THE CLANLESS

Part 3

On The Discovery Of Cal-Root & Its Consequences

Around the campfires, the story is told of Cal The Pale, the first Rite Master, who died 14 generations ago.   

As the story goes, Cal the Tattoo Master was roaming the Targ swamp where runoff from the Cinnabar Mountains formed small streams.  I cannot tell you where these particular streams are, as it is a closely-held secret of the Rite Masters.  

However, there he was.

Now, Cal, before he gained the name "The Pale," was searching for more pigments for his tattoos.  He was a master at bringing out the colors of the inks and dyes that he used, but had been unimpressed with the colors of late.

He needed more…vibrancy, I suppose.  

And he had heard from his master, whose name has not come down through the ages, that the brightest, most brilliant colors could be found in this place.

And he searched.  

He found a few new berries and leaves that seemed promising, plants that were alive with color.  Upon these, he performed his usual tests.  Crushing the berries against one of the white patches that had been left on the palms of both of his hands when it was determined in his youth that he was to be a tattoo-master.  He waited a few moments, and then washed his hands with water he carried for just this purpose.  He checked to see if the juice left a stain that might last for a time, and disregarded those that faded quickly or washed off with the water.

And he repeated the process with the brightest leaves, after mashing them with a mortar and pestle, and using the remaining juice.  

He had spent several days at this, mixing colors and tattooing the results on some stretched hides of Thrall youth that he had brought along for just such a purpose.

Oh.

I feel I should mention this… The hides came from youths that had died, either because of disease, or from injuries suffered in their training as they grew.  The Tattoo-Master was always given such unmarked skins, so as to always have clean, white surfaces to test new pigments or designs upon.  The parents have always seen this as an honor, so that the child may continue to serve the clan, in death.

I felt that had to be said, as I imagine leaving that part unexplained could lead to some unfortunate… misunderstandings.   

So Cal the Tattoo-Master was testing colors, in fact, he had been doing so for several weeks, killing creatures that came too near, feasting upon them and testing the carcasses for anything that might be used as a pigment – This is how Thralls have learned to use exomorph dyes - when he came across an odd plant.

Now, in saying "odd,"  I am apparently not doing justice to what Cal actually saw.  No description exists of the plant, as that is a more closely-guarded secret than that of the general area where they can be found.

However, something about the plant led Cal to believe that something about this plant would yield bright dyes of black, red … and blue. 

And so he prepared the entire plant, checking first the leaves, then the stalk, and finally… the roots.  He tried them all out on his hands, and then the skins, and found out that the leaves and the stalk did not produce a decent effect.  But the roots… the roots produced three of the brightest, most vivid colors he had ever seen.  

And he knew that he had found what he had come for.

As he was thanking his ancestors for leading him to this place that would carry his name for untold generations to come, he opened his eyes.   
And saw that he was a Thrall no longer.  

He had lost all of his tattoos, and had become less than nothing.

I believe he must have screamed then, grieving.  And he began to curse his ancestors for leading him to this accursed place.  A place that had destroyed his chances at having his name remembered in later days.  He scooped up the foul dyes and hurled them as far away into the swamp as he could.

And after he had expended his rage, he crouched, and thought.

And pulling out his tools, He began his craft.

He tried to tattoo a simple symbol on the back of his left hand, but to no avail.  It faded almost as quickly as he applied it.  So he tried another dye.  And another. And another.  But nothing worked.  Nothing would affix itself to his skin.  

Except the dye that caused this in the first place, he thought, looking down at the palms of his hands, where the pigments still shone brightly on his skin.

And so, crouching, staring at the palms of his hands, he began to ponder.

The stories say that he grouched, considering his hands in this way for seven days without food or drink.  But such a thing is improbable, if not impossible.  

However, I will stay with the tale, for this is how it was told to me by my elders.

And so, on the seventh day, Cal the Tattoo Master realized what he must do.

And I know that he meant well, but there are many of my people who still curse him to this day for what he wrought upon us.  

I myself, do not.  

Not any longer.  

He made me what I am today.  And what I shall be.

Cal The Pale stood.

He went to the plant, and began pulling them out of the ground, cleaning the roots, and preparing them to create more dyes.  And when he felt he had prepared enough, he packed up his belongings and left, journeying back to Tor, the city belonging to his clan, the Aam Clan.

And he was met with horror as he swept into the city.  Thralls followed him at a distance, mouths agape as he continued onward, toward the home of the chieftain.  

"Is it one of the ancestors?"  everyone wondered, "What have we done to deserve this thing?" 

And as he strode forward, Cal knew that he had made the right decision.  He saw the horror on their faces, to see one of their own moving amongst them, obviously an adult, obviously beyond the time of naming, yet without a blemish on him.  Without a clan name, even.

He clenched his fists tightly as he came to the steps leading up to the home of the chieftain.  

The chieftain and his wife stood facing him from the door.  They had heard the commotion, and had come to investigate.

"I am Cal The Pale," he began.  "And my ancestors have showed me the way."

At this, most everyone began to murmur amongst themselves -   

"Cal?"

"Cal the Tattoo Master?"

