned to fuck by using goats.” The rest, aside from the captain and the boy, laughed heartily. 

At the onset of laughter, the captain broke free his ire-filled glare and turned himself back around to face the others.

“And which one of you rapacious and rapining fools is going to lead these many sheep back into the camp that’s so many leagues away?” he interrogated. “You, Rickimer?”

Another rider, who was drawing wine from out of his goatskin, burst into fresh mirth, spewing purple mist through the air. He was not the only one to be tickled by such a fancy.

“Silence!” the captain interjected loudly to his men. “Damn children,” he scolded them, taking command. “Matrius,” he looked over to whom he spoke, “you will take the shepherd with his flock back into camp.”

“The rest of us,” he turned back to the others, “will continue on to reconnoiter the forward passes as ordered.”

“Yes, Captain,” submitted the chosen man to his dictated task, looking across towards his new charge as he did so. “And what of the boy once camp is reached?”

“Do as you like,” retorted the captain flippantly, not even deigning to look over. “Only be sure to give my compliments to the general for all the fresh mutton,” he directed with a final glance.

“Yes, Captain,” affirmed Matrius. “Your compliments to the general, will do sir.”

“Alright then, the rest of you villainous bastards,” rallied the captain to his remaining troops. 

“Try not to let any wander away on the way back now, shepherd Matrius,” Finnigan playfully derided as he and his mount prepared to make haste.

“Try not to bugger n’e of’m either!” added another cheekily, and for good measure.

“Leave off!” the captain shouted, slapping down the whip onto his charger’s rear to restart the hunt. The other riders quickly circled and then dug their horses’ hindquarters deep into the ground ahead of pushing off in pursuit, up towards the mountain passes. Matrius sat atop his own steed and watched them go a little distance before he turned and gave consideration to his own assignment in detail for the first time.

The little shepherd boy was sitting crouched beneath the same Juniper tree whose shade he had been caught resting, silently watching the retreating horsemen go.

“Gather your flock, shepherd,” spoke Matrius calmly after a few moments ponderance. “Some’ve begun to run astray.”

A small bunch of the animals had in fact been scared away by the recent commotion and were now loitering about the nearby hill which formed a base to the mountain slope. 

“Did you hear what I said?” the horseman asked, growing slightly vexed.

The youth turned his attention to the lone scout remaining with a wary perplexity. “Yessir,” he answered plainly with an adjoining nod of deference. 

“Off with you then,” commanded Matrius. “And be quick about it,” he bespoke in mild threat. “Or you will find my whip to be as thick as the captain’s, and no less studded,” he finished, flashing the same type of whip as had been used to injure him previous.

The young sprout sprung up quickly from his stance and immediately set about regathering the flock without a sound, swiftly scurrying about in order to bring his large collection back into a single muster.

Matrius retrieved from his pouch a cuff of bread and proceeded to eat and drink in observant silence until the boy’s task was complete.

“Come here, shepherd,” Matrius instructed him after the herd was corralled. 

The boy did as he was told, approaching with cautious apprehension, keeping a firm eye on the rider’s whip as he did so. Matrius, noticing the cause for concern, provided some small reassurance. “Don’t worry,” he calmed like a crooked priest. “I’ll not beat you without a reason.”

Thus did the youth slowly shirk alongside the horseman’s mount, looking both downcast and depressed. “Take this,” Matrius ordered him as he handed off his remaining chunk of loaf.

“It will be a long walk back to camp,” he informed him as the latter began to eat in hunger. “You must take in enough food and drink now to keep your strength up.” He watched him as he spoke. “I’ll not play the part of shepherd should you decide to fall out halfway,” informed the scout with sour haughtiness while peering at the herd.

The subject of regard ate quickly and quietly beneath the scout’s steady gaze until Matrius handed over his goatskin as well. “Now drink,” he ordered him, “and then we’ll make ready.”

The skin was dutifully accepted, and the shepherd did as he was told, drinking to quench his thirst. “Careful, boy,” Matrius chided him crossly after many chugs. “That’s wine, not water.”

