"Sol dier, you are content with what you are. Then that you shall remain unti
we neet again. As | go nowto ny Father, you rmust one day conme to ne."

The wi nd screaned. Casca stood in shock and fear, the Jew s bl ood on his hand
mngling with the falling drops of rain. Unthinking, Casca wi ped his hand
across his nouth, and one drop of bl ood touched his tongue, and Casca
screanmed. He doubl ed over in cranps. Wiat felt like liquid fire raced through
his veins to his brain, setting his whole being on fire. And still the others
noti ced not hi ng.

CASCA- doonmed by Jesus to an endless life as a soldier

CASCA

THE ETERNAL MERCENARY

ONE

Nha Trang, Vietnam 1970..

A flight of three Dust Of Med Evac helicopters was bringing in the remants
of an infantry platoon that had been anbushed a little south of Nui Ba Den two
hours before.

The Cong had really ripped their ass on this one, but had screwed up by
hangi ng around a little too |ong-1ong enough to get caught between a unit of
the First Cav and a conpany of South Korean Rangers. The copters, were
bringi ng out the broken and dying humanity that had been the American pl atoon
t he dead and wounded Cong were left to beconme part of the nud.

Such are the benefits of a nodern nation's technol ogy: the Anericans were even
now bei ng placed in an air-conditioned hospital clearing roomat Nha Trang
wher e rosy-cheeked young nurses could tell them how brave they were and how
proud they made the free world with their noble sacrifices. (And on occasion
the nurses mght sacrifice a little of thenselves by sleeping with such
wounded heroes-but only, of course, if they were officers. .)

Col onel Robert Landries, tall and ascetic |ooking, the senior surgeon of the
Eighth Field Hospital, personally supervised the sorting of the wounded by the
degree of severity. He was assisted in this humane endeavor by Mjor Julius
Gol dman. The two directed which nen would receive i nmmedi ate treatnent and

whi ch woul d have to wait or take second best from some of the orderlies.

ol dman was exami ni ng one of the head wound casual ti es when he st opped
suddenl y, straightened up, shook his head as if confused, and called to

Col onel Landri es.

"Col onel, you better cone over here and confirmwhat |'m | ooking at-or get
ready to put ne in the rubber room"

Landries swore at him "I have been ready to do that ever since you were
assigned to this unit, but 1'll [ook."

Landri es made his way over to Gol dman, stopping occasionally to give

i nstructions about the disposition of a particular patient, or to answer a
qguestion fromone of the bral ess nurses. (The heat nmade bras devel op a rash,
so Landries had authorized the only braless uniformin |Indochina.)

"Al'l right, Goldman, what the hell are you munbling about now? Have you
finally pickled your brain with speci nen al cohol ?"

ol dman nodded, consternation witten across his face. "I hope that's al

there is to it, Colonel. At least it would explain this." He indicated the
prone figure lying before them

The casualty was a stocky, powerfully built man, not unusual as human bei ngs
go. What was unusual about himwas the wound. According to all the known | aws
of medi cine he had no right to be living.

Around the corners of the battle dressing on the left side of his head the
brain itself could be seen. Protruding fromthe exposed brain was a piece of
shrapnel, a shiny sliver of Russian steel about a quarter of an inch in

di ameter sunk to an unknown depth in the exposed vital organ. The open area of
the brain was about four inches long and three inches wide and ran up to where
the part in a man's hair would normally be. This section of the skull had just
simply been bl own away; an adjoi ning section was held on by a flap of skin. A
Chi nese-made 60-mm nortar, firing Russian amo, had obviously scored a direct
hit.



Landri es bent over to take a closer | ook at the wound and the shrapnel. Bl ood
covered the man's face and the tails of the battle dressing holding the
bandage to his head. Landries squinted, |ooked closer, took out his gl asses,
and | ooked agai n.

"My God!" he exclainmed, face paling, as he turned to Gol dman. "What...?"
Both nmen turned their attention to the exposed brain.

A wound like that, in the incubator climte of Vietnam meant alnost certain
death, or, at the very least, that the nman would be a vegetable if he lived.
But

Thi s wound was different. Cod, how different!

Slowy, but surely, as the two surgeons watched in disbelief, the open wound
was taking steps to protect itself. The sl ender piece of shrapnel was being
i sol ated and encapsul ated by what appeared to be the sane kind of
calcification process that isolates TB bacilli in the lungs. For TB, it was
known-as a ghom conpl ex, but what the hell this was was sonething el se. The
dura mater, pia mater-the neninges-protective coverings for the brain and
spi nal cord, were making sl ow but visible progress growi ng back over the
exposed regi ons of the brain.

Visible... Good God! Landrics turned to Gol d- man.

"CGet this man prepped and into surgery imediately.” H's voice rose to a

pi ercing shriek. "Mve! Get X-rays of every centinmeter of this man from every
angl e-and do it now "

The nurses and orderlies junped at the commands, but Landries's voice stil

followed them "I want blood work. | want urol ogy and henogl obin. | want every
dammed test this place can nmake-and sone it can't. Mwve, you slugs! If this
man dies | will transfer every one of you to the paratroops and send you fine

young | adies to clean open sores at a | eper colony. Mve, dam it, nove!"

He turned to Col drman.

"CGol dman, you found himso you can stay with himevery second of every hour
until 1 can personally relieve you."

The maj or nodded and foll owed after the wounded man, telling the aides to get
an |V started. He ordered the nurses to get the man cleaned up and into
isolation, told them he wanted sterile technique to be observed, that if any
of them contam nated any of the specinmens taken fromthis man there woul d be
hell to pay.

They took the soldier quickly to a bed in the isolation roomof the hospital
The only other patient in the roomwas an elderly Viet farnmer in the fina
stages of a bout with typhus, no | onger contagi ous, so Gol dman had the
orderlies throw himout with a gift of fifty American dollars. The sudden

wi ndfall delighted the old nman, and he qui ckly grabbed his few nmeager

bel ongi ngs and sprinted out the door |like an dynpic hurdl ejunper as if he
feared these crazy Anericans woul d change their mnds and take the noney back
He went through the main gate so fast the A P. standing guard shook his head
in wonder at the old tinmer's agility.

As the nurses and orderlies stripped the wounded man, Gol dman called for an IV
of sterile saline to be started stat. For the first time he now | ooked at the
man's dog tags to check his blood type. 0 positive. No problemthere. The nost
common type of blood. Vital signs were next. The man's tenperature was
97.9-al nost a degree lower than normal. It shouldn't be | ower than normal; he
shoul d be running a fever. Respiration: 18 to the minute. Alittle rapid, but
not bad. Pulse: slightly faster than nornmal. Bl ood pressure: 140 over 90.

Nor mal

But there was nothing normal about this; nothing about the wounded nan was as
it should be.

ol dnman left, taking the man's dog tags and wound tag. Again he read the

| egend on the dog tags: "CASEY ROMAI N- TYPE 0- POS- PROTESTANT. " 1t told him
not hi ng about who the man was. He stopped by his chief orderly's office to
drop off the wound tag.

"CGet this man's medical records in here ASAP and tell the commandi ng offi cer
of his conpany to get me his 201 file. Also, | want all information on his



personal history and background. And have it for nme by tonorrow afternoon.”
The chief orderly had a bland | ook in his eyes, so CGol dman went on:

"Sergeant Ferguson, you have been braggi ng about how you tal ked your way into
a cherry assignnent here. | amnot particularly fond of your ass anyway, so
amgoing to tell you that if you don't have that info. for me by tonorrow I
have just the place for you. There is a Special Forces canmp on the Laos border
that has lost its last three nedics fromKIAs in the last nonth, and it |ooks
like the shit is really going to hit the fan there. If you don't deliver that
information for me, you will find yourself reassigned as their Tenporary

Medi cal Specialist by 0800 hours day after tomorrow and on your way to join
the G een Berets by noon. Good-bye, Sergeant."

As CGol dman turned and |l eft, Ferguson sat there in shocked silence. He had

t hought of hinself as secure in this safe slot, and now this | ousy Jew doct or
was on the verge of screwi ng everything up for him Another three nonths of
dealing penicillin and other drugs, on the black nmarket and he woul d have
enough to set hinmself up with a nice little bar when he got Stateside.
Ferguson rubbed his nice, round, beer belly and then ran his hands through his
t hi nni ng, mouse-col ored hair, grunted disgustedly to hinself, and reached for
t he phone. Hi s survival was at stake. Geen Berets! Wwo in his right mnd

woul d want to be assigned to duty with those madnen? Shee... it! If those
suckers weren't being attacked, they were always out |ooking for trouble. No,
he thought, | will get all the trash he wants, but 1'll have ny day...

When CGol dnman returned to the isolation ward, Casey had been cl eaned up and was
| yi ng nude beneath a set of clean white sheets. H's body had been scrubbed
down until it glowed a rosy pink. Goldman inspected the head wound agai n and
swabbed it down with an antiseptic solution. The progress of the nenbraneous
lining inits attenpt to re-cover the exposed brain tissue was now obvi ous to
even an untrained eye. Even nore startling was the fact that froma very close
exam nation it was clear that new bone was being grown around the perineter of
the injury.

The major pulled the covers down from Casey's body to get a | ook at the rest
of him He whistled softly under his breath. Casey's body was covered wth
scars, many of them deep, and others with puckered edges as if they had heal ed
irregularly by thensel ves. The wounds were a blend of old and fairly recent,
but many of them had faded al nbst white from age, and others seened to have
crisscrossed several tines until it was inpossible to tell which was the

ol dest wound.

ol dnman called for an orderly to take Sergeant E-5 Casey Romain to the X-ray
roomfor his series and to keep an eye on his vitals. If there was any change,
ol dnman was to be notified imrediately. In the neanti me he would go and get
ready for surgery.

By the time Casey had been X-rayed, Coldman and the col onel had finished their
scrub and were waiting for their patient to be rolled in along with his

pl at es.

Pl aci ng Casey under the sterile sheets, Colonel Landries again inspected the
wound and remained silent for a nmonment before saying to Col dnan:

"Has there been any sign of infection?"

"Negative," responded the major. "There is no sign of any Infection at all. W
shoul d have his blood work in a few m nutes. Perhaps that will tell us nore.”
The two doctors stood di scussing the possible explanations for their strange
patient's condition until the X-ray plates were set up on the display. They
went over the plates one after another, and then repeated thensel ves,
consulting the X-ray tech's report on the unusual conditions present in the
patient. One particular itemcaught their special attention. A thick nass of
tissue in the patient's left thigh surrounded a piece of foreign matter of
unknown nature. Because of the angle fromwhich the X-ray was made it was
difficult to make out exactly what the object was. They decided to go in for
it after they tried to renmpove the piece of shrapnel fromthe brain.

As Landries prepped the area around the head wound and painted it with
antiseptic, he comented that the shrapnel seemed a little longer than it had



been when they brought Casey in. Taking a pair of forceps, he gently tugged at
the piece of nmetal. Alnost without any effort on his part it cane free from

t he surrounding brain tissue.

Casey was obviously in no distress, so Landries told Goldman to go after the
unknown object in the thigh

Surgery over, the two doctors retired to the coffee room Goldman taking the
obj ect he had renoved from Casey's thigh with him Wile Landries sipped hot
bl ack coffee, CGoldnman renpved the nenbraneous tissue surroundi ng the object.
SlowWy the formtook shape... until there could be no doubt as to the object's
identity.

An arrowhead. A netal arrowhead

Landries spilled his coffee as the object was dropped in front of himon the
table. Picking it up, he turned to CGol dman.

"Bronze?"

Gol dman nodded.

"CGol dman, your hobby is ancient history. When would you say the last tine an
arrowhead |i ke this was nade?"

ol dnman took the piece fromLandries, turning it over and over in his fingers.
"Col onel, this is handmade and not cast. It resenbles very closely sonme of the
bronze artifacts |I've seen in museuns in Jerusalemand |stanbul. You know, |
went there with ny uncle, the one who's the curator for the Judaic Arts and

H story Museumin New York."

Re was silent for a nmonent, |ooking thoughtfully at the arrowhead.

"How ol d? Ch, | don't know. It looks a lot |ike some of the arrows | have seen
fromthe period of, say, 300 BCto AD 400. They didn't change very much anong
nost of the primtive-and some not so primtive-tribes during that tine.
Bronze was still very popular-and a ot easier to work than iron.

"Doctor Landries, that nan in there, Romain. Those wounds on his body | ook
like they were made by edged weapons |ike he had been sliced up by swords and
axes. W have treated al nost every conceivable type of injury since we have
been here, and nothing-I repeat, nothing-even renotely resenbl es those wounds.
The' bl ood work on himis normal except for one thing: his white bl ood cells

are hyperactive. The phagocytic action is unbelievable. | set a smear of his
blood in with a preserved sanple of the old Viet's-the old nan who had the
t yphus-and Romain's WBCs attacked and destroyed the typhus bacilli as if they

were at a picnic. That's the reason there is no sign of infection in his body.
Furthernore, there are no detectable foreign organi snms present in his system

other than those that are necessary for the maintenance of life. Colonel, ! do
not believe that a harnful bacteria or virus can survive in Romain's body. He

Landri es nodded; "Anything el se?"

ol dnman hesitated a nonment and said, "Yes... | injected two cc's of a whole

bl ood sanple into a guinea pig, and the animal died in convul sions | ess than
ten seconds after the injection. Sergeant Romain's blood is poison, deadly

poi son. "

Landri es shook his head, tired and confused. "W are faced wi th sonething
out si de our experience, Major, and | amnot sure | really want to find out
what it is. You stay with himand nmonitor himuntil mdnight, and then give ne
acall, and "Il relieve you."

The next shock 'came in the quietness of the isolation roomwhere the
orderlies had brought Casey after surgery. Major CGoldman had been sitting by
t he bed, studying Casey's face in the single light of the bedside | anp. There
was not hing unusual in Casey's features. Hi s age was indeterm nate. He could
be anywhere in the late twenties to the late thirties.

ol dnman cl osed his eyes and nodded.' The exhaustion of the day crept over him
draggi ng hi munaware into sleep. He dreamed... but it was one -of -those
dreans that wake one with a jerk as though falling.

Casey was noving restlessly on the bed,, beginning to munble to hinself,
jerking his head back and forth as though denying' sone accusation. And for
the first time Casey spoke, the words coming forth clear and unhesitatingly



t hough hi s breathing had been troubled up to, this point.

Lati n!

Not the Latin of the textbooks. Casey was speaking the Latin of the Caesars.
Perfectly. Fluently.

As a' doctor and historian, CGoldman realized inmediately that what he was
heari ng was somet hing only a few cl assical scholars could speak with any ease.
ol dman knew t hem all by name-and Romai n was not one of them

He bent closer and listened. Hi s eyes grew | arge with wonder, and then he
gently nodded his head as understanding finally cane...

The tine to call Landries cane and passed, and still Goldman sat and |i stened
to the words of the man on the bed.

Li stened and wondered. . .

T™D

Maj or Gol dman sat beside the bed of the man whose I D tags read, "Casey

Romai n," watching his patient and listening to the sounds of the air
conditioners straining to keep the hot night away. Air conditioners in a war
zone. Time progresses... Goldman sat quietly, occasionally taking the vita
signs of the casualty on the bed. Atineless unreality hung in the roomlike
strange mnusic probing the edges of the doctor's mind, the ironic synphony of
some i nconprehensible' deity who bl ended the air conditioner noise with the
rral es-the crackling, rattling breathing-of the nman naned Casey and

periodi cally punctuated both with volleys of distant artillery fire crunping
its way throu' gh the surrounding mountains in search of an unseen eneny.

A vague uneasi ness troubled the doctor... as though there were a presence in
the room
Watching the still figure on the bed, Goldman |let his thoughts run over the

events of the past day and night, troubled 'and amazed by what had come from
the mouth of this strange man whose body was covered with scars, whose wound
shoul d have been fatal. He had no right to be alive.

Casey nmoved slightly as if dreaming. The rrales slowed. Col dman focused on the
sleeping man's face, and a stark clarity burst in'" the doctor's

con~sci ousness.

| know you, he whispered silently within his brain. I know who you are. There
have been | egends witten about "the one who nust wait.", | know that you are
him that you are the one who waits for the Comi ng. Yes, Sergeant First O ass
Casey Rommin, | know who you are.

He was not prepared for the real words. Wen they came, clear and |oud, they
were |like a splash of ice water across his consci ousness:

"You do, do you? You really think you know nme Doct or ?"

Casey had sat straight up in the bed, nude fromthe waist up, that scarred
body' a shocking sight in the room But it was not the scars that caught

ol dnman's attention, it was Casey's eyes. They had an overwhel mi ng power over
ol dman. He could not tear hinmself away fromthat gl owi ng gaze.

"You really think you know nme-and know what | an? Then | ook cl oser, Doctor

and see that which no man but me has seen in alnpst two thousand years."
Hypnosis.,~ Goldman's nind told himthere was hypnotic power in his patient's
eyes, a power he could not tear hinself away from but even in the thinking
his mind seemto split, one part alert and knowing the reality that was
happeni ng, the other part, the deep, demandi ng voi ce of Casey blended with the
gl owi ng eyes, a unity in Goldman's brain he could no | onger separate. He felt
hi nsel f being drawn into the eyes, felt himself falling through cl ouds of
clearing mst.

There was an interimwhen Goldman felt hinself falling out of one plane of
reality into another, when he could see buildings drawi ng cl oser. As though he
were in an airplane maki ng an approach for a landing. The details were
confused... dirt roads, adobe walls... a paved stone road ... stone walls..
flat topped buildings... narrow streets. . . stone, stone, stone . . . a sense
of eternity as though this place had been here before the beginning of tine
and woul d be here forever... trees . . . a grove of olive trees . . rising
ground. ..



And then one enornous, gl eam ng white, domi nating structure, nassive,

beautiful.. . as though

CGod, Hinself, had polished the stones... The Tenple? Was this the Tenpl e?

Geat Cod in Heaven!

No wonder mny peopl e rememnber. .

ol dnman wavered between reality and the vision. It seemed for a nmonent that

the vision was gone... He was draw ng cl ose enough to see the people, and he

was seeing themw th twentieth-century eyes. . . like a scene froma Cecil B

De Mule novie. . . nen in robes. . . a wapped head covering . . . turbans?
riding asses and canels... a narketplace where vendors cried out for the

attention of potential custoners. The people were famliar. He felt as though

he knew t hem

"Were they Arabs? Then... He | ooked up.

The Tenpl e!

'Bearded long-h'aired 'nen9 arns' lifted in prayer, 'their voices becomn ng

intelligible as they wailed the 'ululating prayers of the Hebrew.

"Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is one..

