Birthmark

Excerpts from some of Doug MacBrayne’s past lives:

Lin Feng


Doug sensed a faint movement next to him, then felt the room begin to chill. Part dream, part awake, he heard a kind of music—no notes—just a throbbing that seemed to shake his entire body. He struggled to stay awake but the vibrations took over. The music reached a crescendo, the bedroom disappeared and he felt the warm air of springtime, heard birds singing. He barely felt the sharp stones on the path. Surprised, he looked down at his bare feet, callused from walking without shoes.


His sister was to be married. This would be his first visit home after ten years of study in the monastery. He fought to hold on to the calm he'd been taught, the centering of his insides that would keep excitement at bay. His master had encouraged him to face his mother and father.


"Lin Feng, it's important to keep your detachment from the old emotions that trap everyone," The master said. "The need for love and approval. The remembered fear of childhood mistakes."


Lin Feng's hand went to the back of his head, feeling the large purplish disfigurement that had brought tears to his mother's eyes each time she saw it. How long had it taken him to accept the fact that she would never look at him directly?

 
How could he explain the peace he had found in the monastery? His father had also been ashamed of Lin Feng, ashamed of his son's deformed head. Locked in his room, out of view, his only solace had been the manipulation of the abacus. This had been his only hope: to become useful to his father in the family business.


Instead, he had been sent to the monastery at the beginning of his fifteenth year, rather than go through the useless charade of finding a bride. 


Now he realized that his father's shame had given him a new life, an inner freedom he might never have experienced in the ordinary world.


He gathered his saffron robe onto his right arm and stopped, his attention arrested by a nightingale partially hidden by bushes to his left. He heard the rolling wheels of a carriage slow behind him but he did not turn around. 


"Would you ride with us?" A male voice.


He turned toward the ornate carriage and bowed.


"Thank you, but I am used to walking."


The man smiled. "Please indulge me. A man about to be married needs every favor the Buddha will bestow."


The mockery in the man's voice was alien. Ten years in the monastery had made Lin Feng forget how careless the laity could be with the Enlightened One's name. Lin Feng stared at the man. Could he be the one his sister would marry?


"Have neither pity nor scorn for those who know not enough to follow the Buddha," his master had told him. "You alone, are responsible for your soul."


He bowed again, then entered the cart. 



"Good. Good." The man said, moving his considerable bulk a little to one side.


The face before Lin Feng was round as the moon. The clothes spoke of prosperity. The silk reminded of his childhood, his sister. He tried to remember her face. She would look quite different now, from the six-year-old girl, already arrogant, tears streaming down her face as she sat on her bed, commanding him not to leave.


"But who will tell me stories, Lin Feng?" She pulled the two black braids from behind her neck.


"You will not need made-up tales very much longer, Mei Li. Soon, you will start your lessons."


Her little-girl lips extended in such a pout, Lin Feng thought he would laugh.


"Who will rub my legs when my feet ache so?"


"One of the servants."


Mei Li had turned her face to the pillow and sobbed. Lin Feng reached over and gingerly caressed the slender bamboo shafts of her legs. She was right. Only he had pity for the selfish little girl, with cotton and silk wrapped tightly about her feet. Only he came to soothe her when the ache of her growing bones collided with this ancient tradition of the rich.


His pity was such that after she fell asleep, he would carefully loosen the silk and cotton, releasing her feet from their bondage.


He glanced again at the man next to him. Would he put up with her demands? Would he tell her tales? Would he rub her legs when they ached? 


"You say you are to marry today?"


"Yes." The man popped a small sweet into his mouth.


"Then it is a good day."


The man shrugged. "Our families do business together. This is just one more transaction."


Lin Feng could not stop his rising eyebrows. The man laughed.


"The idea shocked me too, my friend." Another sweet flew into his mouth. "But sometimes one must make sacrifices for the sake of a family business."


"Sacrifices?"


The man leaned over, his sugary breath barely hiding his nervous aroma.


"She is ugly beyond belief, but her father is rich and will forgive my family's debts."


Lin Feng kept his face immobile. What could have happened to the little girl he left behind? She had been such a beautiful child: skin like porcelain; perfect features. Could such a doll have grown so crookedly to warrant this description?


"Time absorbs beauty," the master taught him. "And beauty absorbs time. Be not fooled by either."


The carriage slowed in front of Lin Feng's childhood home. He climbed out and thanked the man for his courtesy.


"Pray for me, brother," the man said. 


Lin Feng bowed and watched them pull into the path that led to the house. He walked a few yards up the road and turned into a grove that led to the rear entrance. He hesitated.


"I have been in the monastery too long," he said to a squirrel. 