Hearing this, the sheep herder ceased his suckling and politely handed back up the leather pouch before wiping an arm across his mouth and belching loudly.

Matrius spied the youth curiously while resecuring the wineskin back onto his mount. “Enough waiting then,” he started abruptly. “You’re going to bring your flock with me back into camp; is that understood?” inquired the horseman directly.

“Yessir,” the shepherd boy repeated once more in simple compliance.

“Good then, let’s go,” Matrius began, nudging his mount into walking.

“Hulloo!” called out the shepherd boy unexpectedly, taking Matrius slightly off guard. It sounded almost like an owl trying to say hello. “Hulloo!” he repeated again to the flock at large, whose ears at once pricked up to the apparently familiar wailing. 

Matrius watched while the boy repeated his words. To his surprise, a part of the circular gathering which was closest to the camp began to break free from their orbital animus and peel off in that direction.

Once underway, Matrius made his way to the back of the herd from where the shepherd boy led them and began to walk his horse beside him.

“What did you mean when you told the captain earlier that you weren’t alone here?” he scrutinized.

“The sheep,” the boy answered plainly.

“The sheep?” Matrius questioned back, not fully comprehending.

“Yessir,” the young lad confirmed. “The sheep are with me.”

“So, you really are a fool then?” Matrius said to him, staring low as he did so.

“All things are possible,” the shepherd boy replied after a few moments’ pause. 

“Hulloo,” he then called out again. Its use seemed to bring the flock back on center whenever parts of the wings began to spread.

“What’s your name?” probed Matrius further with a mild interest.

“My name is Pan, Pan Shepherd,” he answered, looking up and over whilst still walking alongside.

“Pan?” Matrius queried. “What peculiar names you bumpkins have,” he said out loud, though mostly to himself. 

“What about your parents? Your family?” He paused before proceeding, “Who looks after you?” 

“Looks after me?” copied Pan back with strangeness. He was starting to look around with a sort of dimmed confusion on his face.

“Yes, boy,” Matrius stoked hotly. “Where are your people thus?” he reiterated again for the second time. 

Immediately Pan responded by proclaiming rather louder than the situation warranted, “I have no people, sir, and I am not alone here!”

“You make jest with me, peasant?” Matrius checked him angrily.

“Hulloo!” the shepherd suddenly cried out, his shout mingling with the added sound of humor as it carried towards the flock. “Hulloo!” he repeated a second time just a moment later, this rendition being even louder than the first and with an accompanying saunter to boot.

At this fresh outrage, Matrius reached out his leg and kicked Pan hard, directly in the shoulder, causing him to fall down. It did not, however, have the desired effect.

“Hulloo!” he garbled out once more from his prone position on the ground, resulting in himself getting all the more lost into laughter.

The furiously stunned scout required a few more seconds of perturbed thought to figure out the youth’s sudden caprice until it finally dawned on him. The little shepherd boy was drunk.

“Gods alive,” Matrius derided, scoldingly under his breath. 

“You’ve never drank wine before?” he called down incredulously from atop his horse, the tone gone from that of threatening to that of surprised disappointment.

“No sir!” came the cackled response as the boy’s giggling continued, unabated, while he stumbled side to side, trying to regain himself back on solid ground. “Hulloo!” he called again on still shaky legs between the near ceaseless cascades of laughter.

“Pan!” the horseman shouted from above as the young shepherd boy continued to wave and wobble unsteadily. He had gone from being loud and animated to right after becoming still and silent.

“Get co—” just as Matrius started again to speak, Pan opened up his mouth and let fly a stream of purple vomit that fell into the middle of the trail. The sickly child stood there for an instant longer and then opened up his oral cavity for a second time to let loose another gastric river that was sent splashing down into the first before his eyes glazed over and he fell to the ground sideways, moaning incoherently.

“Sons of Hades!” Matrius cursed aloud once more, unable to yet accept his rotten luck. Why does everything have to be so damned difficult? he thought to himself in upset exasperation whilst looking low at the incapacitated youth who was now wallowing pathetically in the dirt.