My God! It really is the Tenple! said the consci ousness that was Gol dman.

"Yes," cane Casey's voice, alnmpst unwel cone to the doctor. "It is the, Tenple
of the Jews that you are seeing now, |earned doctor. The Tenple of the Jews.
Watch and learn the truth of this day and what it nmeans to me, |, Casca Ruflo

Longi nius, soldier of the legions of Inperial Rone in the reign of the, great
Ti beri us. .

The words boomed in Goldman's brain, and the transition was conplete. He stood
on the stone 'pavenent of a Jerusalemstreet, in the land of his people, in
the tine of his people. Hear, O Israel, the Lord thy God is one Cod.

The greater reality envel oped him

THREE

Damm all Jews!

It was not what Pontius Pilate, Procurator of Judea, would call your best
quality day. There had been the matter of this Jesus. Pilate suspected that he
had been out maneuvered by the wily Herod, that fat slob, and forced into a
position where it was politically expedient to follow the wi shes of the Jew sh
| eaders of Jerusalem he had ordered another of those madmen that this insane
| and produced in a seemingly endless streamto be crucified along with a
couple of petty thieves. A pity, in a, way. Seened like a pretty decent
fellow. As he had told the Jewi sh priests, "I can find nothing wong wth what
this man has said or done, but it is the policy of Rome"-Pilate |oved |aying
the inperial gobbl edegook on the natives-"to allow as nuch latitude as
possible to the local authorities in the adnministration of |aws involving
their custons and religions as |Iong as those |laws and religions do not
conflict with the adm nistration of the Roman order."

He had added what he thought was a nice theatrical touch: he had called for
wat er and washed his hands ostentatiously. "He is yours. Take himand kil
him" And then, with a distinct trace of contenpt: "The decision is yours, not
m ne.

Leaving the forum he returned to the cool interior of his chanbers. Pausing
at a bust of Augustus, he nentally queried the marble figure:

"Why me? Why Judea? What was wong with Greece? O even Spain? Wat did | do
that you had to banish me to this realmof the insane? Al these Jews are
mad-with their unseen god and religious restrictions on what they can eat or
drink or touch. | shall wite to you again, ny Enperor. Perhaps now you w ||
let me return honme-or at least transfer me to a province where all | have to
deal with is an occasional border war with sone normal barbarians. At |east |
can understand their notives and will know how to deal with them But here
have not only the Jews, | have Herod, Caudius's friend, to contend wth-and
he is damm near as crazy as the rest of this nad population. | really believe
the fat little shit is beginning to think he is part of the power structure of
this place. I may have to slap himdown, even if it does piss O audius off."
C audi us. For some reason Augustus tolerates that spastic prig and listens to



him Well, enough. | amthrough for the day, and 1'mgoing to forget all this.
| don't know why | aggravate nyself over one nore |ousy hal frmad Jew.

But there was sonething about him Wat was his name? Yeshua... Jesus. That's
it, Jesus. He seened to expect all that happened. It didn't upset or surprise
him He just accepted it as if he had nore inportant things on his nind

Enough. | think I'"Il try out the new shi pnent of Fal ernian from Rome and get
bl i nd, staggering drunk.
Jews.

He headed for the wine room

The Judean sun had passed its zenith, but the day was just now at its hottest.
The streets leading to the place of execution were lined with crowds of people
waiting to see the so-called "Messiah."

The Jew strained under the burden of carrying his cross, his face covered with
bl ood fromthe crown of thorns on his head. To protect him from abuse fromthe
ort hodox Jew sh popul ation, a squad of Roman | egi onnaires wal ked with him
They grunbl ed under their breaths at this piece of extra duty they had drawn.
The decurion in charge of the unit cursed at the sweat rolling down his own
back and soaking the | eather arnmor surrounding his chest and abdomen. The
thing to be thankful for was that the arnmor wasn't netal. At least the |l oca
centurion had enough sense to know that in this climte nmetal arnmor was al npst
unbearabl e for normal duty days.

The decurion had six nmen in his escort squad: two Syrians, a Gaul from
Messilia, one nmenber of the Tuetonii tribe of Germans, and two nen fromthe
northern Latin provinces. Al of them shared the conmon belief that Judea was
the arnpit of the Enpire.

Cursing and beating the | ocals away fromhis charge, the squad' |eader led his
group toward the place of execution, a nount called Gol gotha, the Place of the
Skul I .

The skinny Jew was stronger than he | ooked. He made it part of the way, but
after he had fallen a couple of tines, the decurion drafted one of the

onl ookers, a big husky black man, probably a visitor from Cyrene, and put him
to carrying the, cross. Damn tourist. The decurion wanted to get the job over
with so he could get back to the barracks and clean up for tonight's date with
that little dancer from Arneni a.

Even with the black man carrying the cross the journey seened interm nabl e,

but finally they trudged their way through the dust and garbage up to the
hilltop, |eaving behind nost of the spectators. It was just too damed hot for
the crowd to hang around, only a few hard-core hangers-on stayed for the fina
spectacl ,they and the wonmen. Surprisingly, there were several wonen.

When they reached the place of execution, the decurion took a deep breath and
told the two Syrian's to go ahead and get the Jew put up properly and for them
to use the spikes he had brought along as well as the usual ropes. His orders
were that the Jew was not to live any |longer than necessary because it was

al ways possible that sone of his followers mght start some trouble. The
soldiers were to nake sure that, after the exanple had been nade and the | oca
| eaders were satisfied, they were to finish himoff before anything unpl easant
happened.

The Syrians quickly stripped the robe off the Jew and |l aid himunresisting on
the cross, one of themhunming a child s song as he tied the man to the cross.
The Jew was nunbling sonet hi ng under his breath, praying or something. As the
two Syrians went about their job, the Jew kept his eyes closed and only opened
t hem when the first spike was driven through his right wist. H s body
writhed, and a noan burst fromhis cracked and drying lips. This was repeated
when his other wist and I egs were nailed, and then all the squad got together
to draw the cross into an upright position and drop it into the hole that had
been dug for it. Jesus gave one long noan during this operation and a short
cry as the cross thunped into the bottomof its hole.

The 1 egi onnaires quickly tanped the earth down around the base of the cross
and sat down to take a break, passing around a flask of raw, half-fernented,

| ocal date wine. It wasn't much, but it was the best they could afford since



it was still a week untill payday.

Then they crucified the two thieves, one on either side of Jesus.

The sun was novi ng westward and beginning to grow | arge and red. The decurion
t hought of tonight's date. The other nmen in the squad were throwi ng dice for
the Jew s robe. The decurion watched them for a noment and made up his nind
"Shit, there ain't no reason for all of us to hang around here for this. You
guys throw the dice. The three | ow points stay and finish up. The rest of us
are going to take off."

The shortest Latin had just put his cup and carved bone dice back in his kit
bag after the ganble for the robe. Now he pulled them out again. The three who
| ost were the two Syrians and the big tall North Latin, Casca. Casca, at five
foot ten, stood at least half a head over the others. He tried to buy his way
out of this job, offering to take guard duty for any of the others their next
turn up. There were no takers. It was just too dammed hot to hang around. He
woul d just have to take his lunps and sweat it out.

As the rest of the squad marched wearily back ,down the hill, the Jew on the
cross noaned and asked for water.
"Water ?" Casca grunbled. "That will just keep you alive that nuch | onger."

Laughi ng, he poured sone of the sour wine onto a rag tied to the end of his
pilumand held it to the nmouth of the Jew Jesus sucked eagerly at the
sour - al nost vi negar-wi ne,' and passed out.

Casca and the two Syrians sat and waited.

The two thieves died.

The Jew was quiet. At least they didn't have to listen to himnmoan or pray.
These Hebrews were al ways noani ng about something their God said or did-or
praying for Hmto cone save themfromthe w cked Romans. Hell, they had a | ot
| ess troubl e under the laws of Rome than they did when they ran their own
country. There was no satisfying sonme people..

Casca grunbl ed as he sat at the base of the cross and tried to catch a little
sl eep. The two Syrians were throw ng dice, ganbling against their next payday.
Casca dozed fitfully, sweating inside his leather jerkin, sweat filling his
sandal s, the sweat burning a sore place where the sandal s had rubbed a raw
spot between his toes.

Casca sl ept.

How | ong he slept he did not know, but he came suddenly violently awake, skin
crawm ing with prenonition.

Sonet hi ng was goi ng to happen ..

When Casca opened his eyes the skies were dark as though night had conme and a
stormwas at hand. He felt disoriented; nmenory and present reality junbled in
his mind. Time no | onger seened to flowin a straight pattern but halted,
backed up, stepped forward. Damm Jew wine... nusta gotta hold of a bad

bat ch. ..

He renmenbered dozing fitfully, sweating inside his |eather jerkin, the sweat
burning. Hi s opening eyes were sticky fromsleep and sweat; that seened rea
enough. The night was al nbst on.

Had he slept that long? All the spectators had |left except for a couple of
worren and a few of the Jew s follower's. But there was sonething odd as hel
about the night. Below him Casca expected to see the lanmps being lit around
the doorway leading to the tenple of the divine Jupiter. And the beginning

wi nd shoul d be picking up the snmell of cooking food. But there were no |anps.
And the stirring wind snmelled... Hell!.. odd..

Casca drew hinmself erect and beat the dust off his legs, glancing at the two
ganbling Syrians. One of themwas ticked off because the other had just
clipped himfor his next pay-as well as the Jew s robe. Casca ignored the

bi ckering soldier and stood in front of the Jew. Looking up, his eyes mnet

t hose of the self-proclainmed "Son of God."

"Well, Jew, it's about time to get this over with."

At the sound of Casca's voice, Jesus raised his eyes to the darkening sky and
cried out. As best Casca could nake out the words, they were: "O ny Father
why hast Thou forsaken nme?"



He seened to choke back a sob, as though enbarrassed by his own outburst.
Casca drew his red arnmy cl oak about him The night had taken a sudden chill as
the freshening wi nd began to build.

"Why has your father forsaken you?" he said to the Jew. "You fool. W are al
forsaken fromthe time we first draw a breath. No one lives forever. Stop that
whi ni ng and prepare yourself to die like a man, and stop calling for your
father to help. It's too late for anyone to help."

The wi nd whi pped stinging bits of sand against his |legs, and thunder runbled
in the distance. Casca picked up the spear where it was | eaning against a
rock. The wi nd was becom ng fierce, and he had to squint his eyes against the
force of the building storm Snall drops of rain were beginning to touch down,
maki ng puffs of dust jump fromthe dirt at the foot of the cross. The two
Syrians covered their heads with their cl oaks for protection. Casca took his
spear and stood close to the cross.

"It's time to get this over. I'll try to make it as painless as possible."
The Jew cl enched his teeth, his |lips pale. Casca drew back slightly and with a
snooth thrust ran his spear up against the last rib on the left side, aimng
for the heart. He missed, and wi thdrew for another | unge.

The skies broke open. Black clouds seened to suck the very light itself from
the earth. Wnd and rain how ed around themas if the el enents had gone nad.
Fl uid and bl ood poured forth fromthe wound, and drops of blood spl ashed

agai nst Casca's right hand.

Jesus opened his eyes and | ooked on the Roman's face.

Fear ran through the bowels of Casca. He had never seen a face like this. The
i ntent and tremendous power of the Jew swept over himas though it were a part
of the raging storm

"Sol dier, you are content with what you are. Then that you shall remain unti
we neet again. As | go nowto ny Father, you nmust one day come to ne." The
Jew s voice blasted its way into Casca's mnd. The two Syrians did not appear
to hear or see. "Soldier. You are content with what you are. Then that you
shall remain... until we neet again..."

The wi nd screaned. Casca stood in shock and fear, the Jew s bl ood on his hand
mngling with the falling drops of rain. Unthinking, Casca wi ped his hand
across his nmouth, and one drop of bl ood touched his tongue, and Casca
screanmed. He doubl ed over in cranps. Wiat felt like liquid fire raced through
his veins to his brain, setting his whole being on fire. And still the others
noti ced not hi ng.

Casca fell to the ground and | ay there whi nperng while his whol e body was
racked with sobs. Slowly the pain ebbed away, |eaving hi mweak and frightened.
What was it the Jew said just before he died?

"Untll we neet again..."

FOUR

The pain slowy flowed from Casca's body, like a great draining off of his
essence. He pulled hinmself to his knees and | ooked into the face of the man
Jesus.

"Dead?" he asked. "Are you dead?" Pulling hinself erect, his nmind not
under st andi ng what had transpired, Casca knew fear, deep fear of the prineval
kind that lives within the man-beast of all human bei ngs, elenental fear

A woman carme to him her face in shadows, a wisp of brown hair show ng as the
storm wi nds bl ew her garments about.

"Soldier, may | have ny son? Can we take hi m now?"

As Casca drew hinself together the fear slowy faded, flowing out with his
pain. The Jew was dead, and dead nmen harm no one.

Croaki ng out the words, Casca told the woman, "He is yours. Take himand be
damed. "

The wonan | ooked questioningly into his face, and a subtle change which

frightened Casca cane into her voice. "Dammed, did you say? You will learn the
meani ng of that word a thousand tines over, Roman, conqueror of the world. You
will surely learn what it. neans to be dammed."

Casca turned fromher. A cold river of uncertainty raced through his bowels,



| eaving himchilled. But he was what he was.

"Take. him witch, and begone!"

The wonman notioned to her friends. Gently they renoved the body and the man
they called Jjosephus. began the death wail of the Hebrews.

Casca called to the Syrians to get their things and nove out. Wile they were
doi ng so, the decurion returned bitching. "Wat the hell are you up to?" he
asked Casca.

"I had to stay and see this job was done properly

"Properly, nmy ass. Wiat's to do with crucifying a couple of thieves and a
madman? |s everything all right?"

Seeing the nmen and wonmen wailing over the body of Jesus, the squad |eader took
a close look for hinself. Catching Casca's eye as he strai ghtened up, he said,
"Just checking. You got to make sure. You know how sneaky these people are.™

Turning to the Syrian | egionnaires, he barked, "Are you two still shooting
di ce?" Seeing the Jew s coat under the armof the darkest Syrian, the decurion
took the cloak fromthe Syrian, grunbling to hinself. "If | have to cone al

the way back up here, I'mnot |eaving enpty-handed." Ripping the cloak into
quarters, he handed a piece to each of the soldiers, saying: "Here's your
wages for the day. Maybe you can clean sonme of the crap off your gear with

t hese. Because there's going to be an inspection tonmorrow by the garrison
conmander, so let's get the hell out of here. Qur job is over."

The wi nd nounted anot her bl ast as they faced down fromthe north side of the
hill and started back, not making any effort to get in step. Casca turned his
head for one last |ook. The Jew s followers were cleaning the body.

Catacl ysniic bursts of lightning and thunder rolled over the city, shaking the
very ground as though an earthquake had struck. Even the curtains covering the
entrance to the Tenple' were ripped by the w nd.

Wth the rain beating at his face, Casca, keeping his own counsel, followed
the others back to the barracks, dripping wet, the taste of fear still coppery
and bitter in his nmouth. The night beat at him seeming to follow him

pur posefully through the narrow streets.

Only when he entered the famliar surroundings of his barracks was he aware
that the real night had not cone yet; it was what should have been | ate
afternoon. That was why there had been no snell of cooking food. The storm had
turned day into night. But why? These thoughts are too nmuch for me. I"'monly a
sinmple soldier. . . But why didn't the others see the Jew talking to nme, hear
what he said to me? And what did he nmean?. . . Too nuch to think about.

Casca lay on the strawfilled cot, not even taking his wet gear off. And he

sl ept.

Qut side, the stone wall surrounding the Roman encanpnent presented a bul wark
agai nst the hostile el enents of the |ocal population, but there was nothing to
protect Casca's nind fromthe hostile waves of thought that assaulted him

Over and over, he saw every noment of the crucifixion. Over and over, he saw
the Jew s face, terrible inits intensity and power. "Until we neet again..."
Over and over, he heard the Jew s words. They etched thenselves into his
brain, like acid. "Until we neet again.

The storm passed with the night. Dawn canme, cool and clear. A breeze blewin
fromthe unseen and sceningly very distant ocean, rustling through the fronds
of the date trees outside the barracks. Casca was pulled fromhis restless

sl eep by the curses of the barracks chief waking the men for breakfast. It was
t he hour of the dawn, and day was upon them Wile the others went for food,
Casca stayed behind and cl eaned his gear

The decurion had said there woul d be an inspection today; his gear |ooked |ike
crap fromhaving slept in it without cleaning it before he went to sleep. He
wi ped and oiled his |eather chest armor, working the oil in it to keep the

| eat her supple and easier to wear. The familiar task conforted him He dropped
into the routine of polish and rub, not thinking, and it was pl easant not to

t hi nk. When he had finished his chest coverings, he did his sandals, noticing
with a slight sense of wonder that the sore spot between his toes was gone.
Exam ni ng the spot nore closely, he saw that already the flesh was conpletely



healed... with no trace of redness remaining. Odd!... But he dismssed it from
his mnd, and returned to cleaning the rest of his gear, using the scrap of
cloth fromthe Jew s cloak that the squad | eader had given himto clean his
sword and spear.

Casca was proud of his abilities with the sword, especially with the d adi us

i berius as sone called the Ronan short sword. Personally, Casca did not think
that it came as a nodification of those |long' butcher knives so popular wth

t he Spanish Iberians. He had a theory that it came fromthe gladiators' use of
short swords. The spectators at the Arena liked to see their favorites fight

at close range. Only for special contests were |ong swords such as the Gernans
used pernitted. For the legionnaire, the short sword was best. Wen the | egion
| ocked shields and formed the square, the short sword made it easier to stab
under your shield, over it, and around the sides when the barbarians were
crowded up against the living wall of the I egion. The |long swords of the
barbarians just got in their way. Wen they got too crowded, there just wasn't
enough roomto swing them properly.

Casca |l aughed nmentally at the remenbrance of one nmonstrous German at |east six
feet in height who in his battle rage killed at |least a half dozen of his own
tri besnmen swinging that long swrd-the size of a tent pole-and bellow ng for
Qdin to give. himstrength. He had been killed by the | egion conpany cook who
had crawl ed between Casca's | egs and stabbed the big Gernman through the navel
with a kitchen knife and then scurried back to his pots, content to | eave the
glory to the conbat elenents of the century.

The other troops returned from breakfast. The two Syrians, Kl eton and Achron
cane and sat down across from Casca, the dark one rocking back and forth, his
hands around his knee.

"It was a strange thing yesterday," Achron remarked, "was it not, Casca?"
Casca nodded, and the Syrian conti nued.