He lowered himself to the ground and assumed the lotus position, feeling the need to meditate, to center his feelings before going inside.

ASHNA


Doug went to his desk and put his chin in his hands. He stared at the drawings Jimmy had produced. The picture of a running deer caught his attention. He started to feel dizzy and closed his eyes to fend off the vibrations.


"This hunter touch you for luck." Tehuti said, as he reached over to rub the large red mass, protruding from the back of Ashna's bobbing head. "We hunt for meat at light of day."


Ashna grunted, continued chipping at the new lamp he was making.  His mouth watered from the memory of deer flesh. He had already seen the herd.


He waited until Tehuti climbed onto his four-leg and rode away, then lurched to his half-stance for walking. His right arm hung lower, because of the twist in his spine but he used the arm to lift his right leg for each step. He crashed through the underbrush to the secret opening in the hillside. He stooped to collect the colors he would need, looked around to make sure no one watched. Berries, different clays, chalk, even his own blood, when necessary to make the images.


Sweat poured down his face despite the chilly day. The hunters always touched his deformed head for luck, in hope of a successful hunt, but only Ashna knew the truth. The deer taste came to his mouth again and he wiped drool from his lips. He could be stoned for making the pictures, but knew the making of the images stole power from the animal being depicted—the intended prey. They could touch his head all they wanted, but they would eat, only after he stole the animal's speed and power in color.


This was his knowing.


"Ashna?"


He turned.  Huva approached with a bowl of food.


"No follow," he growled, waving his arm.


"Food. Eat." She held the bowl out to him, lowered her dark, soulful eyes.


He took the bowl from her slender hands. She had been given to him in mockery: this straight-haired, skinny girl, stolen from a clan three mountains away. Tehuti had gargled with laughter when he handed her to him in front of all the others. Ugly girl. Ugly man. Everyone laughed when Tehuti laughed, even Ashna's brother, Hamar.


Tehuti rode the four-leg. He was as different from the others in his beauty and strength as Ashna was in his twisted deformities. Tehuti used the power of the four-leg to make him faster. Ashna secretly used the power of the paintings.


"Brother Hamar look for Ashna," Huva said, sneaking a glance toward the side of the hill where Ashna was headed. "Come now."


Ashna frowned. Made the sign of the sun behind the mountain: "Tonight."  


Huva tried to pull him back, but he shook her off. Made the sign again. He saw the fear she tried to keep from her eyes. He growled, handed her the empty bowl.


"Go."


His anger softened when she lowered her head. 


"Huva." 


She looked up and he made the sign of man-and-woman and then the sun behind the mountain. She nodded, a light in her eye.


He waited until she was gone to continue his descent. Hamar would also want to touch his head before the hunt. Ashna would have liked to show his brother the truth about this "luck," but did not want to endanger his life. Before Tehuti came, every clan had one-who-draws-pictures to help with the hunt. But Tehuti forbad the drawings upon his ascension to power, saying they were old, tired magic. Anyone caught painting, would die. 


Ashna would keep his secret the way Tehuti concealed his power over the four-leg. Maybe if Huva gave him a baby, Ashna would show the boy how to steal an animal's power by drawing it in the cave. But only when the boy was old enough to understand the necessity of secrecy. Certainly not until it was almost time for Ashna to go to the dirt—to his grave. If there were no baby, he would show his brother Hamar. But only then.


This magic was too powerful for more than one person to know. 


He pushed the underbrush away from the small opening. One look around convinced him he was alone. Inside, he took out his small lamp and filled it with dried moss. Two strikes of the black rock and a spark caught. He waited until the moss was completely red then poured the fat inside. The soft glow barely lit the entrance. He walked deeper into the cave and pushed several rocks away from a hidden passage. Images from ancestral hunts danced on the walls, in the flickering light. He could taste them. Auroch, long-tusked boars, mammoths—every kind of food that walked.


A mere handful of water was all he would need to paint the deer. He took the flat rock he used to mix his pigments and squashed several berries. Squinting, leaning to one side, he dipped his finger in the paint and moved it across the wall, eventually making four images which would mean extra food—a great feast.


Finished, he wiped his hands in the dirt and put his new lamp next to the flat rock. The cold of the cave made his legs ache. He scrabbled out into the twilight. He was no more than a few trees down the mountain, when he heard a twig snap. He whirled, but saw no one. Nevertheless, the hairs below the red bulge at the back of his head, bristled. He growled. There was no further sound, so he continued to his hearth, felt himself rising at the thought of doing man-and-woman with Huva. 


Tehuti's joke had turned into a blessing for Ashna, but he would could never reveal the irony. So he kept his soft heart for her hidden in front of the others. And she kept her dark, soulful eyes hidden from everyone but him.