Matrius jumped off his horse and yanked the young shepherd up by his woolen garment.

“Look at me!” he shouted, attempting the use of noise to force his way through the intoxicated inebriation. The boy’s body responded more like that of a rag doll than a person, being unable to hold neither firm nor form.

The flock meanwhile continued on its way and was fast dispersing without the constant attention and shepherding of the now hammered Pan.

“Look at me I said!” Matrius yelled again, slapping the boy across his face hard enough to awaken a flash of dazed eyes which lost their luster almost as soon as the focus was gained. 

Matrius let the lifeless body fall back into the dust with disgust. How ridiculous, he thought to himself. Now what’s to be done? 

As he looked through his mind in search of an answer, one became readily apparent. 

“Come here, you little bastard,” spoke Matrius roughly as he pulled up young Pan like one does a pup by its collar. 

He next climbed back aboard his mount and stuck the sauced-up shepherd between his own legs, propped up against himself. 

The boy slept heavily as his sheep increasingly became a gaggle instead of a flock with each passing second.

“Haa!” Matrius called out when he kicked his horse into gear and began moving at a trot back towards the mutinous herd. Something had to be done soon in order to induce all the animals back together again.

Matrius looked down at the passed-out Pan to make sure that he was really a slumber before he cleared his throat and attempted with much embarrassment to imitate what he had previously seen and heard.

“Huhlew!” he called out awkwardly with a faulty tone. Not a single lamb responded in the slightest.

“Furies slay me!” Matrius swore under his breath, the warmth of shame creeping up from his core and causing him to feel even more heat than what nature was already providing in abundance.

He sighed heavily and then prepared himself to try again. “Hullew!” he countered, different from the first. It wasn’t correct, but it was coming closer. “Hullew, hulloo, hulloo,” whispered the horseman repeatedly as minutes passed by, trying desperately to get the sound just right ahead of making another go towards the flock at large.

“Hulloo!” Matrius then let fly without restraint and was at once rewarded by the sight of innumerous ears pricking up from the call. “That’s more like it,” he said aloud as his calm and confidence, both so recently on the ebb tide, now began to flood back in. 

“Hulloo!” he repeated, each effort becoming more and more natural until eventually the sheep could not tell any difference between them. “Hulloo!” he continued on until the flock was once again just as it had been until the little shepherd boy had gotten himself lost into drink. Little wretch, Matrius thought to himself, though without much of the earlier conviction he had once felt. Now with an even keel restored, his feelings of scorn and frustration had dissipated quickly so that he was soon returned to his naturally neutral demeanor.

Thus did Matrius continue to accompany the large flock in a slow but steady movement back down towards the camp below. The caravan traveled for some hours like that as it descended its way out of the mountains and into the valley. Eventually, when the sprawling encampment was well within sight and the sun low amongst the clouds, Pan Shepherd himself began to rouse once more.

“Oh,” he groaned piteously in his place, still leaning back against the rock that was Matrius’ chest.

“Is that you, shepherd?” the horseman poked with some amusement once he heard the mewing start. “Now you wish to rejoin us a?” Matrius interrogated with an easy spite. “Lazy dog,” he saddled on lightheartedly.

The boy made no attempt to answer. He was feeling crippled by the splitting headache of alcohol-induced dehydration.

Matrius, knowing all too well the effects in which the young youth suffered, patted his back heavily and told him, “The pain in your head will soon cease once water is taken.”

“Do you have any?” croaked Pan with hopefulness.

“I do not,” the scout disappointed him mightily.

“I—” Pan’s voice broke and then cracked from the dryness of his own mouth before he began anew. “I do not remember how I got here,” he said through squinted eyes and thick saliva.

“You had your first drink today at my expense,” Matrius reminded him without much kindness. “Then you became ill and lost all manner of sense so that I was forced to carry you.” 

“Why?” asked the sheep herder blankly.

“Why what?” questioned Matrius back the same.

“Why did you carry me?” doubled down Pan.

The bemused Matrius was at first taken aback but by-and-by he told him.