"After you crapped out on us and went to sleep, it got interesting for awhile.
Several of the Jewi sh priests came over fromtheir Tenple to harass and nock
the one on the cxoss. Then the Jew prom sed one of the thieves that he would
go with him | don't know where they thought they were going to. But it was
interesting, was it not? But, Casca, where did you learn to speak Hebrew? |
didn't know You could even understand it, nuch | ess speak it."

Casca stopped his rubbing, raised his face, and said quietly, "I can't."

"But | heard you answer the Jew s statenent about his father forsaking him
You tal ked in Hebrew. "

Casca | ooked Achron directly in the eye and said, "No. The Jew spoke Latin, as
clear as we are speaking it now "

The other Syrian said, "You are both wong. He spoke Aramaic. It is the tongue
of nmy native village. He spoke it perfectly."

Casca stood, his neck swelling with anger. "Enough of this. | don't want to
hear any nore about the Jew or what |anguage he was talking. | don't care. It
is over and done with. Now |l et me al one before | break your faces."

Turning fromthe two Syrians, Casca went out-side and put on the rest of his
gear. The trunpeter was just sounding Reveille, and the |egionnaires were
being called to formthe ranks of their centuries, each century being broken
down into ten iquads of ten nen each. Casca |liked the orderliness of the Roman
arnmy. Every man and everything in its place. One hundred men to a century, two
centuries to a maniple, three maniples to a cohort, and 3,600 nmen to a | egion
with two centuries per |egion as service troops. Wien Augustus becane enperor,
there were sixty legions, but now, after his long and efficient reign, there
were only thirty-eight active |egions watching over the Pax Romana. The | egion
was the queen of battle; any legion that lost its eagles was forever disgraced
until the eagles were returned. Had not Augustus forced the Parthians to
return the captured eagl es of Crassus and Antony?

So, as Casca stood in the ranks, he felt the unity surrounding him the sense
of strength from being part of something great and powerful. Hi s commander
stood in front and called themto attention and gave his orders. The standards
were raised. Casca's century drew swords and beat in time against the shield



faces, repeating the cry, "Ave, Augustus Inperator! Avel
It was a gl ori ous nonent.
Casca al nost forgot the words of the Jew.

Al nost .

FI VE

For Casca, the nmenory of the day of crucifixion faded into the routine of
garrison life. The days were full, but uneventful. H's hours were busy with

the regular training cycles of his unit. Their commander had | ately got a bug
up his ass, and the general consensus was that the old bastard was bucking for
a promotion; he had the troops out constantly, doing facing maneuvers and

cl ose order drill.

Casca didn't mnd. He enjoyed the routine of it all. The century's noral e was
good, and it was pleasant to work up a good sweat in nock conbat, hacking at
each other with | ead-wei ghted wooden swords. That, and a couple of hours of
choppi ng at a wooden post to buil dup your sword arm pretty well wore a nman
out. But he wasn't so tired that he couldn't enjoy a few of the gentler

pl easures of life. After all, he was a fine figure of a man... in his prine..
not yet thirty. His light brown hair and gray-blue eyes had brought him

somet hing of a reputation as a | adies' man anong his conrades. Even the w fe
of Pilate, the beautiful and cultured patrician, Lady Procla, had snmiled at

hi m nore than once

H s body was snooth and wel |l -rmuscled, with only enough scars to show that he
was a veteran and thereby to be treated with respect by his peers. The npst
obvi ous scar was one that ran about the length of a lady's little finger from
the side of his right eye to just above his nouth. It gave hima slightly
sinister ook that had turned on nore than one seemingly reluctant maid. And
if the darling | adies chose to think it was a wound of valor, who was he to
disillusion themand hurt their feelings by telling themthat a whore from
Achea had sliced himup when he tried to short-change her after she had done
her best for this noble hero of Rone?

No, it was certainly better that he let the little dears think of himas a
brave and val orous soldier brutally scarred in battle agai nst the barbarians
of the dark German forests. Definitely better. He had gotten no conplaints
about his anorous capabilities. Perhaps his body was a little too thick and
heavily nmuscled for the patricians, but it served himwell enough when the
fight got thick. He was glad to have those extra pounds of rmnuscl ed-up beef.
They gave hi m power and had hel ped himnore than once to cl eave the hel met of
an eneny of Rome-and in the process save his own ass. Casca was never exactly
sure which was the nore inportant: his duty to the legion, or his concern for
his own hide. He suspected the centurion would have a different opinion from
his own on that, but on one thing he knew all the soldiers in the |egion would
agree what it was like in conbat.

There was sonet hing about battle that neant the same for every soldier.. Wen
the bl ood started flowi ng hot in your veins, and the |egion forned the square
and began to march against the eneny... like a juggernaut of flesh and
steel... you lost yourself in the feeling of the whole, you becane part of a
thing separate fromyourself, and yourself becane |ess inportant than the

bel ongi ng. And the bel ongi ng was awesone and great.

You were caught up in the noverment and surge of battle. Then the killing rage
and lust for blood that cane when your |eaders gave the cry, "Let |oose the
legion!"... The order to break ranks and pursue the retreating and faltering
foe... That was the tine of the blood |lust and the slaughter. . when one m ght
stri ke down a dozen-nay, even two dozen of the retreating, denoralized foe.
For sone reason, when the barbarians felt the battle was |ost, they usually
just gave up, giving only mnor resistance even when they knew they were
doomed. Strange..

Yes, Casca felt good. Life was good. Toni ght he and his squad would be a guard
of honor for King Herod's party. Guard of honor, he chuckled inwardly. Honor?
The only reason Pilate would send any of his nmen to Herod's pal ace was to
rem nd the sinpering degenerate who was the boss.



Not even Achron's news that the body of the crucified Jew was nmissing fromits
pl ace of entonbnment disturbed him Casca was a reasonable man and had a bit of
formal education. He could even read-sonethi ng which woul d guarantee him a
soft spot in the orderly roomif he had too nuch trouble with Sporus the
decuri on.

No, if the Jew s body was missing, it just neant that his followers were
trying to keep the cult alive. It's no big deal

There was nothing to disturb the tranquility of Casca. He had even escaped the
bout of dysentery that had struck down nost of his century for several days
earlier this week. The latrine was for a while the nost popul ar place in
canp-and the hardest to get into. Only Casca had been untouched.

Toni ght, when he stood guard at Herod's pal ace, he would | ook striking in his
new cl oak and cuirass-chest arnmor. He had just bought a new set off a recruit
whose rich nerchant father had made a payoff and had gotten his darling child
out of such rough conpany after the silly shit got drunk and enlisted. Casca
had hel ped the boy a tinme or two, so the youngster et himhave the cl oak and
arnor for next to nothing-which was about how rmuch noney Casca normal ly had,
unless he did a little nmoonlighting now and then as bouncer at several of the
| ocal wi ne shops.

The legion didn't think much of Herod, but if things went well tonight, Casca
could |l eave the palace with a few extra shekels. Herod was known to be a big
spender and to tip well. Casca's squad had the early duty. They shoul d be
relieved before the party got really rolling and everyone got stoned. That was
the tine to get out. The new guard nount would have their hands full trying to
keep the noble ladies fromripping their arnor off and screwing themright
there. That was no place to be if you had any sense at all. The |egion
conmander woul d flay the skin fromthe back of any of his nen who | et

t hensel ves be conproni sed. That old fart had about as nuch conpassi on and
sense of hunmor as a pit viper with henorrhoids.

Casca was after safer game tonight. That hot little dancer from Arnenia had
prom sed to dance for himal one after she got off fromwork. The menory of her
flashing body whirling faster and faster as her stomach sucked in and out..

un-dul ating and twi sting... her breasts set high and glistening with sweat and
perfuned oil... made him al nbst drunk with anticipation. Tonight's the
night... He hummed a famliar popular song to hinself. The only fly in the

oi ntnent was Sporus, his squad | eader. That tough old fart had the hots for
the little dancer, too, and had been paying part of her rent. But what the old
boy didn't know couldn't hurt; Sporus would be sergeant of the guard for the
late shift tonight while Casca was sanpling the wares of that luscious little
she savage.

The guard mount began nmaking its way up to the hill upon which the pal ace of
Herod was built. As they left behind the narrow streets of Jerusalem the
snel |l of food cooking in the pal ace wafted over the dusky air, making their
mout hs water. After enduring the | ess-than-exciting menu of their conpany
cook-boil ed barley and rye and stewed pig did little for the taste buds, but

it was filling, and where so nany starved that was not a small thing-they
anticipated the rich food of the palace banquet as though it were the fare of
t he gods.

And yet ..

As the unit marched up past the villas of the rich and titled, disturbing

t houghts ni bbled at Casca's nind. Here were the lavish estates . . . wth
gardens... and nmany sl aves to keep away anything unpl easant. For the rich, it
was the best of all lives. Anything could be had if you could pay. Wnen,

sl aves, pal aces, power were all on the auction block to go to the highest

bi dder. For the poor soldier, none of these things. Unless..

There was al ways the hope of war taking place, in which case the soldier's |ot
could be |l oot and spoils. One |lucky break, and a man could be set up for life.
That's all it took, one lucky break. Until then..

oCh, is like the hell with it. Wnder what Herod's pal ace inside?

Sl X



Casca was properly inpressed. One hell of a place to stand guard duty...

This pal ace of Herod Antipas was all that the mind of an Asian despot with
alnost unlimted wealth could wish for. The richness of the decorations and
the brilliance of the dress of Herod and his guests nade the few Romans
present | ook |ackluster and dull by comparison, for the Roman eveni ng dress
could in no way equal the splendor of Herod's finery-or even that of his
personal guards. Hi s bodyguards were all dressed in matched sets of arnor, the
expensi ve brass fish-scale kind that | ooked like |liquid gold when they noved.
Their helnets were of steel, with a chain-mail mesh of brass covering the back
of the neck and the shoul ders. Dam pretty-boy types. They were al

nmercenaries from Geece. Herod was shrewd enough to understand the degree of
affection in which he was held by the indi genous popul ace; as foreigners, the
Greek mercenaries would give their loyalty directly to him

Envi ous of the Greeks,. Casca waited out the tine.

The entertai nment progressed through the evening. Jugglers and cl owns
performed through the first eight courses of food. As the evening wore on and
the wi ne took effect, several of the guests nade use of the vomitorium sone
because they were sick, others to enpty their stomachs so that they could eat
nore. The tenpo picked up. Performers from Num di a and Egypt danced; they
seened nore insane beings than dancers as their oiled bodies withed over the
marbl e floor and twisted into the senbl ance of nonster serpents wi th human
features. Casca and his troop stood firm trying not to be too obvious in
their distaste for the parasites and sycopbants for whomthis gaudy display
was i ntended. The troopers were | egionnaires. They would maintain their proper
attitudes, reflecting the discipline of the Roman army. Damm all civilians.
The tine approached for the relief to come on duty, and Casca sighed nentally,
inpatient for his relief. He was ready. A hot spot fromthe rigid attention
position had settled into a burning throb just below his |eft shoul der bl ade.
That, along with that bitch niece of Herod's, was beginning to make things a
little tough for him The niece, Salone, had been in there showi ng the guests
how to really dance. One thing about her, she could throw that ass around
faster than anything he had ever seen... and then pull her stomach in until it
| ooked |i ke her navel was going to rub up against her spine. Casca could fee
the pressure building in him Tonight, he prom sed hinself, that little
Armeni an of Sporus's |'ve got lined up is going to get nore than she bargai ned
for.. Damm. He was about to burst with frustration

Damed right. That Salonme slut is one hot piece of ....... and she is driving
Herod crazy. The fat fart was on his knees, begging her to lay with him Said
he'd nake her a queen. The fool actually slobbered in frustrated passion. That
bitch had her hooks in the old boy, but good. During one part of her dance she
had used Casca as a support to twi ne herself around-and al so to aggravate

Her od. She had rubbed up agai nst Casca, trying to get sone reaction out of

him Casca felt a certain degree of satisfaction out of his maintaining his
cool so well under duress.

Casca woul d have felt a ot nore satisfied with hinmself if Salonme hadn't snuck
a feel on himand found out exactly how much she had worked hi mup. That sl ut
was an accident waiting to happen, and Casca was glad to be getting out of
there before the party got real rough. You could feel that it was going to get
worse before it got better.

Good! Here comes the relief The changing of the guard mount took only a
nmonent, and Casca, as assistant squad | eader, formed up his troops and took
them out as rapidly as possible. Now for that little Am enian dancer

The night was in full swing by the time Casca had been rel eased fromduty for
the rest of the evening. Although Verianus, Sporus's assistant, had warned him
about messing around with the Sarge's girl, Casca paid no heed. After what

Sal one had done to him he was not about to let something |like Sporus's hurt
feelings interfere with his getting sone of that good Armeni an pussy. That

| usci ous thing had one of the prettiest heart-shaped asses he had ever seen..
The tavern was crowded with a blending of the humanity to be found in this
region ... legionnaires fromaround the world... merchants from Asia M nor. .



and even sonme of the desert dwellers with their flow ng robes and w apped
headdr esses. The Arabi ans gave the Ronman Casca an unfriendly glare, but they
were smart enough not to start anything. The Tenth Legion had a reputation for
ki cking ass and killing, a reputation that was well-deserved. The troopers of
the Tenth were all around about as tough a group of nen as you could hope to
have in any army. Mst of themwere tough guys and troubl emakers who had been
shi pped out here to get themout of their original outfits.

Judea was commonly known to be a punishnment tour-but it beat the nornal

puni shment for mnor infractions such as fifty strokes with a reed cane across
the soles of your feet for not rising fast enough when an officer entered your

barracks. No, there were worse things than Judea... and it would not | ast
forever.

Casca gl ared back at the Arabians and took a seat close to the door, his back
to the wall. Mst old soldiers sat the sane. Cover your back was one of the

basic laws for survival in an occupjed country. You could never tell when a
case of liberation fever mght strike one of the |locals and have himor them
try to renove your liver with a fish knife.

The little Armenian still had one nore show to do before she could take off,
so Casca just kind of sat there and laid back, letting his mnd and senses
absorb the sounds and col or. Jerusaleni wasn't the best liberty town in the
Empire, but it did have a lot of different types cone through it, and that was
entertaining if you were a people watcher. Ri ght now he was getting off on

wat chi ng Rheza doi ng her nunber on a tourist. The dummy really believed that
he was turning her on because she sniled at himwhile dancing.

| ~ new~~han..ges . buftonight's nmy night. Wiile old Sa~e protects the honor
of Rome, |'Il be doing ny number for 4starte.

He had had just enough wine to mellow himand nake the night seem warner than
it was as he and Rheza made their way through the narrow, w nding streets. A
beggar called to them "Alns. Al ns, noble Roman. Alns for the lane." He showed
an incredibly filthy leg twi sted under him obviously a terrible deformty,
and Casca ignored himconpletely.

As Casca and Rheza passed out of earshot, the |anme nman stood, spit at the back
of the noble Roman, and ninbly noved on to a nore |ikely place.

As they wal ked, Rheza's breast formed a sweet, warm spot agai nst Casca's side.
He put his armaround her and pulled her close, taking advantage of a doorway
to get inalittle prelimnary |oving.

Rheza jerked her body against himand sank tiny white teeth into his lower lip
and slipped out of his encircling arns. Teasing, she ran away from Casca, not
fast enough to lose him just fast enough to get himaroused. "Little
she-devil," he gurgled through a leering grin and took off after her

They played their ganme until she ran into the doorway of the building where
she lived. The old man watching the doorway for the tenants while they were
out gave a knowing smle at seeing the Roman soldier follow the dancing girl
up to the second fl oor where her roomwas. The snile was toothless, but the
old man | eaned back against the wall to dreamof long | ost youth, |ong gone
but not forgotten. Wnen, he sighed in his nind... They are the only thing
really worthwhile.

Entering Rheza's room Casca closed the door behind himand took fromhis
pouch his flint and iron striker. He struck off on a piece of flint and |it
the oil lamp in the room The light of the Single flame cast a soft red gl ow
over the place. Casca caught his breath as Rheza slipped out of her clothing
and let it fall to the floor. She was well aware of the power she had in her
body. Casca renoved his tunic, still watching her, conparing her to Sal one.
She didn't come out too bad.

He reached out for her

This time she didn't run away, but nelted into him letting her body nold
itself to him Casca reached behind her and took one firm cheek of that |ovely
ass and began to squeeze... while she tried to strangle himw th her tongue.
Then-"What the hell is this, you slut?"

Where the caved-in door had been, Sporus's bearlike frame stood, his face



livid with rage.

"Casca, you son of a bitch, I amgoing to rip your arns off and beat you to
death with the bl oody stunps. But first | amgoing to carve you up a little."
Sporus pulled out his hideout knife, a slick poniard type blade,. one neant
for stabbing, not slicing.

Casca stood there in shock

"Hey, wait a mnute, Sarge. You don't want to cut ne. Hell, there's nothing
serious going on here. We're just friends. And you're supposed to be on duty."
"Friends, ny ass, you sneaky traitor. | got off early when | had to escort a
prisoner to the stockade. The night officer said | could take off and now I
find you two taking it off. Well, right now, young soldier, you are going to
pay for nmessing with ny wonman and then | amgoing to slice her ears off so she
won't ever listen to anyone else's bullshit.”

Sporus lunged, neking a | ow upward slice to the belly.

Casca stunbl ed back, his feet caught in Rheza's clothing, and fell, Sporus on
himlike an enraged beast. Al npst without realizing it until the pain hit,
Casca knew he had been stabbed. The bl ade was sunk to the hilt in his stonach,
and the pain was like fire.

Sporus |l et |oose of the blade and stepped back

Both of themknew it was a death bl ow

Looki ng down at the handl e of the knife protruding fromhis abdonen, Casca at
first felt a sensation akin to enbarrassnent... then a rage canme over him
"Kill me, will you?" he screanmed. He reached down with his right hand and
pul l ed the blade fromhis gut, crying out in pain and rage.

Sporus stood there, stunned by what was happeni ng, and then started to back
out the door.

Casca | eaped on him and sank the blade into Sporus's throat, opening the
esophagus. Sporus fell down to his knees, his hands around his throat as if he
were trying to close the wound and keep fromdrowning in his blood, but his
lungs filled with the red arterial blood fromhis carotid artery, and, eyes
not really understanding, he slipped into darkness, the rattling sound of his
death breath beating on his ears as he died.

And Casca fell down beside Sporus. He knew he was bl eedi ng inside, that the

bl ade had severed the great artery that runs al ong the spine behind the
stomach. He was a dead nman, and he knew it;

Lying there on the dark floor he felt the weakness coming over him H's mnd
said, | amgoing to die.But... a cold shiver of fear... and sonething el se..
raced through his veins. He heard a voice, the voice of the Jew

So you shall remain until we neet again..