If another ever saw her inner beauty, they would take her. He wouldn't let that happen. She and his brother were the only things he cared about in life. Them and the paintings in the cave. If Tehuti knew about any of it, he would take everything away.


This Ashna knew.

JAMES DAVIDSON


Doug put his chin on the window sill, watching the banners being erected. Some of the workers were already in costume. Off in the distance, he heard what sounded like hoofbeats. Strange, there were no horses nearby. 


The pounding increased. He closed his eyes. 


Pride welled in James Davidson's chest as he sat in the saddle, armor gleaming in the sun, lance held vertically, at his side. 


The king and queen acknowledged him, he tilted his lance in return. The crowd roared approval.


"Death to the infidels!" shouted a woman from the front row. "Feed them to the wolves!"


James searched the column ahead for Akmed, the Christian infidel. How did this Arab feel about hearing his people slandered? For months, the two of them had sat in the Arab's hovel, going over the words, the magic keys to understanding this strange nomadic people. The man seemed to be as fervently Christian as any bishop, but James was never quite sure of his sincerity. Prayer in front of one's captors was one thing, true belief, another.


The king handed a proclamation to the crier to enunciate the goals of the forthcoming crusade: Land, Treasure and Souls… slaughtered, sent to hell. Those who refused to believe would die. The number of victims would be proved by severing the right ear— heavenly tithe.


James turned at what he thought was Margaret's voice. Must have been mistaken. Her refinement would not allow her to shout loud enough to be heard over this din.


There were many reasons to go on such a perilous journey, but even more to return victorious. Marriage and an estate awaited him—the only real hope of property for a second-born son. 


At the end of the parade, he would signify to the crowd that he fought in her name, on her behalf. She would keep his colors until he returned.


He pulled the crested scarf higher on his neck to keep the sun off the red clump, at the back of his head. Experienced crusaders told tales of heat that could cook a man's hands and feet, winds that drove the sand like tiny arrows into an uncovered face, nights where the cold actually froze men while they slept.


Across the fairgrounds, Damien Arbuthnot knelt before Bishop Rawlings. The crowd quieted as Rawlings raised a large, jeweled cross in one hand and a chalice filled with sacramental wine in the other.



"Domina Christo, Sanctus…"


A bee flew into James's visor. He wheeled his horse about, his right hand searching for the angry buzzer. The reins slipped from his left and the horse bolted toward the stands, just as the stinger pierced the bridge of James’ nose. Blinded, he fought to stay on the panicked mount. The crowd's laughter turned into a roar of fear. He felt the awful collision with the stands, flew into emptiness and was seemingly lifted by the screams that filled the air.


He landed away from the kicking horse, his fall cushioned by spectators. He lay gasping, fighting to open his breastplate.


"Ye gods, man!" A deep voice boomed above him. The pandemonium stilled, except for one shrill wail. 


James struggled to sit up. The dead bee dropped out of the helmet he lifted from his head. His forehead burned, tears blurred his vision. But he could see well enough. Ten feet away a woman cradled a small child in her arms. She shook the rag doll, as if brute force might reanimate it. No response.


James' groom and several others captured his horse which now limped on three legs, the fourth bent at an impossible angle. One of the grooms plunged a sword between the creature's ribs. The ground shook as it went down in a heap.


His fingers searched for the stinger without success. He soon realized he was looking for proof to show the mother that it had been an accident. He closed his eyes, buried his face in his hands. 


She needed no proof. 


One of the Bishop's assistants attempted to comfort her with Latinate whispers, over the child's still form.


A shadow loomed over him. Arbuthnot stood, blocking the sun.

 
"You understand the meaning, do you not?"


"Meaning, Sire?" James squinted at the corona that surrounded the Duke's head.


"You have cast an evil aura over our crusade. We are doomed, unless you are willing to make a sacrifice."


"Sacrifice?"


"You must eschew your intended's heraldry."


Arbuthnot reached down, pulled James to his feet with a mighty arm, then turned to the mother.


"Fifty extra infidels, to replace your child." 


She looked at the Duke with glazed eyes. James staggered toward her, went to one knee and bowed. He tore Margaret's scarf from his neck and handed it to the woman. She took it in trembling hands, her face tight.


"The name. I must know the child's name."


"W-w-willum."


James stood and faced the crowd, raised his sword to the king.


"Your highness, from this day forth, I forsake love and property. I fight for you and our Holy Church in the name of the child, Willum."


The king raised his scepter in acceptance.


James trudged through the crowd of peasants which parted to make way for him. He never looked back at Margaret. His eyes were too filled with tears, his heart with shame.