“What?” he first queried. “You wanted that I leave a perfectly good boy like you to the buzzards?” He paused in wait. “Pah,” he continued after no remark was made. “I think not,” he said in conclusion. “You’ll fetch a fair price at the meat market anyhow.”

Pan did not understand the connotation.

“I do not remem—” as Pan began to speak, he suddenly became like the small green island lizards that lived off the coast, and which can be put to sleep by gently covering their eyes and then pushing in lightly on their bellies. They always awaken a short time after being lain on their backs, and when they do find themselves awake it is quite unnaturally upside down! So like the lizard, Pan almost leapt from his half-conscious position, opening his eyes at once fully to the waning sun whilst at the same time crying out, “My she—” but even before he had finished the words, his sight had shown him clear as day that there was indeed no mystery. His sheep were right there where they were supposed to be, casually strolling closer to the enlarging camp.

“What has happened?” Pan asked again with growing alarm and unease, trying to slip himself out of his seat atop Matrius’s horse.

Matrius let him slide off whence he stumbled back to his feet and began glancing around like a cat searching for mice. “Don’t be stupid,” he said, looking down sharply. “You drank too much wine and became unconscious,” charged the horseman with mid-ranged accusation. “Now that you’re awake again, however, you will finish leading these sheep back into camp for me,” he ordered, gesturing across in that direction.

Looking around, Pan Shepherd could see clearly that he was now far away from either home or choice. Thus, he was forced into meekly surrendering to Matrius’s will, so he once more took to the position of walking in line behind his bleating herd, feeling miserable.

“How did you keep them all together?” Pan asked Matrius after a few minutes spent traveling with no speech. 

“I copied you,” he told him, looking over with a grin.

Pan nodded in acknowledgement ahead of speaking further. “What will happen to them now?” he next wanted to know.

“We will eat them of course,” Matrius answered obviously.

“Eat them?” Pan bewailed loudly and in a panic. “But who?”

Matrius pondered the boy curiously once more prior to making up his final mind and rebutting him sharply, “The army, you little fool.”

 




Chapter 3


Dusk was onsetting when Matrius’s caravan of meat and wool finally arrived at the camp’s front entrance. The little sheep herder who walked alongside them had by now been dragged for hours under the crushing weight of fatiguing despair. “Hulloo,” he still crooned dryly whenever necessary, though only sporadically and with a halfhearted conviction. Matrius, by comparison, was in very high spirits indeed after having almost completed his orders and would soon be set to collect his rewards by way of both the cooks and the slavers. 

As the flock, with its escorts, reached the newly built wooden palisades right outside the main entranceway, a scribe who was on assigned duty there took quick notice of their approach.

“Well now.” He whistled impressively, catching the attention of some others nearby. “It looks like fresh meat’s what’s on for supper tonight then boys!” he called back over his shoulder, well pleased, as the first lamb in the flock of hundreds reached him.

“Fine work by your lot today it seems, scout,” complimented the one who had started scribbling, keeping tally of each passing sheep. “What troop are you with?” he next asked without taking sight off his records.

“Captain Faroh’s squadron,” Matrius responded with the correct esteem from atop his well-worn stallion. 

“Captain Faroh,” the scribe repeated whilst still looking down at his work of pressing marks and notches into the soft clay tablet. “And where are they now may I ask?” inquired the same writer who now gazed up for a moment in order to better hear his reply.

“They continued reconnoitering the forward passes,” informed Matrius. “Captain Faroh charged me with bringing in these provisions while they continued making their runs.”

 

“Very good,” replied the scribe whilst staring down in fixation upon his earthen template and making fresh impressions upon it. “Very good indeed,” he reiterated, no doubt made happy by the sheer amount of unexpected supplies that were being delivered on his watch.

As this interaction proceeded, Pan Shepherd could only stand there mutely, being both too despondent and weak to speak. 

“Okay,” the record keeper piped in once more. “Actually sorry, my apologies,” he corrected himself. “May I ask you for your name?” he probed further, “for the accounting purposes.”