SEVEN

Rheza gave one short squeaki ng scream and sat down in a corner of the room
her hands over her nouth, in semn shock

Sporus | ay dead, |ooking as though sonmeone had gi ven hi m anot her nout h.

Casca lay nmoaning and munbling to hinself, his hands over his gut as if
trying,to squeeze the pain out of his stomach.

Rheza's eyes clicked up in panic as a shadow entered her doorway, then

anot her.

Verianus and the Syrian stood in the room

In silence Verianus checked Sporus to see if there was anything he could do,
but when he got a good |look at the slit throat he turned to Casca, rolled him
over, and pulled Casca's hands away from his stonach.

"You dunb shit. | told you to | eave that slut alone. You knew how crazy old
Sporus was for her. | tried. Wen Kl eton here told me that Sporus had cone
back to barracks and changed into civies, we got here as fast as we coul d. But
too damm |l ate. By Mol och, you're a greater ass than | would have believed. Did
you have to kill hin? Mouve your damm hands away. How can | see if you keep
getting in the way?"

Casca gurgled somet hing unintelligible about a crucifixion

"Casca, old boy, I can't tell too nmuch, but if the wound's not too deep

you'll be all right. If it is deep, you re a dead man. Wi ch m ght be the best



thing for you anyway. The CO s going to hit the roof when he heats about this.
Kl eton, go and get the vigiles and let's get this over with. Casca, you clot,
if youlive, the old man's going to burn your ass. You know he's been bucki ng
for a pronotion, and crap like this does not | ook good on his record.
Goddammit, man, why did you have to kill hin? | know you're a better fighter
than that."

Casca burbled something like .... . till we neet again..."

"What the hell is that you' re munbling? |I'm not going anywhere. But if you
live to be courtnmartialed, you will be."

The vigiles arrived, and, as nost policenmen would in such circunstances, the
first thing they did was to search the girl. It should not have taken as | ong
as it did, seeing that she was al ready naked when they started, but Rone
demanded that its military police be efficient. The repeated handling brought
Rheza back to her senses, and she began to enjoy herself a little. The senior
MP pi nched her on the butt and whispered in her ear, "Later?" Rheza nodded and
rubbed her ripe tits along his arm After all, a girl needed a protector
Sporus was dead, and Casca was going to go to jail, or die, either way he was
out of the picture. Besides, a Roman policeman could be very handy to have
around when sone custoner felt he had not received his proper change.

Fi ni shing the necessary search of the girl, the senior MP turned to Verianus.
"Ckay, what's the deal ?"

Verianus laid it on himin as few words as possi bl e.

Checki ng Sporus's cadaver, the | awman made one short whistle. "Really laid him
open, didn't he? Reminds me of that stiff we found over by the Tenple of ~Mars
| ast week." And then speaking to his buddy, "Doesn't it to you, Toninus?" He
expl ai ned to Verianus, "Soneone |laid open a visiting politician from Sarmati a.
He had the sane | ook on his face, too. You know, like he was a little
enbarrassed . . . Well, enough of this bullshit." He pointed to Casca and
asked Verianus, "lIs this one going to make it?"

He got a nonconmittal reply.

"Ckay, then you two guys haul his ass out of here and over to the stockade.
They' || take over there, and we'll get your statenent and wite up our report
for the provost marshal in the norni ng~"

The Syrian and Yerianus finally got Casca on the shoul ders of Verianus after
droppi ng himon his head once. They switched off, taking turns carrying him
the three mles to the stockade where they turned himover to a

not -t oo-synpathetic jailer. The jailer checked Casca over and told the two to
toss himon a pile of strawin the orderly room that he'd have the nedics
check on Casca when they cane on duty in the norning. This was done, and the
sweating and cursing Verianus and his Syrian hel pnrate were by this tine
regretting slightly that Casca had not died in the dancer's room

Casca lay unconscious on the straw, the only thing alive about him an
occasional groan... and his dreams... those haunting nenories that kept
returning. Stormclouds raced through his thoughts as they had in that cursed
dar kness during the crucifixion. The pain was al nost nore than he coul d bear
But inside his subconsci ous he knew sonet hi ng was happeni ng that shoul dn't
happen- hi s body was healing. The bl eeding inside had al ready stopped. The
artery was grow ng back together. The spilled blood in his abdom nal cavity
was being absorbed into the thin walls of the nesentery and recircul ated back
into his system But the pain was still there, though just now it was settling
into a dull, throbbing ache.

He gave one | ong groan, which woke up the dozing guard with a jerk. The

sl eazy-1 ooking jailer bore an amazi ng resenblance to a ferret-right down to

t he beady, bul ging, red-rimred eyes. He gave the wounded nman one dirty | ook
and dropped back off to sleep, oblivious of the new set of oversexed body I|ice
that had just copulated their way up the long journey fromhis unwashed feet
al ong the calves of his stringy, hairy legs and into the curly, matted hair of
his pubic region, there to join a nunber of their relatives-including a few

di ehard fl eas who woul d have rather been on a decent dog.

The ni ght passed as all things nust, and the dawn brought an enraged



conmandi ng of ficer to the stockade at the early hour of cock's crow

The nobl e and ambiti ous commander of the garrison, one Tigel anius by name (who
clained a distant relationship to divine Julius on his nother's side), was

pi ssed off. He roared through the orderly room and scared the hell out of the
jailer when he kicked the stool the slug was sitting on out from under him
"Where is he?" he bel | owed.

Looki ng around, he spotted Casca asleep in the straw.

Wth one snmooth notion he reached the side of the sleeping man and booted him
in the butt.

"How dare you kill one of ny non-cons! You piece of insubordinate garbage! You
know what that |ooks |ike on ny personnel records? It |ooks like |I don't have
any disciplinel™

Casca raised up, still sleeping and confused. Al the time the patrician

Ti gel ani us was roaring at himhe | ooked at and touched the spot where the

poni ard had entered his stomach. There was no nore pain, and the wound was
closed. Only a thin red |ine showed where the bl ade had penetrated.

Ti gel ani us caught where Casca | ooked. Pointing at the scar with his baton, he
screanmed, "Is that the 'al nost deathlike blow Sporus inflicted on you? Shit!
I'"ve cut nmyself worse than that shaving."

Tigelanius was livid, his face white with anger. Calling to the jailer to
bring a couple of nen, he had Casca bound and ordered one hundred strokes of
the cane, to begin with fifty for each foot-but Casca was not to be crippl ed;
if they had to, they could I et himhave a break and do it in increnments.
Turning to the filthy jailer he bellowed: "Get this man into chai ns! Wat the
hell is he doing running around | oose? You slime bucket clean yourself up, or
you'll share everything he gets-and do it now | wll inspect this facility in
two hours, and it had better be spotless. And that goes for the torture
chanmber, too. It's a pigsty in there. How the hell do you expect a decent nan
to work in those surroundings? Now, do it-now And bring this insubordinate

pi ece of garbage to nme after he has been stroked."

Damed enlisted nen. Didn't they know how i nportant his pronotion was?

El GHT

Casca offered no resistance to being chai ned and manacl ed. He was still half
in a stupor. He | ooked dazedly down at the heavy manacl es, but the neani ng of
them coul d not reach his brain. He felt doped. He did not exist.

The two troopers led himto the stocks where he was laid on his back and the
sandal s taken fromhis feet. The ol der trooper |ooked down at himand spoke,
the words coning through the fog of Casca's consci ousness:

"Man, | amsorry about this, Casca, but you heard the orders, and you know
that if we don't do the job right, the old man will put us down there with
you. So, no hard feelings. There's nothing personal in this."

The trooper's voice was quiet, and the tone famliar, and because. of that,
realization came to Casca, and he was acutely aware of what was going to
happen to him But he did not let it showin his face as he watched the
troopers get ready.

Taki ng one of the two whiplike four-foot rods, each about the thickness of a
forefinger, the first trooper whished it back and forth in the air a coupie of
times to get the feel of it, and then handed the other one to his conrade. His
face twitched in distaste for what was about to occur, and he said to his
associate, "Let's get this over with, Cono."

The troopers took position, one on each side of the stocks, took off their

hel mets, and got thensel ves set:

Casca said nothing. Now conpletely out of the stupor, he knew full well the
extent _of the forthcom ng pain, having been on the other end of the whiplike
rods nore than once, and having seen what that pain would do to even the

t oughest trooper. By some odd trick of the mind he seened to feel the pain
before the rods even touched his feet, and it took all the strength of his
will to fight down an inmpulse to screamw ldly.

He could feel his heart racing madly. Had he been merely a casual observer
this puni shnent mght not seemparticularly harsh, but Casca, |ike every



| egionnaire, knew the reality. The nere threat of the rods would set any
| egionnaire's pulse to racing nadly.
VWhi sh! The rod arced through the sunlight.
Casca's body arched in a spasm of agony as the first stroke of the rod hit the
soles of his bare feet. The pain was unbearable. And then again. And again.
The whi pping rods flashed in the air. The pain passed the realmof reality and
became one continuous blur of fire. Hi s body jerked uncontrollably with the
lashing. His teeth bit through his lower lip. The salt taste of his own bl ood
was al nost a relief.
But there was no relief. It would go on forever
Then it was done.
No nore did the flashing rods come down.
But still the pain continued to nmount. He thought he had experienced the
worst, but this pain was even greater, building with the swelling of his
tortured feet. The insteps were swollen to at |least three tines their norna
size and were a deep purpie in color. It seened that the skin would burst open
under the internal pressure of the bruised tissue.
The two | egi onnaires assigned to the punishment detail w ped the sweat from
their foreheads, undid the stocks, and carried Casca back to the stockade, to
the cell that the jailer had assigned him
Casca lay in the straw, curled into a fetal knot. H's body twitched with
uncontrol l ed nervous reactions. Time stopped.
After a while he began to edge his way across the filth encrusted floor toward
the water jug in the far corner, noaning to hinself, trying to keep from
crying aloud. He pawed clunsily at the water jug, like an animal. He lifted
the terra-cotta vessel to his cracked lips The small flow of the precious
liquid was |ike the anbrosia of the gods. Sitting up, he tilted the jug and
carefully poured a few drops onto his feet. The cool ness of the | ukewarm water
on the inflaned feet started another spasm of pain, but he poured nore, and
the cooling relief began to spread through him
He took another swallow of water fromthe jug. He becane hinself again, but a
self drowned in a wave of grief and confusion as his mnd searched for an
answer to what was happening to him
Shit! The whol e deal was absurd. What the hell is this? Are the gods out to
screw ne? | have always been a good and |l oyal soldier. What's turned the world
upsi de down? Wy have all these things happened to nme? Why? Wiy? He was al one
inthe cell, but a face cane up into his consci ousness. That Hebrew. .
Yeshua.. . Jesus. .. whatever he was called. Nothing has been the sane since.
He noved restlessly, and as he twisted his legs, a small stone in the floor
touched one of his feet, sending a fresh spasm of pain | ancing through his
feet and | egs, and a noan broke through his.lips. The pain which until then
had settled down to a deep, hot throbbing was instantly freshened. But a
curious thing happened. He was nore concerned with the questioning in his nind
than with the pain, and he regained control of hinself.
-He would have to face it. H's world was over. The tribune is going to expe
me fromthe I egion.
The t hought was shocking to Casca. How could it happen to hin? Why? Wy are
all these things happening to me? Have | beconme sonething that | wasn't? Then
who am | ?
He was lying in the dirt of the stockade cell, and it was not the best place
to westle with fate, but the thought of |eaving the | egion was the nost
appal ling thing that had ever come into his mnd, and here it was, bolder than
the rat that stared contenptuously at himfromthe opposite corner. Being a
| egionnaire was his life. It was what he was. It was the core of his being.
coul d handl e the puni shnent of the penal battalions, but to be thrown out of
the Tenth....
The rat was joined by two others. They crouched in the dark, eyeing Casca

like the three Fates...
But Casca had no mnd for rats. He spat at the three. "Piss on you," he
said... and closed his eyes and dreaned of the glories of the Roman | egi ons.



Fromthat time as a child in the Tuscan hills, when he watched the Tenth pass
t hrough on their way back from Gaul, Casca had wanted to be a | egionnaire. And
his Uncle Tontine had served with the great Julius when Julius put down the
rehellion of the Belgae tribes on the far banks of the Rubicon... was there
when the nmost fierce of that tribe of warriors, the Nervii, fell upon the
Seventh and Twel fth | egi ons and al nost destroyed both as effective fighting
forces, killing all their officers. Now, those were days of glory!

The Nervii had hidden all their women and children in the deep forests of the
| and and had fallen on Caesar with a force of over sixty thousand tribesnen.
They routed his cavalry, which was unsuited for duty in these dank woods, arid
surrounded the Seventh and Twel fth | egi ons. Caesar hinmself was forced to take
up a shield and stri ke against the barbarians |like a comobn sol dier. \Wen the
Tenth | egi on came upon the scene and saw the danger to Caesar, they attacked
wi th such vigor that they turned back the Nervii even though they were

out nunbered nore than twenty to one. Wth the exanple of Caesar's courage,
they fought Iike nmadnen. Yet, even with Caesar |eading them they could not
force the Nervii fromthe field of battle.

Those brave and fanatical fighters died where they stood. Qut of the sixty

t housand who fell upon the Seventh and the Twel fth, less than five hundred
lived to see the night. And only four of the Nervii |eaders survived. For this
victory the Senate ordered that sacrifices and cel ebrati ons should be held for
a period of fifteen days to honor Caesar and his |egions. Never before had a
votive of this size been awarded.

Casca let the thoughts of his mnd fl ow back through the years of his own
service. The armnmy had been his hone, not just synbolically, but, after his
famly was wiped out in a pestilence, in reality as well.

The scene cane up in his mind of his leaving... flames.. . the~ snell of
burning straw.. . the crackle of the blaze. After he had made his fina
offerings to the Lares and the Penates, the household gods, he had set fire to
the roof of his house as the town wi se wonen had said he should to destroy the
evil spirits within.

It was the last time he had listened to the advice of wonmen. He had turned his
back on them and the village and wal ked to Livorno where he enlisted in the
service of the Enmpire. Hs was a nan's world fromthen on. What was it the Jew
had ....... You are what you are. .. that you shall remain. Wat the hell was
wrong with being a soldier?

Fromthe beginning it had been a good life for Casca. The days of training and
discipline were like a tonic to his mnd. H's hours were too filled to all ow
much time for grief over the loss of his famly which, like all normal men, he
had | oved dearly. Now the service was his famly, and Casca, |ike others
before him discovered the joy of discipline. Shit! What could civillans know
about the order and discipline of military life?... A nost before he knewit,
he had finished his basic training and was bei ng assigned to the Seventh,
stationed on the frontier separating the Gernans of the Marcomanii fromthe
Hel vetians. He liked the duty, for Casca intuitively grasped the inportance of
mlitary force. The |l egions of Rome were all that prevented a continuous war
from bei ng waged between these ancient enemies. Yes, it had been a good duty.
Here he had tasted his first blood in the heat of battle, and here he had

| earned the wi sdom of his |eaders' training prograns.

Li ke the power of the Roman square..

On a one-to-one basis, in a fight against the nonster Germans, the German had
t he advantage. The Roman was much small er and weaker, and the great sword of

t he barbarian would usually win out; one German coul d al ways defeat one Roman.
But when the square was forned, and the | egionnaires had the support of their
conrades, training and discipline won out tine and agai n agai nst vastly
superior odds. The barbarians | acked discipline, and when the battle began
many of them becane afflicted with what they called the "berserker rage" in
which it was not uncomon for themto use "the fountain of Tyr," one of their
war gods. \When a barbarian had his forearmor wist |opped off, he would point
the spurting stunp into the face of his eneny, trying to blind himfor just



enough tinme to take another soul to Valhalla with himand would die crying out
for Tyr and his Valkyrie to take him.. ddfol k, those damm barbari ans.

The | egion was the nother and father of battle, a point of certainty, home. No
matter which | egion you night be assigned to, you always knew what to do and
where everything was. Every legion laid out its canp identically each tine. It
woul d be no different in Egypt than it would be in Sarmatia or Britain. A

sol dier of the | egion always knew where he was supposed to be because the
constant training and close order drill were designed to make the soldier's
response automatic. Drilling, marching ... and digging ... There was a sayi ng
that, if you were going to be a good legionnaire, it hel ped to have gopher

bl ood. Often, the nost inportant itemin the kit you carried would be your
shovel and the gods help you if you lost it. The |egion had survived many a
surprise attack because regul ations said that a unit nust always, according to
plan, lay out its defenses before retiring for the night The picket |ines mnust
be laid out and the ditches dug and properly prepared with sharpened stakes to
ward off a surprise attack. For a commander to be caught in canp w thout these
nmeasures being taken was to invite disaster

Because war was killing..

Killing...

Casca shivered at the thought of his first kill
NI NE

They were encanped bel ow Cobl enz, just a little south of where Caesar had
crossed the Rhine twentythree years before, and they faced, across the river,

t he descendants of the sane group of people Caesar had vanqui shed in his
surprise raid into heretofore untouched Germany, the Suevii. The night was
nmoonl ess, and a dense fog covered the black, oni nous |and.

They did not know that the Suevii warriors were floating silently across the
river on | ogs.

After crossing the river, the barbarians maintained strict silence all that
night and into the nmorning, making no attenpt on any of the |legion's positions
or sentries, keeping conpletely out of contact. Only the barbarian scouts
observed the Ronman positions. They waited..

Wth the dawn the | egion broke canp and took up positions for the march to the
rendezvous point where they would join the main arny for spring maneuvers.

Casca remenbered that dawn crisp... cool ... a low ground fog remaining from
the night's heavy fog, lying in the hollows and gullies. A great day to be
alive. Killing was the farthest thing fromhis mnd

The legion forned up into its marching order on the road they had built in the
spring of last year. The day woul d be a good one, just cool enough to keep
fromgetting overheated on the march, and all the nmen were in good spirits.
The Tribuni Mlitariumwere each at their assigned positions, but the cavalry
had not yet taken up scouting position. The equestrians were in good spirits,
and so were their nounts. The horsemen ganbol ed and j oked before getting into
orderly ranks.

That nmomentary sl ackness, when the pickets were called in and the cavalry was
not yet in position, cost many lives.

The Suevii waited only until the |egion was clear of the stockade. Then, with
no warning or battle cries, they rushed silently like the forest wolves they
resenbl ed and inserted thensel ves between the Romans and the | egion's fornmer
sanctuary.

A startled legionnaire in the rear sounded the al armjust seconds before a
boar spear tore off half his head.

