Excerpts from The Sons of Mars: An Epic Tale of Ancient Rome

One night she was awakened by her son tugging at the bed sheets, saying, “Someone’s at the door, Mommy!” Her heart crawled into her throat and she lunged through the small cottage, groping at the door, imagining his smiling face, lavender eyes, the beautiful laughter. Yet she opened it not to her husband, but three Roman soldiers standing in the rain, helmets crooked on their heads. One of them stepped forward, knelt before her; she looked beyond them, saw three horses tied to the fence-posts, manes and hides dripping with rainwater. Lightning traced the sky and thunder shook the cottage as the man handed her something large; she accepted it, her son hiding behind her, looking at the strange men in interesting clothing. She took it, a ball threading her throat, and when she turned, the boy saw she held a Roman shield, the calfskin over the plywood torn in places with deep groove marks, the edges of the tears stained a crimson red. The three men before the door retreated to their horses, mounted, and disappeared in a rolling suave of thunder. 

The boy stood in the shadows, watching as his mother fell into a chair beside the kitchen, gripping the shield against her chest. She breathed deeply, the shield moving up and down atop of her, and then she bowed her head, long hair falling around her; her chest heaved harder and tears speckled the calfskin, mixing with the raindrops that had soaked it on its passage to its true home. She ran her hands over the calfskin and let the shield slide to her feet, hitting the floor, and falling over. The young boy stared at it, disbelieving, knowing what it meant. His mother looked at the shield and cried in a hoarse whisper, “I told you to come home with this shield or upon it… And yet you are nowhere to be found.” She imagined him lying amidst a pile of burnt bones covered with dirt, or as a bare skeleton lost amidst the towering trees of the Gallic forests. The thought of never seeing him again sent her to the floor, where she lay the rest of the night, crying; and the boy never made a sound.

●●

The sun was setting as he walked down the road, the charred farmhouse coming into view. A single sack hung from his shoulder, laden with all kinds of spoiled fruit and vegetables. Had the merchants not been giving out free food in remorse, he would’ve turned up empty-handed, for all he had were the clothes on his back, a necklace around his neck, a single hatchet and a beat-up ancient shield. He sat the sack beside his mother’s grave, looked at that mound, turned away, retreated into the shadows. He drew up again, this time carrying something with him. He set the shield beside the grave and grabbed the axe; sitting down beside the shield, he used the last remnants of the spring light to examine the axe and examine his soul. He withdrew some potatoes, peeled one open with a small knife, and began to eat. The food went through him like hot soup and he could’ve sworn it was just as good. The nutrients saturated his stomach. He finished off the potato, licked his fingers, and stood.

“I know what I have to do now,” he said to the grave. “If I don’t do this… What kind of man am I? Who is a man but one who makes the world a better place? I don’t know if I can make the world a better place, Mother. Such things are left to the politicians and the lucky. I am just a poor farm-boy. But I can try, Mother. My grandfather died against the Gauls, my father died against the Gauls, and now you and my girlfriend have died against the Gauls. They have destroyed everything that meant anything to me. How can I just try to get on with my life without doing something? What haunts me the most is what they did to you and your first family. It has invaded my memories, and I’ve been unable to dispel it. I believe the gods are weighing it upon my heart, the revelation and direction I’ve been seeking. Look what the Gauls did to you; they thought they got away with it. But they bred something much worse than they’ve ever fathomed. They might’ve gotten away with it with you, but I swear on my own family’s blood that they’re going to pay for what they’ve done to me.”

●●

Out of the shadows, in the pitch darkness – as the stars were blocked by gathering storm clouds – a single horseman appeared down the street; he carried a single Roman shield, and underneath the belt around his tunic rested a single wood-chopping axe. He carried a satchel around his front, resting it upon the horse’s neck. He looked at the villagers as he passed; something unseen and hideous melted in his gaze.

The old man stepped out onto the road. “Boy, you can’t do this.”

The boy stopped the horse right in front of him. He said nothing, just looked at the man.

The man protested, “You aren’t acting sensibly. Just get off this horse, come inside, get something to eat. You’re just going to get yourself killed. You’re just an eighteen year-old kid! You are not a warrior, even if you carry your father’s shield!” The boy made no movement; the old man cursed under his breath, said, “You’re just running off your emotions, and you’re running off the edge of a cliff. Don’t be blinded by your anger. Do not let it control you.”

The boy spoke: “You are controlled more than I; controlled by fear. You are contemptuous.”

Anger flared inside the man. “Tell me, Boy: what do you expect to do? Do you even know?”

The boy nodded. “Of course I know.” He smiled, a smile that sent chills sprinting through the man. “I am going to kill every one of them.”