“My name is Matrius,” the scout spoke freely but with the first few flurries of impatience blowing in.

“Matrius,” the scribe repeated without facing up though still nodding his head in the affirmative. “I’ve got it all now,” he told him. “You’re free to go,” waved on the bureaucrat with a bookworm’s authority. “These men will take it all from here,” he ended, giving a last thankful look to the scout before turning away and calling over to some of his associates on hand.

“Let’s go,” Matrius directed curtly towards Pan, who himself was in the midst of a profound melancholy watching his entire life being taken away from him without so much as a word. He could hardly contain the anguish that boiled up, even in his weakened state. 

“I said move,” Matrius broke in forcefully a second time, flashing a grim countenance and his horse’s whip as a sign of what was to come should the young Pan Shepherd continue with any further disregard.

Pan accepted his admonishment with a bowed head and obedience. Large tears swelled both eyes before he wiped a hand across them and walked quietly over. 

“Give me your hands,” Matrius next ordered him upon his arrival, forcing Pan into blind submission.

Matrius then took hold of his request and tied them each together with a length of slackened rope so that soon he wound up tethered to both man and beast alike. “Wouldn’t want to lose you now,” he accentuated with mocking humor whilst clapping on the last knot.

Pan could only watch in tearful silence as he was being held fast. After the restraint was completed, he was then dutifully informed by pleased demeanor to, “Follow me.” With that cryptic expression alone leading the way, Matrius then urged his horse back into a walk so that both he and his new bound prize quickly swelled into the now swollen complex.

The young prisoner was thus forced to keep up or else be dragged, and despite his enfeebled condition, he continued to walk forward one foot after the other towards a destination unknown.

He walked atop planks of bare wood laid over skinny rails of ground which on either side had already become deep and sticky with the gunk and grime of ten thousand men and animals. He saw women with flamboyantly colored garments and bright hair sitting and standing outside of various cloth-built establishments wearing broken smiles that were supposed to appear pretty to all those who passed them by. Pan had never seen so many people in that crowded and confined a space before, and for a little while, he completely forgot about his ill health and total loss. His fresh mind had completely escaped into the dizzying array of wondrous new sights and sounds that were abounding all around him.

On their way, they passed through narrow alleys of tents and ramshackle workshops that were propped up with loose wood and spare parts. Each one was jam-packed full of bronzed-clad men who both looked and smelled atrocious to the little shepherd boy who was only used to fresh air and open spaces. Everywhere he looked were cooking pots, stacked weapons, and large groups of horridly barbarous men babbling, laughing, and sometimes even fighting with one another. The smells of shit, mud, and food were almost too overpowering for the light-headed, famished, and exhausted young shepherd to stand.

As the pair were making their way through a clearing in the encampment, which had a great white and splotched gray tabernacle with soldiers standing guard outside around its front, Matrius stopped his horse abruptly, causing Pan to awaken from his daze. He saw his captor give salute to a group of importantly dressed horsemen who were just then entering in from the other side of the bounds.

“General!” Matrius snapped to with obvious deference towards the leader of the bunch after the latter had taken his notice. First, he flew up his right knuckle to forehead and then bent his neck deep in homage.

“Ah,” came the deeply taut voice from that who was formed finest of all figures there atop his resplendently red stallion. “You are one of Faroh’s men,” he said approvingly and with confidence. “Where is your captain now?” asked the general, looking around searchingly. “I have still not received any word or reports from his quarter.”

Matrius looked to Pan as though he had just been transfixed from a man into some sort of talking statue while he answered with his monotonous reply. “General,” he stated formally and with immense respect. “My captain sent me along with this shepherd boy and his flock back into the encampment.” He paused for a small period before carrying on, “The rest of the men continued up to reconnoiter the forward passes and should be returned back here by nightfall.” He then relayed the message that he was instructed to pass along earlier as well. “I was charged in addition by Captain Faroh to give his compliments to you, sir, on account of all the mutton,” Matrius loyally reported. 

“Did he now?” replied back the piqued general with a freshly purchased goodwill. “And how much did the good captain send us?” fished the commander pryingly.