The ot her hidden el enents of the barbarian force, sone fifteen thousand strong
fell uponthe nmounted nobility, and, alnost w thout breaking stride, they
separated them fromthe main body. Five thousand scream ng Suevii placed

t hensel ves between the horsenen and the | egion. Another ten thousand

i medi ately threw thensel ves upon the point and rear of the Seventh, while a
third elenent tried to break through the center and divide the legion into
separ ate pockets that could be nore easily destroyed.

In this they did not succeed.



At the first indication of danger, the legion center turned as if on instinct.
Even before the first flight of arrows fell on themlike deadly rain they were
facing the barbarians. Following their trainng, they placed thenselves in
formation. The 'officers called out the orders. The center held against the
first wave of scream ng Germans thrown against the living wall of troopers.
The Germans fell back, |eaving several hundred of their brethren on the danp
nmorning earth either dead or being put into that state by the | egionnaires.
The | egi on would take no prisoners at this stage. Even a wounded dog may bite,
so, before the next attack could take place, the |egionnaires sliced the
throats of all the wounded barbari ans.

This took |l ess than three mnutes. They were already formng into the
defensive square with the rest of their conrades. The | egion was forned-but

wi t hout the cavalry.

Casca had watched as the young nobility had been separated and had been carved
up as the Suevii broke upon them Many of the Germans carried | ong poles with
net al hooks on the end, like the poles used by boatnmen to gaff large fish.
Wth these they had pulled the cavalry fromtheir saddl es so that they fel
stunned to the ground where other barbarians had fallen upon them and cut
their throats. Qut of four hundred brave young nen | ess than twenty nade their
way to the safety of the square. There they cried with rage and shane, and
nore than one threw hinmself upon his sword rather than face the di sgrace which
they had invited upon thenselves. The living found thensel ves places in the
living wall and faced the Gernmans with dark hearts and a need to kill

After the first assault, the Gernmans drew back. Casca took a good | ook at his
enem es. They seened as if they were fromanother world... big, hairy men with
bl ond hair to their shoulders and fierce nustaches that reached bel ow their
chins. Many had flamng red hair and full beards. Their arnor was of a notley
variety, but limted by the owner's wealth and personal likes.. . oxhide
shields. . . wolfskin headdresses.. . horned steel helnmets... captured Roman
shields frombattles going back over two hundred years.

The great swords of the barbarians took two hands to swing and coul d cl eave a
man to his navel if hit. These and the axes were their favorite weapons. Casca
had been told that the Suevii were nmasters of the axe, and he saw that it was
true. Many of the warriors carried a half dozen or nore throw ng axes, and
they al so had the heavy battleaxe for close work. These did nore danmage than
the swords when they faced the | egion wall.

The Germans stood all in a mass waiting for the next attack to begin. They

wor ked thensel ves into a killer-berserk rage, beating their shields in tine,
letting a trenendous growl begin lowin their throats and then build into an
ear-piercing shriek, a wild how |ike that of enraged wol ves. Several of the
Germans could not stand the waiting and without any assistance fromtheir

conr ades threw t hensel ves upon the Roman wall. There the | egionnaires al nost
absent mi ndedl y di spatched them Then the attack began.

They came running low to the ground, resenbling the beasts of the forests
whose skins they wore. Wave after wave of arrows preceded them and many ran
into the flying shafts thenselves in their eagerness to kill.

Casca stood. He saw that his shield mate beside hi mwas grinning weakly. He
hinself felt a sudden desire to urinate. He wanted to run, but it required

| ess courage to remain where he was than to break ranks and be di shonored by
his conrades, and he realized then the truth of sonething his Uncle Tontine
had once said, that many heroic acts were acconplished by fear..

The Suevii were upon them

Battl eaxes flashed in the nmorning sun. The barbarian devils' faces were red
with the lust for blood. They crowded in upon each other in their haste to
kill Romans. A legionnaire three men down from Casca was pulled fromhis
position by one of the hooks used on the cavalry. Wth one flashing sw pe his
head was of f and hoi sted onto a spear head and thrown back into the square.
But the soldier's spot was filled before he had even been pulled conpletely
out of it by a second rank menber. The wall was intact.

Casca struck and struck, parrying blows fromspear, axe, and sword. H s arm



grew | eaden. And yet the barbarians continued to throw thensel ves nindl essly
upon the shield of the |legion. But the square had shrunk. Over a thousand

| egionnaires | ay dead, their bodies being nutiliated by the barbarians. Stil
the square held. Casca was wounded tw ce, once when a spear pierced clean

t hrough his shield and all but two inches of steel entered his chest just
bel ow the right clavicle. H's shield mate cut the head of the spear off wth
his gl adius and pulled the spear head from Casca's shoulder in less tinme than
the telling of it took. The other wound was fromthe gl ancing bl ow of a
barbari an axe that sliced a clean opening along Casca's left rib cage. Metal
arnmor was at a prenmium here; |eather was only good for |ight work.

Then it stopped.

The Germans were pul ling back, leaving a thick, stacked-up rmass of bodies
behi nd them They had had enough. They were retreating toward the river.
Relief was evident in the face of the Roman commander. Q Matinius Corolion
knew that his men could not have held out nuch longer. Wth a great sense of
sati sfaction he raised hinself up into the saddl e of one of the few surviving
horses, waved his sword over his head, and cried out:

"Let | oose the |egion!"

Now t he real sl aughter began

The legion ran for the Suevii, cutting themdown. Many of the barbarians
begged for their lives. But none were spared this day. The nenory of the young
men of the cavalry was still too fresh for the Romans to take prisoners. They

killed Germans all the way back to the river

Casca struck and struck until he thought his armwould drop off. Then he
dropped his shield and switched to his |left hand, cut and cut, slicing down
every fur-garbed body and horned hel net head that cane his way.

One, a beautiful boy of no nore than sixteen, went on his knees and begged for
his life with clasped hands. Casca felt nothing nore than a sense of dull ness
as he grabbed the boy by his shoul der |l ength blond hair and forced his head
back, exposing a throat not unlike that of a naiden. He drove his short sword
conpl etely through the neck and out the back, the blade slicing between the
spi nal vertebrae. The boy's head alnost fell off. Only a single strand of neat
held it onto the body. The boy warrior lay on the earth, his body twitching in
t he uncontrol |l able response that comes from sudden and vi ol ent deat h.

And for just a noment tine stood still for Casca. The thought ran through his
brain: If I had lived out ny life in Tuscany.. If | had married and had a
son... like this one..

But only for a nonment. He raised the bloody sword and went after nore Gernans.
Then they were at the river, and Casca ran wai st deep into the water to
continue the slaughter until there were no nore to slash and only the archers
were continuing to nmake kills, sending their arrows into the backs and heads
of the sw nming and wadi ng barbari ans.

Casca backed up to the edge of the river and lay down face first to drink

unm ndful that the water was turning red around him That burning thirst, that
only men in conmbat know, was not to be denied. A German's body floated by him
and the dead hand gently nudged his face, but he paid no mnd. He drank the
deep drink of exhaustion

Fifteen thousand Suevii had crossed the river that norning. Less than three
hundred returned to their home villages that night. Before the wonmen even
could begin in earnest their death wails and cries for vengeance, many of the
wi dows were offering thenselves to any of the surviving warriors that would
have them so that they could have nore babi es who would grow into nmen and
avenge the fallen warriors of the Suevii. Before the next several dawns

anot her thousand barbarian soldiers were being carried in their nothers
bellies, growing for their turn at the Roman wall ..

TEN
Casca awoke, his body wet with sweat. He was back in the cell at the stockade
in Judea, but tinme was still confused for him He renenbered the three rats,

but the dreams had cone upon himas reality. There was the taste of fear in
hi s nout h.



How much tine had passed since the stroking had taken place? The tribune had
said he would see himwhen it was over. Pulling hinmself across the floor
Casca | ooked out the cell door to where a ray of light was coming in from one
of the apertures that provided what little air there was in this place of
horrors. Fromthe angle and intensity of the light it must be al nost dusk.
Then he had sl ept for hours.

He | ooked at his feet. The swelling remained, but, surprisingly, the pain was
al nrost gone. Surprisingly?". . . until we neet again. " The words of the
Jew haunted him What has happened to ne?

He got to his feet, found he could stand, and |inped back to the bed of straw

against the farther wall. But before he |lay down he | ooked at the skin of his
feet again. Though the light was now dim it seened that even the battered

fl esh was now heal i ng. I npossible!... Taking the index finger of his right
hand, he dug his strong nail into the tender flesh of his left forearm dug it

in deeper until the blood flowed freely. The pain was as nothing conpared to
what he had been through. He dragged the nail hal fway up the arm.. and

stopped. H s nouth dropped open as he saw... saw in the part darkness. .. the
bl eedi ng cease before his eyes, the pain |leave, and a scab form
Casca cried out, "No! No!" and he beat his head against the cell wall in

terror and confusion.
The jailer, hearing the outcry; rushed to him Seeinig Casca apparently trying
to beat his brains out, he called for help, and, with the assistance of two
guards, was able to get Casca put into restraints that would keep himfrom
doi ng any further harmto hinself.
If the bastard died before Tigelanius judged him there would be hell to pay.
Casca slept all that night, a troubled and uneasy sleep, a dark tine that
al ternat ed between despair and nental agony.
But the night ended.
In the norning he was trussed and cl eaned and brought before Tigel ani us,
Commander of the Garrison of Jerusal em
Ti gel anius sat in day dress, not wearing his uniform He was wapped in a toga
of state, one with the purple border to show his touch of royal blood. H's
sword was beside him Beside him also, a scribe stood, with the charges
witten down. Two other officers of the Tribuni Mlitarium stood as advisers
to the court.
Turning his cultured and sensitive face to the accused, Tigel anius |ooked at
the prisoner in distaste. Making a winkle in his nose, he said, ascetically,
"You still stink" and ordered the officer of the day to have the jailer given
ten lashes. Turning his attention back to Casca, he called for the scribe to
read off the charges..
Thi s done, Tigel anius asked Casca if he had anything to say in way of defense
bef ore sentence was passed.
Casca said nothing. He stood notionless, his nind full of wonder. Today the
scab on his armwas gone, and only a thin pink Iine showed where he had dug
out enough neat to fill up a thinble.
Ti gel anius made a notion to the scribe. "Note that the accused has nothing to
offer in his defense." Rising to his full height, the tribune stood in front
of Casca. "You, Casca Ruflo Longinus, are hereby relieved fromthe rolls of
the Tenth Legion, and your nanme shall be stricken fromher rolls of honor
Your awards for valor are taken fromyou and do not exist. As of this noment,
you are no |longer a person. You are the property of the enperor and are to be
sent to the copper mines in Achaia. There you will be permtted to serve your
enperor, and Rone, for whatever tine you have to remain on this earth. You are
di sm ssed. "
And, turning away fromthe prisoner, he made the coment to one of the
wi t nessi ng officers:
"Now, let's get on to sonme inportant matters. Mettelius, how many will you be
bringing to dinner tonight beside yourself and your |ovely |ady?"

* *

*

Casca was stripped down and issued a loincloth and robe in place of his |egion



dress. Hs manacles were replaced by sinple leg irons, and the nedallion with
the Iikeness of Tiberius on it was put around his neck. To be caught w thout
the nedallion being worn as it should be was to be killed i mediately.

He was hooked up into a coffle of some twenty other slaves who were to be sent
to the sane copper mines in the distant northern provinces of Geece. There
they would dig the greenish red ore fromthe side of the nountains until they
di ed.

They were marched the fifty kilometers fromJerusalemto the port of Joppa.
There they were | oaded on a bireme, a tw n-banked coastal ship that woul d take
themto the port of Cenchrea.

The crossing was uneventful, but the quarters were crowded and the food
scanty. They were fed once a day and watered twi ce,. but there was no
unnecessary cruelty. The Romans did not torture their slaves needl essly, just
as nost people would not beat their domestic animals wthout reason

One small squall had several of the slaves throwi ng up, but Casca did not seem
to be bothered by it at all, and indeed the food seened to be enough for him
too. At least it seened that he had | ess troubl e adapting than many of the
others. They credited that to his being a forner |egionnaire and therefore
used to diet restrictions. Only one man died on the voyage, a merchant who had
been foolish enough to be caught with rigged wei ghts when he was selling
supplies to the garrison at Samari a.

The ship nade all the coastal stops along the rimof the Mediterranean toward
Oreece, stopping to let off passengers at Caesarea and Tyre and taking on a
cargo of wool at Sidon. At Sidon they al so picked up the governor of Cyprus
and took himon to Paphos. Hi s Excellency had been to a conference of
governors at Antioch, and like all such politicians on an expense account had
made a little side trip to neet with some old friends in Sidon for a couple of
weeks before returning to his governmental duties on his own miserable little
pi gsty.

From Crete, the bireme nmade a straight approach to Rhodes for a two-day stop
during which Casca and the others were allowed to exercise thensel ves on deck
(the crew used themto help load a cargo of skins and other itens into the
hold next to the slave section). The ship nade one nore stop at Ephes us, and
then it was on to Cenchrea at Achaia, the southernnpbst province of Geece,
hone of the | egendary Spartans and supposedly a former resting place of the
great U ysses. All in all a nice tour for tourists, but dam little fun and
ganes for sl aves.

During the voyage Casca had his first real taste of what it nmeant to be a
slave. No |l onger a man Not even human. Just property. But being property had
SOme surprising overtones.

They were not put on the oars because they did not know how to row properly,
and it would take too long to train them Those on the oars were a conbination
of slaves and free nmen working for hire. The slaves were not beaten except
when one was caught sl acking off-and then not enough to cripple him After
all, slaves were property and worth sonething. Even if they were not good
oarsnen, they could still be traded in for new stock. But a disabled slave
brought nothing. So, as long as the slaves did their jobs with no trouble,
they were treated relatively well-if being ignored could be called good, and
Casca realized that it could.

After the disenbarkation at Cenchrea, the slaves destined for the mines were
separated fromthe others and hooked into a new coffle and headed up into the
hills where the nmines were. They trudged al ong, quickly learning to keep in
step with each other so as not to stunble. Casca found that the rhythms of

sl avery came quick and easy...not letting yourself think was another way to
stay sane. Unthinking, the coffle marched |Iike sone crookedly jointed
centipede up into the rocky hills of Geece toward the pits where they would
spend the rest of their |ives underground, digging copper for the wealth of
the Caesars and for the profit of the proconsul governing there. By now the
chai ns had cushions of calluses to rest upon and no | onger ate away at the
skin. Pads of calluses would develop in other areas, too.



They could snell the mines before they reached them The sound cane al so, but
it was the snell that cane first. After the relative cleanliness of the
galley, the smell of thousands of sweating, unwashed nmen assailed their
nostrils. The first slaves they saw were carrying baskets of red earth to the
dunpi ng ground. They seemed part of a seem ngly unending line of
dirt-encrusted humanity. Like the | egendary wormthat ate itself, they never
stopped. They were one continuous great circle of msery. Here the whips
cracked frequently on the backs of the slaves. These were the expendabl e ones.
The m ne superintendent needed a certain death rate just to have roomfor al

t he newconers he was being sent. He had conplained to his superior in Athens
at this constant overload he was forced to contend with, and how difficult it
was to maintain a balance. He had cut their rations to a third-and still the
animal s woul dn't die fast enough. Now, here came a new batch. Were the hel
was he to put then? The | atest war had thrown thousands of slaves on the
market, and they were a glut. He got all the rejects ... the troubl emakers and
nmur derers. Damm top managenent ... don't know what they're doing.

Casca was nunbered in by the nunber on his slave tag, and he was chained to
his new work mate. The leg irons here were | onger than they had been on the
march. A slave in the mnes needed a little nore sl ack

Casca and his mate were assigned to a pit on the northwest side of the
mount ai n. He was lucky. Here he would at |east have sone fresh air and sun
Below, in the shafts that ran down a thousand feet bel ow the surface, the

sl aves mght not see the |ight of day again for the rest of their lives.

Casca fell into the routine of his job and soon | earned how to avoid the
overseer's whip. The one third rations did not seemto bother himvery nuch.
What he didn't know at the time was that his system s nmetabolismwas sinply
adjusting itself to whatever intake it was receiving and maki ng t he nost
efficient use of it. Casca had a bowel novenent |ess than once a week, and
then it was small. Everything he ate was turned to energy. Hi s body grew dark
fromthe sun. H s mnmuscl es becane bands of steel. He not only did his own work
but nuch of his chain mates' chores as well.

The days turned into weeks, and the weeks into nonths, and yet he worked, and
his chain mates died. He had gone through three of them and was now with his
fourth. Four years had passed, and he grew ever stronger. Yet, even wth
careful planning, he could not avoid entirely the | ash of the overseer, and
his back | ooked Iike a street map because of the thin scars of the whip. But
he survived while others died.

And al ways the Jew s voice came to himwhen he was attached to a new sl ave by
the iron umbilical cord: "Until we neet again. " There were tines, too
when the voice came to himin his sleep... when he would curl up in the little
hol e he had dug for hinmself and his chain mate for protection against the
worst of the storms that periodically raged over the island.

Casca kept silent, talking little to his mates or the others around him but

t hey knew sonet hi ng about himwas different. And after a tinme even the
overseer began to stop by and touch himfor a bit of [uck

But that was before he was sent underground... and The Horror began. .

ELEVEN

For Casca the years assuned a saneness that was torture in itself. He was
unable to differentiate the passage of tinme other than through the change of
seasons, and each seened to last forever. Al ways he dug deeper and deeper into
the bowels of the earth, always deeper and deeper..

In his seventh year he was sent underground.

The surface overseer had become uneasy when Casca was around. The ot her sl aves
di ed or grew emaci ated or sickly; Casca did none of these things. The only
thing that he had in common with the other prisoners was the covering of filth
and encrusted dirt and clay that only came off his body when it rained. He

| ooked | ess human than ani mal nore, a mechanical thing of earth as tineless as
the soil itself.

The enperors in Rome changed. Politicians and heroes rose and fell. And stil
Casca toil ed.



He grew sullen and quiet, an object of wonder and fear to the other slaves.

H s beard was alnost to his waist and matted with knots and tangl es. He woul d
have become a total beast, insane and nonhuman, but it was his mind that saved
him He used his imagination to keep fromgoing nad. El even chain mates he
went through and still he remai ned unchanged.

When he first went underground, the overseer of his shift wondered at this
strange man. Under filth Casca's age was indetermnate, but his strength was
unreal. He could do the work of three, and he could lift nmore than any two
other men in the mnes. Casca was a solid knot of sinew nuscle and tendons.
He always got his full share at feeding tinme. No one cared to challenge him
for his choice of a sleeping place. Casca could have been the boss of the
underground if he had so chosen. But he did not. The overseer wondered why. He
could not read Casca's mi nd.