"It cannot be!"

"How can such a thing happen?  A Thrall who has lost his tattoos?  Surely not!"

And the like.

And Cal waited patiently.  And continued to stare up at the chieftain.  He continued his oratory.

"My ancestors led me to a plant.  A plant that shall aid us.

"When the errors creep in."

Now, to pause for a moment.  I feel I must explain again, as I did before.

What Cal meant when he said "errors creep in," was that, at times, there were some that were born…different.

To my people, uniformity is important in many ways.  We are all born looking physically alike, except in the natural differences between a male and a female.  We all act in similar ways, and think in a like manner.  It is not until we are given our True Name, on the day we are given our Truesword, that we are seen as an individual.  At that time, we strive to be different, to look different - through our tattoos - but not to act so differently.  My people know that we were created by sorcery, and that we come from the same ancestors, and that we are like them.  And we try to maintain that balance.  

Distinct, and yet not … wrong. 

And that is what he meant by "errors."  

There were some, who, at birth, had been born … different.  Those who did not take to following orders, or who were cowardly, or who committed crimes, of murder … and rape. 

These were things that were not to be tolerated.  They were too far from what was desired.  They showed a lack of honor, and honor is all-important to a Thrall.  Any Thrall that does not think in this way cannot be … accepted.

Do you understand why I pause?  I am trying to convey to you the way that most Thralls think,  In the way that they need to pause, to grasp about for terms for which it is difficult for them to conceive.

Up until this point, they had just been executed, for it was decided that these "errors" could not be allowed to pass this … sickness on to the next generation.  It could not be allowed to spread.  

But these executions were seen as a mercy, for some of the things these "errors" had done were truly vile, and there were those who had argued that execution was too easy, that these Thralls should have to live with the memory of their crimes, but no one had agreed as to what punishment they should receive in addition. 

Until Cal The Pale stood on those steps, explaining all of this to those in earshot.

"This," he announced, "is what the ancestors told me.  We shall make them Outcast, forever separated from those right-thinking Thralls that would live honorably.  They shall be The Clanless, nameless creatures that must live forever apart from us, as it should be.

"This, this…" he smiled.  "This Cal-Root shall make this possible.  The Clanless shall be tattooed with the mark of shame, a crescent moon representing their crime - blue for Laeolis, the moon of sorrow, to show us our sorrow that this one could not be taught to obey his betters, and for believing that his own desires were better than those who were more experienced, than those who had come before.  Red shall be for the crimes of rape and murder to show all those who see that this one is filled with rage, the uncontrolled rage of the moon Jhang.  And black … black crescents shall be inscribed on the heads of those who show cowardice, for it is fitting.

Zar is the death moon, and for those who show cowardice, would it not be better to be dead?"

"And we shall remember them no more."

At this, there was silence, for each Thrall had to stop, and seek their own council, for it was a new thing, a hard thing to understand, let alone accept.
But in the end … well, that is obvious, is it not?  Most likely you have seen one of The Clanless, wandering the streets of some city, other Thralls glancing away, or perhaps you have heard of a pale Thrall who had become a bandit.  Or murderer.  

For that is what most of us become.  

You cannot know how hard it is to be forever apart.

Some of you may ask, "Why not just get tattooed again?" 

Because that is also forever forbidden from us.  You see, the Cal-Root does not "like" other dyes or pigments.  It sounds odd, I know.  But it is the only way I can describe it.  Other inks leach out of our skin almost as soon as we attempt to tattoo it.  The only thing that could possibly be done is to tattoo ourselves with the red, black and blue of Cal-Root ink.  But that would be nearly impossible.  

For the Rite Masters, from Cal The Pale to those today, keep everything there is to know about Cal-Root ink a mystery from non-Rite Masters.  When a Thrall is to be banished, they go off into the Targ Swamps to locate the roots, and then take only what is necessary to create one Mark Of Shame tattoo.  This is their greatest secret, and are not about to let it get out.

The Rite Masters inscribe their own tattoos in Cal-Root ink, with gaps in between the tattoos, showing the whiteness of the skin underneath.  It is this difference, the bared white skin, that distinguishes them from other Thralls. 

I had considered stealing off into the swamps when I heard of a future banishment to await the arrival of a Rite Master so as to find a Cal-Root bush of my very own, and then to tattoo the rest of my body black, to offset it nicely, or an even blue, to match my Mark of Shame, but then I reconsidered.

If I tattooed my entire body black, then I would be doing the same thing my father did before me, and he was a honorless cur.  I shall not murder Rite-Masters for something so trivial, and I shall not be anything like my father.  

If I tattooed my entire body blue, I would indeed be "The Blue Outcast," but my Mark of Shame would no longer be apparent on my forehead, and that would feel like cowardice to me.  If this is my destiny, then so be it.  I shall not shirk away from it.  

As it stands, I shall continue in my attempts to purchase black and blue iron weapons and a set of full blue iron garde, along with more blue clothing.  

I SHALL be noticed, and I shall not be forgotten.             

- Dayn The Forgotten

  (To Be Continued in Part 4:  On Crimes Of Banishment)
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