Matrius looked across to Pan for the first time during this brief encounter and saw that he too was staring intently right back at him. “I—” Matrius started and then broke off under the commanders piercing gaze to begin anew. “Er,” he stuttered quickly but continued on, catching himself timely enough. “There were too many to count general,” was the firmly forced reply finally proffered. “Hundreds though, I’m sure,” pinned the scout on further, gratuitously. 

The general’s eyes seemed to shine right through them both as he conspicuously looked from one and then to the other. “Hundreds you say?” he questioned deeper, seeking for an exaggeration.

“Yes, General,” Matrius confirmed with wide-eyed affirmation. “Without a doubt.”

The general looked again to the destitute young boy made captive at the back of Matrius’s mount. “With only this single boy as guard?” he interrogated deeper, directing a suspiciously uncertain brow outwards in Pan’s direction.

“Yes, General,” Matrius confirmed once again with the highest esteem.

“Explain how,” dictated the general with supreme authority, like a tiger’s growl. “Quickly.” 

Matrius immediately and obediently obeyed, recounting the trip in its entirety to the general with his attending staff present. As the expounding wound further the story of Pan’s drinking wine and then getting drunk was told, even the general himself simpered slightly above imperceptive at its telling.

After Matrius had finished giving his recounting, the general turned his eyes back onto young Pan. “You, shepherd,” his iron voice followed right after, “how could you keep so many sheep by yourself?” 

Pan stared back thoughtfully while his ruminating mind searched for an answer. “I don’t rightly know, sir,” came the worn-down and parched response handed out a few seconds later. “I kept them, and they kept me I suppose,” ended the rustics tale sadly.

“You couldn’t have watched over so many sheep alone,” the keen-eyed general accused him. “So who helped you?” he demanded to know. “Where are your people?” scented the commander ravenously like how a zealot hunts rats.

Upon the last inquisition, Pan Shepherd instinctively replied, “I have no people, sir, and I am not alone here.”

“What do you mean that you are not alone here?” shot back the general with his penetrating curiosity directly across Pan’s bows.

“The boy is a fool,” broke in Matrius swiftly, who already knew well what the upcoming answer would be. “He has a special way with the sheep, your grace, but in all else is as simple as a mule,” Faroh’s horseman blurted out.

The general stared at Pan for a short while longer in advance of turning away back to Matrius and speaking with him directly. 

“Be sure to give my compliments to your captain as well,” the general honored, tipping his head slightly after the fact. “We never do fail to find satisfaction in his dealings,” he stringed along the comment further as both he and his entourage made a move to end their impromptu rendezvous and head back towards the tabernacle. 

Before the general broke his heavy gaze from them completely however, young Pan Shepherd erupted into a passionate cry and fell down onto his knees in the sticky black mud to begin wringing his tied hands in fervent plea.

“Please, sir!” he cried over to the commander and chief with a pitiful wailing and the gnashing of teeth. “Do not let them take my sheep away from me!”

Matrius flew back a withering stare at the now groveling Pan Shepherd and immediately jerked the leather binding hard so that the boy was flung over sideways with half his face landing in the mud. Still, he begged on.

“Please, sir, please!” Pan cried hopelessly. “Do not let my lambs be eaten!” It was a deplorable scene, and one in which the general did not at all appear eager to acquiesce to.

“The boy really is a fool,” smarted the general aloud to some rattling laughter outside of his cabal. He gave another look back towards Matrius in acknowledgement to the apparent fact proved.

Matrius moved to kick the boy hard. “Tell me,” the general broke in ahead of the strike, his resonant voice cutting seamlessly through all of the shepherd boy’s lamentations, “where are you taking him?”

“To the slavers general,” recorded Matrius, bowing his head, with one hand still on the jerkin. 

“He’s unlikely to fetch a very high price now,” lessoned the commander knowingly. “Not in his condition.”

Matrius looked back to the broken down, exhausted, and mud-soaked youth with some consideration of that fact before the general again opened his mouth to speak.
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