Casca was trying to figure out his fate, spending hours, days, every waking

nmonent, trying to conprehend his plight. The, enormity of it... | cannot die
The Jew won't let ne. Then, if | cannot die, all | have to do is wait.
Everything changes in tine, and | have all time to nyself. . . at least al
time until, as the Jew said, 'Until we neet again.' Meet again? Perhaps he is
in the next shaft, shoring up' the sides with tinbers. But | will get out of
here. An opportunity will present itself It would do no good to attack the
guards and try to escape. They woul d just overpower ne and put ne in chains.
No, | nmust get ny way to the surface again. Down here, there is nothing but

t he prospect of being buried alive-Buried alivel!..

The t hought slanmed into his brain.

Buried alive!.

He coul d not die!

If he were buried alive, it would be for all eternity.

Now t he days of real horror began

There was al ways a very good chance of being buried alive in the mne. It
happened often to others. Periodically tons of earth would claima slave. Stay
here | ong enough, and it would happen to him And he had all of tine itself,
not just the short lifetime of these others who had been buried alive. The

t hought of being buried alive for eternity drove Casca al nbst mad... the

t hought of lying, unable to die, under tons of earth was a horror that
consuned hi s hours.

It would not go away. It preyed on his mnd... |like sone nonstrous ani na
gnawi ng at his brain. Qut. Qut. | nust gel out! Before the m ne caved in on
hi m

In the seventh year of the Enperor Gaius Nero the cave-in cane.

There was little warning. Casca was working in his shaft, not far fromhis
overseer, Lucius Mnitre. lIronically, it was one of the few times when he had
forgotten his obsession nmonmentarily since the vein of unusual rock they were
wor ki ng had caught his interest.

The runbling started... the shifting of the earth overhead.

There was an al nost unbearable feeling that came with the change in air
pressure. MIlions of tons of earth and rock began to settle.

The sl aves froze.

For one seenmingly eternal but uncertain nonent tinme stopped. Then the roof
covering two hundred feet of tunnel dropped, crushing the lives out of forty
sl aves.

The fall of the first roof started a chain reaction that spread through the
other galleries. Through-out the network of tunnels the screans of

pani c-stricken nmen echoed one upon the other as the walls grunbl ed and heaved
around them

Mnitre, the overseer, was not a particularly brave man. This was just ajob to
him He hid hinmself behind one of the slaves cowering in a side passage.
Casca paid little attention to the overseer. H's own chain mate | ay beside him
with only part of his head visible under the boul der that had relieved hi mof
the honor of toiling for the glory of Rome. It had also relieved himof

twot hirds of his brain case. Casca was wondering how to get free fromthe



ankl e chains that bound himto his dead mate. The overseer was only a few feet
away, cowering, his hands over his head and his face to the dirt floor. H's
eyes were closed tightly, and he knew nothing except the depths of his fear
Now Casca took a | ook at the overseer and saw the short knife in the belt of
Lucius. A broken piece of tinber lay close by. Casca reached over, hefted the
[ unp of wood in his hand, turned rapidly, and knocked the overseer into the
bl i ss of unconsci ousness.

Taking the small blade, he went to work cutting his chain mate's foot off at
the ankle. The job took longer than it should have due to the dull ness of the
bl ade and the smallness of the knife, but finally he cut all the way through
having a particularly rough time with the ankle joint. He had to cut through
the tendons so that he could get to the other side, and that meant working the
bl ade back and forth in the socket. For a noment he thought the blade would
break, but it held, and he was through to the other side.

Casca was free of his chain. Well enough, he thought. | didn't |ike himmnmuch
anyway. Tal ked too rmuch. But he was chained to ne. | wasn't going to cut ny
own leg off... not yet, anyway. He | ooked at the unconsci ous overseer. | may
have ny way out of here lying at my feet.

W ping the sticky blood fromthe amputatio off on his dusty beard, Casca bent
down and put the shift overseer on his shoul ders and began to make his way out
of the depths and up to where the sun waited. He carried, pulled, and craw ed
wi th Lucius past seal ed-off tunnels where nmen by the dozen were dying or

al ready dead, knowi ng that only one thought was running through the m nds of
the trapped slaves: Wuld the m ne superintendent think them val uabl e enough
to try and save, or would he just requisition some nore slaves fromthe pena
col ony on Cyprus?

Casca ignored all pleas for help. One man grasped at his feet, begging to be
hel ped to the surface. Casca kicked himin the face to break his grip. The man
cried through sobbing lips for pity, "Don't leave ne to die!"

Casca sneered at him "Fool, is that all you have to worry about?" Taking the
small knife fromhis wai stband, he tossed it to the terrified slave. "Here is
your way out. Use it and be free. It's nore than | can do." He turned away and
began his trek back to the surface.

Crawl i ng and draggi ng his unconsci ous burden over rocks and rubble, he at | ast
reached the entrance. The full light hurt his eyes, nearly blinded himafter
all the tinme in the di mess underground, but to himit was a glorious sight
for it Iit the way to the pits.

As he forced his way out anmong the crowd of slaves trying to reach safety, a
great rumble began deep in the mine, one that grew and grew, |ouder and deeper
in tone. The growing runble finally burst its way to the surface in a great
spout of dust and flane.

Sonmewher e deep bel ow a gas pocket had been ignited by one of the flickering
torches, and level after level of the mine fell in on itself, carrying
hundreds of men to their deaths beneath the falling rock. He had escaped j ust
in tine.

Now he broke through the jam beyond the entrance, past the overseers with
their whips and the guards trying to get the slaves into a senbl ance of order
Twi ce someone tried to help himwi th Lucius, but Casca strongly rebuffed them
wi th kicks and curses. Lucius was his. Laying the over-seer down, Casca arose
and tried to keep his balance. The world was noving. He felt a strange

sensation, |ike seasickness, fromthe swaying the earth was doing in response
to the great explosions still going on.

Then all was still except for the cries of the panic-stricken and the injured.
Wil e he cleaned off the face of Lucius, Casca nused to hinself:

How strange it is that people in the worst possible conditions will strive to

maintain their pathetic lives rather than take the easy way out! Perhaps it
was that no one really knew what happened in death that nade themcling so
tenaciously to their miserable existences. Damm fools. The world was full of
t hem

Luci us opened his eyes.



The first thing his clearing vision saw was the frighteningly hairy face of
Casca in all its filthy, dirt-encrusted spl endor

"What.. .? Wiere..

Casca soothed him saying in gentle tones: "You were struck by a falling

ti mber, master, and, remenbering your Kkindness, | could not |eave you to
perish as did so many others in the falling rocks and flames. | carried you
out here to the light."

Mermory returned to Lucius. The last thing he recalled was covering up his head
while the earth seened to fall in around him But this slave, the one they
called "The A d One," had saved him He would not die. He would live to eat
and drink and make |l ove. And this slave was responsible. Lucius Mnitre felt a
deep swelling in his bosom A surge of brotherly |ove came sweeping over him
This great hairy beast had remenbered his kindnesses .. . and everyone, even
his wife, said he was too good-hearted. This nman had brought himout of the
bowel s of the inferno. Lucius could hardiy keep from huggi ng Casca and woul d
have if the years of accurulated filth had not left their rnark. Casca stank
Rising to his feet with the help of Casca's strong arm Mnitre said to one of
the | esser overseers:

"See that this man is assigned to surface duty. Let himwork with the cooks.
And see that he is cleaned up."

Casca gloated inside, chuckling to hinmself. |I made it. |'m outside again. How
long has it been?

H s question was answered, but not imrediately. They showed himto the stream
where he was allowed to scrape and rinse nost of the filth fromhis body. A
razor was | oaned to himwhile the owner watched with careful eyes and an arned
guard stood by. Casca cursed and nmoaned as the dull brass razor pulled clouts
of hair and skin fromhis face and neck

But the beard cane off. Then the guard handed hima clean tunic, making the
conment that the mning superintendent |iked to have everything topside clean
i ncluding the personnel. Casca, renenbering his times in the legion, felt a
twi nge of nostalgia.

The guard noticed Casca's slave tag and took a closer look. "By Mthra, man.

Ti berius has been dead for over thirty years. You nmust be at |east sixty, but
you don't look it. By the gods, whatever they fed you in the mnes dam sure
agreed with you."

Laughing to hinself at his small joke, the guard returned Casca to his new
quarters, a barracks-type hut with a wooden bed and a straw pallet all his
own. By conparison with what he had known for the past decades in the mines it
was all sheer | uxury.

Decades! The thought staggered Casca's imagination. He had been here for the
length of a normal life-tine, yet; He renenbered the face that had stared back
at himfromthe small bronze mrror of the man whose razor he had borrowed,
his face, the beard gone. Now he rubbed his hand lightly along his cheek as if
to reassure hinself that what he had seen in the small mrror was true. So
many years, yet his face was essentially the same. Perhaps |eaner. Perhaps
nore craggy |ooking. But he did not by any stretch of the imagination | ook his
true age of-The slave nedallion! | nust get rid of it.

Going to the outside, Casca returned to the pit area and began hel pi ng the
other slaves aid their conrades, both the living and the dead. In this service
he exchanged nedallions for a nmore recent one, one that bore the |ikeness of

C audi us. The dead sl ave he swapped nedallions with did not conplain ..

The next few days were spent in a general cleaning up of the mine area. During
this time Casca | earned much of what had happened in the outside world since
hi s bani shnent to the nether regions of Achaia. Sone of it brought back old
menories. The enperor that had foll owed Augustus was Ti berius. Casca had
served under his command for a tine in Gaul. He renmenbered Tiberius as a good
sol dier and a steady man, but, according to what he was told, while Tiberius
had started out well as an enperor, he had turned into a tyrant in his |ast
years.

The sl aves who told Casca this were the old ones, in their late fifties and



early sixties. Only they could renmenber back that far, and they were a speci al
class of slaves. They had survived because they were indispensable to their
master's confort, household sl aves, cooks, nmasseurs, poets, teachers. Here
they served the governor and his famly at his big villa out of sight of the
m nes. There they went every norning before dawn, returning to the nines area
when the governor had no further need of them It was not |ike serving sone of
the great houses of Greece or Rome, but it beat the pits by far and, after
all, they were crimnals, guilty of such enornpus crines as petty theft or
showing a little tenper to their nasters. Sonetimes when one lived in the
great houses one forgot that one was not a person and as such was not entitled
to such things as opinions. Wll, that was the way the world was. Casca had no
intention of changing it. Not that he could. Al the slaves agreed that the
wor st thing that Tiberius had done, even worse than his paranoid proscription,
was the naming of the mad dog Caligula to the throne. The best thing about
Caligula's reign was that it only lasted four years before the Praetorian
Guard finally had enough of his shit: damed sodomist, killed him and put his
uncl e d audius, on the throne. They |iked d audi us.

The old man was, surprisingly enough, a quite conpetent adm nistrator. Yes,
they all agreed, old man C audius was a gentlenman, even if the rest of the
patrician famlies and the nobility felt he was sonewhat republican in his
tastes. The old man had done right well, all things considered, but it was
runored that his second wife, Agrippina, had poi soned himso that she could
put her son on the throne, her son Nero that the old man had adopted. Cdd
thing, this enperor business. It seened that-even for the good ones, being

| mperator of the nost powerful enpire in the history of man carried with it
certain occupational hazards: the rulers lately seemed not to enjoy a great
deal of longevity after taking power.

So, today Gaius Nero was Inperator. So far his reign was going quite well. The
nore know edgeabl e sl aves thought that was because he was follow ng the

gui dance of his mentor, Seneca, and listening to the advice of Burrus, head of
the Praetorian Guard, on foreign affairs. They had hel ped the young Nero from
maki ng too many critical errors. They, and his nother, kept a tight rein on
things. Well, it was nothing to Casca. Let the enperors cone and go.

It did not take long for Casca to settle into the routines of his new job.
After the mines this was al nbst unbelievable |uxury: bathe once a week... see
the sun... feel rain on his face instead of dirt.

Lucius Mnitre tried in every way to make Casca's servitude easier, and he
even devel oped a certain fondness for the tough-Iooking former |egionnaire.
One norning, taking himaside, the overseer notioned for Casca to sit on a
bench with himand share a bow of w ne.

"Casca, you saved ny life, and | won't forget it. | cannot set you free, but |
can be of help in making your life nore bearable." He stopped, took a sip of
the wine, and cut it alittle with a touch of water from an earthenware
pitcher. He tried another sip and nodded, pleased with the mxture. Cearing
his throat, he continued: "I have been here for eight years, and | heard
stories about you fromthe man | succeeded. He was here for fifteen years, and
he said that you had been here | ong before he cane." He peered at Casca

t hrough uneasy eyes and asked:

Why do you live?"

Casca did not answer.

The overseer continued: "You do not appear to be very old, but you nust be. |
know t hat the medallion you originally wre was not that of C audius. But |
will tell no one. Have the gods some special interest in you? O did you find
a way to keep the ravages of time away?"

The man turned his eyes away, a little frightened by his daring and his
assunptions. Keeping his eyes averted, he poured another drink for hinmself and
Casca.

Casca felt a great relief run through him At |last he could speak of his
tornment. So he told Mnitre the story of himself and the Jew.

The overseer did not |augh. Everything Casca said he believed. After all, was



not the world filled with magi c and sorcerers?

Casca finished his tale. Lucius Mnitre sat silent, his eyes w de. Casca

| ooked at himand grinned a crooked smle. . . the first tinme he had smled in
over twenty years. The unfamiliar usage of facial nuscles gave hima cranp.
"It is remarkable,” Mnitre nurmured. "You will live forever. You will never
die. O at least until you neet the Jew again, and who knows when that will
happen? Perhaps never."

"But if what the Jew said is true, | have to get free. | cannot endure
eternity in chains. Something rmust happen so that | can get ny freedom but
the Mediterranean is a Ronman | ake, and w thout nmoney | have no real chance of
escape. "

Lucius Mnitre thought for a moment. He was thrilled to be this close to one
who had been touched by the gods-even a Jewi sh god. He told Casca of the
growmh of the Jews cult... howit had spread. Even with persecutions and nass
killings in the arenas they seenmed to grow in nunbers... and prosper. There
were even followers of the Jew here in the mnes. Not nany, mnd you, but
there were several. You could tell themby their constant praying and singing
whi ch only stopped when they were given a touch of the lash. But, why coul dn't
the Jew be a god? After all, the divine Augustus was made one just after he

di ed. And now, so even old O audius had sone worshippers. And what about

Ti berius? He had nade his other a goddess, conplete with a tenmple of her own
and priestesses.

Casca smled. Thoughts ran through his m nd

Gods and priests... blessings and curses. Wll, if | amcursed, 1'll make it
pay. | have had enough of being pushed around. If live |I nust, then by al
denons and foul spirits of this world, live |l wll.

TVELVE

"Mnitre," Casca began, his voice |low, his manner conspiratorial, "W have to
get ne out of here. There nust be sone way | can get ny freedom and becone a
man again. "

"All nmen want to be free."

"Yes, but | have had years to think about ny condition. If all the things we
think are true are as we see themthen | have a lot to worry about."

"But why should you worry? Surely, all you have to do is wait. Al things
change in tine----and in your case it appears you have plenty of that on your
side. "

Casca |l aughed bitterly. "Wait, you say. mMvan, ny years wei gh as heavily on ne
as they do on any man. But what | fear has nore to do with sonmething el se than
just tinme. Think what it would be like for me if | tried to escape and were
captured. The puni shnent for an escaped slave is anything fromcrucifixion to
being inpaled with a sharpened stake run up the rectum Think what that would
be like for ne if | amunable to die."

Mnitre's face paled. He took another hasty swallow of wi ne, nost of which ran
down his wi ndpi pe. He choked, coughed, and his face turned red. Casca pounded
hi m on the back until he could get his w nd again.

Wheezing, he said, "I never thought of it that way. OF course you're right. W
nmust set you legally free. But how?" He gul ped a swall ow of w ne, then thought
out loud: "There aren't many ways a state-owned slave may recei ve nmanum Ssion
The province governor in whose charge the slave is assigned may grant freedom
on special occasions for service to the enpire. Then, of course, there are the
peri odi c sal es of governnent surplus slaves in those regions where they are
over st ocked. Sonebody coul d buy you and give you your freedom The only other
way is for a gladiator to win the wooden sword in the arena-but you aren't a
gl adi ator."

He pulled at the wine again. A light came into his eyes. "Suppose we got you
to the surplus sales. If you were auctioned off, perhaps | would be able to
buy you and set you free nyself. That would be something to tell ny

grandchil dren-how | was fortunate enough to give an immortal his freedom"
Mnitre fairly glowed with the thought. "Truly," he said, "the days of
mracl es and wonders are not over."



The sight of this round, red-faced little man's sincerity and eagerness to be
i nvol ved in what he thought of as the business of gods touched a | ong
forgotten note in Casca, and he laughed. Not at Mnitre, but for him The
sound of |aughter was alien to his own ears.

"Mnitre," he said, "waiting for a governnment sale may well take years to cone
about, and even then we couldn't be sure you would have the price. After all

| ama pretty healthy hunk of beef, and you would be in real trouble if they
sold me by the pound." Laughing, he touched Mnitre's shoul der gently. "No, ny
friend. W rmust find another way."

They sat thinking quietly. Mnitre scratched absently at a flea. The damm

t hi ngs were everywhere and were just one of the curses of this goat-ridden

peni nsul a.

Mnitre sat up straight, his eyes sparkling in his cherub-like face. "I have
it! The governor. You will save the governor's life, and he, in gratitude,
will set you free. It is sinple, is it not?" He swelled with pride at his
sol ution.

Sonmewhat | aconically, Casca asked: "And just how are we going to bring that
about, ny friend?"

Mnitre | ooked long and seriously at Casca. H's voice, when he spoke, inplied
that his feelings had been hurt a little.

"You may have lived here a long tine, Casca, but while you were in the pits I
was outside, and | have |learned a few things. You |l eave the planning of this
to ne. | have it all figured out. You were a soldier, were you not? So you can
use weapons. And you are certainly the strongest man | have ever seen. The
years in the mnes have turned you into nothing if not a great heap of twi sted

muscles lying on top of tw sted nuscles. W will use your training and your
strerigth to set you free. Believe in ne. | haye found a way." H s manner and
voi ce strengthened with determ nation. "You go back to the slave barracks, and
I will see you in the norning."

The | ook of confidence on the overseer's face spoke to Casca. Standing, Casca
put out his hand, and the two shook in the manner of friends and equal s.
Casca had found a friend.

That night, while the slaves slept, Mnitre went into the port of Cenchrea.
Visiting one den of iniquity after another, warding off whores and pinps, he
finally found those he searched for, and, in nmuted conversation in the rear of
a dingy tavern otherwise filled with the dregs of waterside humanity, he made
his deal with those he had found. They tal ked and pl anned until cockcrow said
it was time for Lucius to return to the mnes. The day shift was com ng on
duty shortly, and he nust be there.

Mnitre had just arrived back at the mnes as the slaves were being fed. He
caught Casca's eyes and nodded slightly, snmiling all the while. Casca felt a
sudden surge of hope. Mnitre had obviously found out something or done

somet hing to advance the cause of his freedom He hardly even tasted the grue
and hard bread. Hi s thoughts were on when he could next talk to his friend and
find out what had transpired.

But there was work to be done. He checked in with the assignhment supervisor
and was sent to the surface pits as a waterbearer for the slave crews. The day
grew |l ong; but the sun felt good on his bare back as he went about his job
carrying the goatskin bag of water to the thirsty slaves. It was a dull yet
somehow pl easant routine: he went fromman to man until the bag was enpty,
then made the half-mle walk up the hill to where the spring was. He woul d
refill the bag and repeat the action over and over until the day ended. Casca
steeled his nmind against the msery of the slaves. Compassion was a comuodity
he could ill afford right now Besides, he had never been a particularly
synmpathetic type to start wth.

The sun of Geece continued to burn himdarker and darker. Only his scars
showed up in lighter color. Wile he worked his nmouth was set in the

sem -smrk that the whore's knife had |l eft on himlong ago.

The day passed. The endl ess worm of slaves continued to feed on itself unti
the whistle of the pit overseer sounded the shift change.



Casca returned to his barracks and waited his turn at the troughs where he
could wash off the day's dirt. Then, alone, he ate his last neal of the day,
lentil soup with just the hint of the taste of goat init. And then, again,

al one, he sat outside the barracks listening to the old men inside discuss the
ways of the world and their viewpoints concerning the relative inportance of
the scheme of things. Casca savored this tinme to hinmself and waited for
Mnitre.

He | et his eyes search the heavens while the cool air of the Mediterranean
wafted over him The constellation known as the Plciades was clearly visible.
After the years of being chained to sonebody the [ uxury of being al one was
something to be savored in full.

The bobbing formof Mnitre cane in sight on the trail |eading dow to the
barracks. The chubby nan wheezed his way up the small grade, sighted Casca,
and waved. "Vale, soldier,"” he called softly and notioned for Casca to foll ow
hi m

Lucius led themto a clearing far enough away fromthe barracks that there
woul d be no chance of their being overheard.

"Listen to me," Lucius whispered. The excitenent in his voice was contagi ous.
"It's all set.”

Casca started to interrupt, but Lucius waved himsilent. "Let me finish. Day
after tomorrow you will be assigned to the detail going into Cenchrea to bring
back supplies. Also, the governor will be in town at the sane tine. He goes
there every few days to spend sonme tinme with his mstress. He | eaves early,
but not as early as we will, and gets to Cenchrea just before m dday. Wen he
gets to his whore's house, thugs will junp himin a robbery attenpt, but they
will be foiled by the efforts of a valiant forner |egionary who cones to the
rescue and saves the governor's precious skin. There. Do you like it?"

Casca mused over it for a nonent. "It's a sinple and direct enough plan

Luci us, but what about the thieves |I'm supposed to fight? Do | really fight
them or is it all just a setup?"

Mnitre fairly sinmpered. "You fight them you great hulk, and |I hope you kil
all of them These are the ones who clipped ne out of a nmonth's pay with
crooked dice, and if you knew the hell ny wife put nme through, you would kil
themas slowy as possible. This is ny chance to get even. They think | am
doing this for part of the vast sumof noney | told themthe governor would
have in his purse. By all neans take out your frustrations fromthe last fifty

or sixty years on them nmny friend. I will arrange for you to be near the
whore's house when the governor visits her. Leave the details to ne. Er... On
second thought, make sure you kill all the thieves. It wouldn't do for any of
themto tal k about ne afterwards.”

Casca nodded. "Exactly how many of your former friends will | have to kill,
Luci us?"

Mnitre | aughed. "Only three, soldier, only three..."

Mnitre left Casca to his thoughts and started hone to his wife and squalling
brats, a prospect that danpened his enthusiasm consi derably. Casca doesn't
know what it is to suffer. He should live with the burden | have for a while.
By Hydra's ni ne heads, that woman's tongue coul d make these G eek goats give
cheese instead of milk. If only she wasn't so rmuch bigger than ne | would give
her a sound thrashing and gentle her. He chuckled to himself. | wonder if |
could talk her into being in on the robbery? He | aughed out |oud at the

t hought. Casca woul d have his hands full with her.

The next day seenmed to drag interm nably. Wen it was finally over, and al
Casca had to wait through was the night, that, too, seened to stretch out
forever. But then it was predawn, and he was taken out and fed and put into a
line with thirty other slaves for the four-hour nmarch to Cenchrea. The
overseer doing the nost shouting as they forned up was Mnitre. Their escort
was a squad of overage | egionnaires who were waiting on their retirements to
cone through. The soldiers weren't too bad and didn't give anyone a hard tine
as long as there wasn't any trouble.

The day broke cool at first, giving the body a chill. But that soon passed as



the sun rose. Casca noticed the signs of Geece's past glory in the ruins
along the Iine of march. How old were these ruins? How nmany centuries had
passed since these places were abandoned? What of all the people who had

wal ked in the magnificent halls and courts that these ruined stones had been?
Gone... all gone! He wondered to hinself if lie would live |ong enough to see
the sane thing happen to the greatness that was Rone.

The snell of Cenchrea reached them before the sight of the port. The w nd was
right, and the salt scent of the sea and the pungent odor of drying fish
assailed their nostrils a full half hour before they saw the whitewashed walls
of the city and the ships Iying at anchor in her harbor. There was not hi ng
speci al about Cenchrea. It |ooked the sane as any other town on the
Medi t erranean coast. White buildings with tile roofs were predom nant, but
there were a few larger private homes on the hillside where the |oca

nmerchants |ived.

When they reached the harbor, Lucius turned the other slaves over to the
harbor master's assistant, but he kept Casca with himon the pretext of
needing himto carry packages of itens for the governor's house.

The two made their way through the winding street to the residence of
Crespas's nmistress. Taking Casca to the shadowed side of the street, Lucius
sat with his back to the thoroughfare so that none could see his face. "Wtch
for atall man with thinning hair and a staff of black wood," Lucius told
Casca. "That will be the governor. The thieves will be close on to hi mwhen
you see him" Mnitre indicated the direction fromwhich the governor would
cone.

The two waited in the shadows, eating cheese in snall nibbles as nen were wont
to do early in the day before going to work. Nothing unusual about them...
except perhaps the thickness of Casca's arns. But who would notice? It was a
good plan, and Casca felt confortable with it.

They wait ed.

Then there he was.

Crespas the governor.

He was wal king surely and confidently, with |Iong strides, over the
cobbl est oned street, his black wood cane clicking on every other step. As
Casca wat ched the governor approach he al so saw the novenment of others in the
shadows of the buildings opposite him Gathering hinself together, he prepared
for the assault on Crespas. Mnitre saw the tensi ng and nodded.

Then it happened.

The thugs ran out of the alleyway and threw thensel ves on Crespas. The
governor yelled, "Thieves!" and quickly the thieves |earned that the black
cane was for nore than | ooks as he brained one with the knobbed end and was
swi ngi ng on anot her when the larger of the thieves |leapt on his back and
dragged himto the ground. "Help! Help!" he cried.

But before the larger thief could drive his blade into the back of the downed
governor, a vise-like grip clanmped around his wist and pulled himup. The man
snarled like a dog. "CGet away," he hissed. "This is none of your business.
Casca grinned a death's head | eer at the man and rai sed himclear off the
ground. The thief's conrade, a ratty little man with a fish odor, started
forward to hel p, but the black cane of Crespas knocked the little bastard back
into the wall of a house. Casca raised the larger thief overhead until his
arms were fully extended. The thief cried for mercy and begged to be put down.
Casca | aughed deep inside hinself until it burst forth in a roar. "Put you
down? Aye, that | will, you piece of slinme." And saying this, he dropped the
man's back onto his neck, putting an armaround the thief's throat and the

ot her one over his upper thighs. The thief's spine rested on the knotted
muscl es of Casca's neck. "I'Il let you go," Casca said-and pressed down with
his arms. The great nuscles of his chest swelling, he took one deep breath and
heaved. The thief gave one quick, short cry as the sound of his spine snapping
broke through the air jike a pine branch exploding in a fire. The man was dead
before he hit the ground.

Crespas and the little thief watched this display of strength in stunned



silence. The thief was too nuch in shock to resist when Casca reached for him
As Casca's cal l oused hand went around his neck, the | egionary said softly,
"Not hi ng personal, you know, but no witnesses. Ch, and Lucius Mritre said to
tell you that he was all paid up with you men now." Casca's fingers cl osed
and the little thief's neck crunbl ed under the crushing grip. H s eyes bul ged.
Hi s face turned bl ack. And he died.

Crespas | ooked up at the slave who had saved himand saw the nmedallion. "Are
you one of m ne?" he asked.

Casca nodded.

Crespas raised hinself up, |ooking Casca over closely. "Thank you, slave. You
will be rewarded for this. By the gods, you're a fine specinen. Can you use a
swor d?"

Casca nodded agai n, unsure of what to say to the man who held the key to his
freedom

"Open your nouth," the governor said unexpectedly.

Casca did as he was told, and Crespas bent over close and | ooked inside. "The
best way to check a man's health is to look at his teeth,"” the governor said,
not so nmuch in explanation as in the nmanner of a pedagogue |ecturing schol ars.
"If the teeth are rotten, so is the man's health. And yours, ny fine Hercules,
are in excellent shap."

Mnitre had by this tinme appeared and with the proper anmount of bow ng and
scrapi ng got the governor's attention. Crespas turned to himand asked: "Is
this slave in your custody?" Mnitre quickly affirmed that Casca was. Again
Crespas wal ked around Casca, poking and prodding as if he were a horse he was
cont enpl ati ng buyi ng.

"Good enough," he finally said. "Have him assigned to my household staff. |
want himin new clothes and presented to me in ny villa tonorrow eveni ng.

have sonething interesting to propose to him Enough. Take hi mand begone. Ch,
by the way, have the local vigiles clean this carrion up before they start to
stink."

When they were out of sight of the governor, Mnitre grasped Casca's hand in
joy. "We did it! He's going to set you free! Man, we have done it!"

Casca joined in the joy of the nonent... but sonething dark in the caverns of
his brain bothered him . . he could not tell what it was.

Mnitre did as the governor ordered, informed the vigiles where to pick up the
bodi es, and returned with Casca to the mnes to prepare himfor his audi ence.
TH RTEEN

"Lucius, do you think we did it? WIIl the governor set ne free?"

Mnitre smled, content with the day's deeds. "Certainly, Casca. Wen you are
presented to himtonmorrow, he will npost certainly give you freedomin

recogni tion of your saving his precious hide and ridding his province of two
desperate crimnals."

Casca | ooked closely at the overseer. He had grown used to Mnitre's |iking
for flowery speech, but it did seemthat the man's answer had been just a
little too long... alnobst as though he were trying to convince hinself that
there was no doubt.

"I don't know, Lucius. Did you see the way he | ooked ne over? | think he has
somet hing el se on his nmind."

"What ?"

"l don't know "

"Ch, don't worry about it. Just because he | ooked you over doesn't mean
anything. Men like himthink all the rest of the human race are cattle.

That's all there is to it." The contentnent was genui ne.

"Well, | don't know. Maybe you're right."

"Sure I'mright."

They made their way back to the quuay where the rest of the slaves were

i nvol ved with unl oading supplies for the mnes. Wthout being told, Casca
joined in the job while Mnitre played his role of supervisor. It was not that
Casca was all that eager to work. The truth of it was that this was a good way
to get his mnd off the excitenent of the possibility of freedom being so



near .
The job was done in a couple of hours, and the slaves started back up the road
to the mnes. Casca and Mnitre were silent, each lost in his own thoughts and
interpretations of the day's events. Neither felt any renorse for the dead

t hi eves.

They arrived in time for the evening neal. Each slave went to his assigned
barracks, rinsed off, took his bow and spoon, and ate fromthe comunal pot.
In his excitenment, Casca tasted nothing that he ate and only vaguely

acknow edged that his stomach had anything in it. Wen he went to his bunk and
lay down, he fell asleep alnmpst instantly, as if anxious for the conmi ng dawn.
But his sleep was a troubled one. Several tinmes that night he awoke, returning
to a restless slunber that made the night seemlonger than it was. Tonorrow
woul d bring freedom After all the years of being pushed around he was about
to reap the reward of asserting hinmself, of setting in nmotion a chain of
events that would change his destiny. He was tense, uptight. He didn't want to
bl ow this one. The damm ni ght woul d never end.

But the next day finally cane. Casca was given a fresh tunic, ordered to clean
up, and told to present hinself at the governor's house. Now that the tine for
action was at hand, some of the tension left him Besides, Mnitre cane and

W shed himluck. The man's round, cherubic face was agl ow with pleasure.

"Val e, Casca. Fortune go with you this day..."

But once at the governor's villa, the uneasiness that had been hi dden bel ow
the I evel of Casca's conscious nmind surfaced. He couldn't quite put his finger
on it, but there was sonething about the whole deal that didn't feel quite
right. For one thing, the villa was a very inposing place. Crespa had managed
to turn this portion of Greece into a mniature Rome and had established a
proper Roman donus conplete with running water piped in fromthe hillside. The
atriumwas handsonely laid out with marbl e benches and copi es of severa
classic Greek statues. Qbviously Crespas was a nman who enjoyed the creature
conforts... and he was a patrician

A patrician. Dam it, maybe that was it. Casca had not had what you m ght cal
your standard buddy-buddy relationship with the patrician class. And the | ast
patrician who had played a part in his destiny was the snot-nosed son of a

bi tch Ti gel ani us who had booted himout of the legion and thrown himinto
slavery. Tigelanius was |ong dead now. Casca hoped the wornms that had eaten
hi m had di ed, too, of indigestion

Careful, though. This patrician, Crespas, held the key to his freedom He
could not let Crespas know he had any prejudice against patricians. Hell, he'd
swear before the tenple of every god in the Enpire that he | oved patri ci ans,

if that was what it took to get his freedom

So he followed dutifully after the old slave to whom he had presented hinself,
Crespas's steward, a slight and nmeek el der who had served, he had told
Casca-Crespas and his fanmly for over forty years. There had been pride in the
old man's voice then, but he was silent now as he brought Casca to Crespas's
study. Casca could sense sonmething nore than deference in the old man. Fear?
It was obvious that Crespas was going over the progress reports fromthe
mties and adjacent areas, probably for the last quarter, and apparently he
knew exactly what he was doi ng. Casca decided that here was a man who knew how
to turn a profit, and again the uneasi ness haunted him The study had an air
of cold efficiency about it... inhumanity..

Fol  owi ng the steward's exanple, Casca stood with bowed head until Crespas
nmoti oned for himto approach closer to his desk. Reaching up, he took Casca's
nmedal I i on from himand conpared the nunber with a naster list on the desk.
When he found what he was | ooking for, he lifted cold eyes to Casca and
studied himintently for an inpossibly I ong nonent. There was absolutely no
expression on his face. To Casca, it seemed nmade of marble; the man's thoughts
were as inpossible to reach as those of a statue. But he had come this far for
his freedom and not even the gods thensel ves were going to make hi m back
down. He returned the stone stare with one equally as inpassive.

Still it bothered Casca. When he had taken the dead sl ave's nedal lion, he had



not thought about the possibility of a master list. Wiat if Crespas made
something of it? He did not relish the poss bility of being at the patrician's
nmercy.

But Crespas said nothing. Instead, he instructed the steward to go bring him
certain files, and, while the old steward was out of the room turned his
attention to Casca.

"Your nane, slave?"

The manner of speech inmediately set Casca down off his anxiety high. The tone
said, No freedomtoday. It brought up nenory of the brutal efficiency Crespas
had used in crushing the skull of the first thief with his cane. Casca let his
voi ce becone that of the typical slave

"Casca, nmaster."

"Well, Casca, yesterday you did me a service, and | may be of a mind to reward
you for it. By the ook of you |l can tell you are one who is famliar with

vi ol ence. Several of those cuts on your hide |ook to have come from bl aded
weapons. Am | correct?"

"Yes, mmster."

"Good. You al so know your place. That pleases ne. W will get along. | am
going to take you with ne when | |leave this pigsty and return to Ronme. \Wile
there, I will enter you into a school for gladiators."

G adiators? It took all of Casca's willpower to prevent any expression from
showi ng on his face. But he lowered his head in subm ssion

Looki ng steadily at Casca, Crespas said, "You wi sh your freedom do you not?"
He did not wait for an answer but went on in the sane cold, level voice: O
course you do. Anyone can see that you are not cut out to be a good slave. And
wi th those nuscles of yours, sonme day you are going to gi ve whoever owns you a

ot of trouble----if you don't end up killing him So, Casca, what | propose
is this. I will buy you fromthe state----as a province governor | have that
prerogative, and | will take you to Rome. | will pay for your training in the
school of my choice. You will fight for me for three years in the arena. At
the end of that time | will grant you your freedom And, of course, as you
know there is always the chance you could be given the wooden sword. It
doesn't happen often, but it does happen. Now, if you agree to this, | wll

put the terms in witing and have them so notarized and a copy given to you."
He paused.. Hi s eyes, sharp and deadly as a gl adius, went through Casca. But

when he continued, his voice had the sane level, flat tone... as though he
were giving orders to an animal. "But if anything happens to nme, and | should
di e before our agreenent reaches its conclusion, you will not go free. You
will be sold on the block to the highest bidder. By this action | amsure you

can see that | amtrying to provide nyself with a little insurance agai nst
your trying to achieve your freedomearly at nmy expense. Do you agree to these
terns?"

Casca raised his head and | ooked directly into the eyes of Crespas. H s voice
hol | ow, he said, "Yes, nmaster, | agree."

Crespas stood and straightened his tunic. "Good. It shall be done, then." The
old steward returned with a box from which Crespas took several docunents.
"These are the legal instruments necessary for the transfer of your ownership

to ne." He quickly filled in the necessary information with his reed quill pen
and signed them affixing his seal. "It's done. -You belong to ne. | wll have
the other papers pertaining to our agreenment drawn up by this time tonorrow,
and we will be on our way to Rone within the nonth. Now you will return to
your quarters and renove all of your personal possessions fromthere. You will
cone back here, and ny steward will assign you quarters. Follow his
instructions while in this house, and we will have no problenms. In
anticipation of your agreenent, | have already prepared orders rel easing you
fromthe mnes." Handing Casca a small, rolled scroll, he said, "Gve this to
your overseer, and he will release you. Do you understand everything?"

Casca nodded.

"Good. Then be about your business, and | will tend to mne."

Once the slave Casca was out of the room Crespas allowed hinself the |uxury



of a smile. A nice piece of business. He glanced at the master |ist of nunbers
lying on his desk. Now, the name on those manum ssion docunments.. . It was, of
course, nost unlikely that Casca would survive three years in the arena. But,
if he did...

Casca wal ked slowy back down the hill to the mine holding. the scroll in his
hand and trying to assimlate all that had transpired. He was still in a state
of confusion when Mnitre came up to him

"Well, howdid it go? Are those your manum ssion docunments? Did he give you
any noney? Wat happened? Tell me, man."

Casca snmiled his crooked grin. "I told you that son of a bitch had sonet hi ng

up his sleeve. He bought nme and is going to make a gl adiator out of ne."

"A gl adi at or ?"

"We're going to Ronme next nonth when he is relieved of his duty here. But | do
have a chance for freedomif | serve himwell and kill enough people in the
arena. He chuckled softly. "Well, one thing, little friend. I amleaving the
mnes, and that is a definite inprovenent. Right now!|l amto get my things and
go back to his domus and work there until we | eave G eece."

Mnitre was stunned. His face screwed itself up, and Casca thought for a
monent the little overseer was going to cry.

"Dam it! It's not fair. He should have set you free. Anyone with a sm dgeon
of honor woul d have."

Mnitre's concern touched Casca, and he put his armaround the little man's
shoul ders. "Don't worry. It will all work out. As you said, | have time on ny
side. Go hone to your wife, Lucius. You have done well by ne, and I will never
forget it. You are the first friend | have had in fifty-five years. That is
not a small thing. Go hone, friend, and do yourself a kindness and beat your
wife. "

The nonth passed uneventfully. Casca was welltreated in the household of
Crespas. The old steward was kind, and the other slaves were afraid of him
because of his size and great strength. Mnitre came often to sit and talk
with Casca. Mnitre brought Casca up to date on all that had happened in the
Enpi re since he had been ensl aved. Casca had come to the conclusion that such
know edge woul d hel p pave the road to his freedom He had to be current on
items of everyday knowl edge. If he slipped, and his true age was di scovered,

t he gane woul d be over and the puni shment unthi nkable. During the days Casca
spent his time linbering up his sword armin the courtyard back of Crespas's
house. There he woul d spend hours hacki ng and gougi ng agai nst nake- bel i eve
enem es, the warnth of the sun on his back pleasant, the feel of the sword in
hi s hand giving himconfidence. This was sonethi ng he understood-and it was
his way to freedom

Unseen by Casca, Crespas often watched, grinning in self approval. Yes, he had
the man figured out all right. Wth any luck at all the slave would nake him a
ni ce pi ece of change in the games. This one had all the earmarks of a w nner

He had the skill, and the deep | ook of determ nation that came across the
brute's face as he hacked at the wooden posts, evidence of the intense desire
of Casca for his freedom told Crespas that he had the notivation. Yes... a

ni ce pi ece of change.

They sailed. Mnitre was at the dock, waving farewell, pleased with hinself.
After all, he had participated in a great adventure. Even better, he had taken

Casca's advice and beat the hell out of his wife with a stout rod.
Surprisingly, instead of counterattacking, she had becone instantly neek and
anxious to please. Yes, life was indeed nore bearable... and interesting.
Casca | ooked forward to the voyage. The galley they were sailing on was a
mlitary birenme, twin-oared, a lot different fromthe trading ship that had
brought himto the mnes. Here all the rowers were slaves and chained to their
oars; if the ship went down, so did they. The hortator who beat the tine

| ooked to be a Gaul fromthe size and coloring of him He beat the tine on his
log drumwith a snooth precision that spoke of years of practice. The neasure
was given. The beat began. Smpothly the oars of the slaves sliced the gray
green waters, and the galley put out to sea. The steady thunping of the



hortator's gavel beat a rhythmthat Casca felt echoed in his own pul se. The
slaves would pull until they were in the open sea and the wind coul d take
over.

Casca was put with Crespa's other personal slaves in a forward hatch. There

t hey made beds as best they coul d.

It was a fair day, and clear, with the wind coning in fromthe deserts of
Arabi a across the Mediterranean, the wind that blew straight toward Rone. It
woul d be an easy voyage. For Casca, the sea road to Rone, and the arena, was
clear.

FOURTEEN

Twel ye to fifteen days the journey woul d take, dependi ng upon the w nds and

t he weat her. Time enough for rest, Casca thought. He watched the nyriad

i sl ands of the Cyclades slide by to port and starboard as the galley pushed
its ramfitted nose through the wine-dark sea. It was pleasant to watch the

i sl ands and breathe the fresh air of the sea they covered fromhorizon to
hori zon. They were |ike an enornmous convoy of strange ships floating on the
dark water under the clear blue sky. Like an honor guard of vessels the gods
had sent to speed himoff on his voyage to freedom

He smiled inwardly at the childish thought. It had been so many, nany years
since the imges of a child s imagination had played in his brain that this
one nonsensical conceit was like a lonely stick of driftwdod bobbing on the
enornous sea. Wll, then. A good onen. Sonmewhere deep in his nmind sonething
was telling himthat freedomwould come. But he did wonder what the hell the
other slaves would think if they knew what had been however briefly-in his

m nd.

He woul d keep to hinself during the voyage. Again, as when he was first
brought to Seriphos, he felt no trace of seasickness, though, even in these
cal mwaters, the malady had struck many of the other slaves. The gentle rol
and slight pitch of the galley served only to give his m nd an ease of thought
as he rested.

They left the islands. By dawn of the second day at sea, when he went on deck
he coul d just make out astern the outline of Achaia, the southernnost tip of
Greece. They nmoved out into the islandl ess waters of what the Geeks called
the I onian Sea, a four-hundred-nile expanse of ocean separating G eece from
her conqueror and student, Rone.

The wind failed only twice in ten days. Then the sound of the hortator's gavel
pounded t he nmeasure and the slaves fell to the stroke. The | ash was used
sparingly on this ship. The captain had a good set of oarsnmen and intended to
keep themin good health as long as he could. Only two died on the voyage. One
got it froma bleeding disease that |oosened his teeth until they fell out.
The other casualty resulted fromthe captain's trying to knock sone brains
into the head of an oarsman who kept fouling up the stroke; instead the
captai n knocked the brains out of himwhen he rapped the fellow s head firny
with his baton. A slight mscal culati on concerning the thickness of the
slave's skull. It was thinner than the captain thought. O course, the baton
was of hardwood and capped with a silver knob

Casca had deternmined to keep to hinself during the voyage, but that did not
prevent himfrom observing the other slaves. In the hold where the privately
owned sl aves were kept there was the usual blending of peoples and races. But
one sl ave was unusual and especially interested him

He had never seen the like before. The slave was a small man of indetermnate
age. He could be anything fromforty-five to sixty-five; a w spy gray

noust ache and beard accented his features. It was hard to tell because of the
color of his skin which had a gold cast to it under the sunburn. Hi s eyes were
simlar to some Casca had seen anong travelers fromthe east who had cone to
the markets in Jerusal em except that they seened nore slanted, giving the man
a sleepy look. H's body was | ean and wel | - nuscl ed.

But it was as nmuch what the man did as what he | ooked |ike that made him so
dammed odd. Every norning and evening he went through a strange ritual of
exerci ses, weaving his body about |ike a serpent, taking on odd positions and



t hen hol ding the positions for | ong periods of tine while he perforned strange
breat hi ng exercises-letting the air hiss out between his teeth and then

i nhal i ng and sucki ng his abdonen in and hol di ng the breath.

Even odder was the way he acted around the other slaves. The little man was
qui et and wel | -mannered, never giving offense when he did not get the choice
bits fromthe pot and even smling and thanking the bastard who gypped him for
bei ng so good as to | eaye hi mwhat he did. Dammed curious. Maybe there was
something to that bit about a man's brain being touched by the gods.

As the days wore on, Casca watched the other slaves bit by bit take greater
and greater advantage of the yellow man until he could no | onger contain his
curiosity. That night,.after the evening nmeal, he noved to the side of the
little man and asked:

"Why do you let themtreat you so, yell ow man?"

The brown eyes in the slanted epicanthic fold | ooked steadily at Casca. There
was no trace of fear in the man. Whatever was done to himwas not done because
he was afraid.

The yell ow man smiled, his even white teeth shining in the dimlight. "Not
toni ght, ny nonstrous barbarian. Sleep tonight. Tomorrow I will answer your
questions, for it is as the Lord Confucius said that to teach is to |learn
Tonorrow we will both |earn nore.”

As he lay on his pallet that night, Casca thought about the strange little man
with the flashing eyes, but he finally gave up trying to fathom what the

yel l ow sl ave neant and, giving a grunt, rolled over on his right side and |et
the creaking of the ship's wooden sides lull himto sleep

And when the new day canme with its sanmeness to all the other days of the
voyage he had practically dismssed the yellow man from his nind

Until the evening neal, that is.

The slaves' rations were |owered down to themin a large black kettle, one
that-fromthe | ook of it-had seen service in the fleet for at |east a hundred
years. Al neals were prepared at the only place on the ship where a fire
could be lit, an open area covered with sand, a brass brazier serving as
stove. Fire was the single nost feared di saster on board the galleys.

Wth the kettle lowered, the slaves stood in line to dip their rations out of
the pot and into their personal bows. Naturally Casca took his place in the
front of the line. He was the strongest, and the strongest always feed first.
He took his bow of nmeaty fish stewto his bunking area and sat cross-|egged
and ate, dipping the pieces of fish out with his fingers, occasionally
smacking his |ips over a norsel

A commotion by the pot drew his attention.

The yel | ow man was havi ng probl ens.

He had awaited his turn at the pot patiently, content to be the last in line,
even to the extent of giving an elderly slave a spot in front of himand
bowi ng politely while he did it.

When he had taken his own serving-and there was precious little left at the
bottom of the pot-two of the younger slaves decided to have some fun with the
little man. One was a young man of perhaps twenty, fair-haired and with

pl easant - enough features-though a close | ook would show a mean set to the
nmout h. The ot her was of nixed bl ood, perhaps G eek and Persian. The hal f-breed
was | arge and strong, and had nore than once thought about challenging Casca
for the first position. He had, however, apparently seen something in the
legionary that told himto | eave well enough al one, so Casca had not had the
pl easure of whipping his ass. But the yell ow nan was sonmething else, and fair
gane.

When little slant-eyes had taken his bowl and started back for his area, the
bl ond young sl ave tripped him knocking his food to the floor. The blond and
t he breed thought this great fun and suggested that the yellow one eat his
food fromthe floor Iike a dog, seeing as how he was obviously an ani mal of
some kind, perhaps even a new type of nonkey.

The yell ow man arose fromthe deck. Smiling, he wiped the stew fromhis
saffron-col ored robe and turned to face the two men. Bowi ng, he asked



politely:

"Honored sirs, is it your intention to continue harassing ne? Have | done
anything to offend you? If so, | regret it nost sincerely as it was
unintentional. I w sh you no harm | only wish for you a joyous life filled
wi th harnmony. "

The breed couldn't believe his ears. Then he began to | augh

"Harn? You wi sh us no harnf? You yellowtoad, I'll teach you what harm nmeans."
Casca had started to get up and put a stop to the action when the yell ow man
caught his eyes and notioned for himto sit back down. Well, it was none of

his business if the little man wanted to get his head broken open by those two
t hugs. Casca shook his head and went back to eating, but he watched.

The G eek breed continued to talk to the yellow man. Liking the sound of his
own voi ce, he began describing the type of parentage it must have taken to
sire such as little slant-eyes.

The yell ow man sighed as if weary and reconciled to this defil enent and any
others the two m ght wish to heap upon him But he did |lower his hands into
one of the strange positions Casca had noticed when he exercised.

It got the breed' s attention. "Wat is this?" he denmanded, reached out one

I ong arm and grabbing the little man on the shoul der. But before he could

regi ster what was happeni ng he was flying through the air. He | anded on his
back on the deck a full ten feet away, with an audi ble Thunk! as the air bl ew
out of him

The yel |l ow man had barely changed position. Now he turned to face the downed
man, bowed, and asked in the politest of tones:

"WIl you please do ne the great service of letting this unfortunate one be
left in peace? | wish you no harm" His yellow face showed no trace of
nockery. The nman was conpletely sincere. "Please do not force me into that

whi ch is unpl easant.”

The half Greek lay on the deck for a nmonent, stunned. Then his breath
returned, he got up, and with a grow threw hinmself at the yell ow man, hands
ext ended, going for the throat.

The sl ant-eyed one pivoted on one foot, turned his body away as if to run, and
with a twisting notion swng his rear |leg up and ki cked the Geek in the
throat, setting the man back down on the deck trying. to breathe. Wen the
breed cane at him so did the young blond. Wile the yellow man's foot was
still in the air, the fair-haired youngster swung a fist at the yellow man's
face, only to find it wasn't there. Slant-eye's hand made a pass, and the
youngster's body did a conplete turnaround, facing back the way he had cone.
By the time the G eek had hit the deck the yell ow man had the youngster on his
knees fromthe rear. Wth a sign of regret, he formed a strange fist and

t apped the youngster just behind the ear. The young nman fell forward onto the
floor, unconscious. He woul d probably have broken his nose in the fall had not
the yell ow man caught his head and gently |l owered himto the deck

Sl ant-eyes turned to the other slaves. "I apol ogize for this unpl easantness,
but it was unavoi dable." Kneeling down, he put the scraps of food back in his
bow and, taking a scrap of rag, began neticulously cleaning the floor where
his food had fallen. When he had finished, he stood, faced the others, and
bowed.

Casca's mouth was hangi ng open. what the Hades was that? | have never seen
anything like it. @il ping the rest of his food down, he w ped his nmouth with
t he back of one hairy hand and made his way to the side of the yell ow man.
Thunpi ng hi nsel f down beside the yell ow man, he asked: "Wat kind of man are
you, anyway? | know | asked You that yesterday, but you didn't answer, and

after what | just saw you do to those two bravos | think | would like to know
nore about you. WIIl you tell ne?"
The little man | ooked | ong and steadily past Casca before he spoke. "I am Shiu

Lao Tze." His voice was soft and gentle and lying in its under-tones was a
feeling of being pleased with hinmself that was oddly pleasant to hear. But
abruptly his voice sharpened. "Wy do you concern yourself with me, soldier?"
"I amno soldier!" Casca spat back. "I ama slave |like you."



"You are a soldier... regardl ess of what your present state may be. W are
what we are fromthe tinme of birth and cannot escape it. You are a soldier
You may be many other things also in your life, but, as the great wheel turns,

you will return to what you really are.™

The gentl eness was back, a tinmeless gentleness, yet he | ooked deep into Casca'
S eyes.

The gaze of Shin Tze nmade Casca uneasy, and his own voice took on a sharp
edge. "And what are you, little man, if not a slave?"

"I ama hunble follower of the great sage Kung Fu Tzu, Kung the Phil osopher
or, as your learned nen call him Confucius. | follow his teaching and rules
of living."

"Not another religion," munbled Casca. "That's all this world needs, another
group of gods to finish driving man crazy."

Shiu Tze | aughed gently. "No, ny big~nosed barbarian. Kung Fu Tzu-or perhaps |
shoul d call him Confucius; that will be easier for you to say with your
uneducat ed tongue-Confucius is not a god. He is a way of life that can bring
peace and joy to all nen."

Curiosity settled in on Casca. The little nman had a magnetic appeal for him
"And what is that way, Shiu Tze?"

"It is the path of enlightennent. My master, the sage Confucius, has only one
primary law to live by and that is not to do to others what you do not want
themto do to you."

"I's that all there is to it?"

"There are the Analects and five Ching of his teachings, but it is not a
religion as you have with your panoply of gods. The great sage lived and

wal ked the earth over five hundred years ago. He is no god, but his teachings
can give you peace of mind. My religion as such is that. The nenbers of ny
order believe that the soul lives on as Iong as a nman's descendants renenber
him so as | honor ny father, my sons must honor me until the tine of ny
rebirth. And then, if | have achieved merit, | shall be born again as a nan.

If not, it will be as a | esser being, or beast, until | pay enough penance."
"Religion," Casca grunbled. "Enough of religion. I want to know how you did
what you did to those two dumm es over there." He indicated the tw toughs who
were even now consoling thenselves with the idea that Shiu had hit themwith a
club when they weren't |ooking. In another hour they would believe their own
lie.

Shiu | aughed, a tinkling sound, as of wind chimes. H s voice had a
surprisingly lilting quality to it.

"Very well, O mghty warrior. What you witnessed was no nore than the way of
the open hand. It is an art many of those in ny brotherhood practice. You see,
our code forbids the use of weapons, but we are not so stupid as to believe
that absolute passivity will solve every situation. So, when all else fails,
we go the way of the open hand. It cane to us from across the great nountains
along with the teachings of another great sage, Siddhartha Gautama, called the
Buddha. Many of his followers were nasters of this art, and we | earned from

t hem and have changed it to suit ourselves."

"But," Casca broke in, "How does it work? You're so nuch smaller than those
two, yet you handled themas if they were babes. How?"

Shiu | aughed again. "I |ike you, barbarian. And because | |ike you and believe
that basically you are a good man, | will tell you of the way of the great
circle. For every novenment there is a counter novenent. You use your
opponent's strength and wei ght against him Wile this journey lasts | will
instruct you in the Way, but in exchange for this, you nmust also let ne tel
you of the way of Confucius in the hope that | may attain greater nmerit for ny
efforts. Agreed?"

Casca was not particularly interested in the religion part, but that other
"Agreed," he said.

As he reached out to shake on the deal he noticed for the first tinme that
Shiu's hands were odd | ooking. The two | arge knuckl es on each hand were mnuch
greater in size than they should have been and were covered by a thick pad of



callus. Another pad ran down. the edge of his palm And the little man's hand
was as hard as Casca's-even after Casca's years in the mnes.

For Casca, the rest of the trip was much too short. The time spent with Shiu
taught himnore. about life and people than all his other years conbi ned. Even
the little man's phil osphy of |life would have been pleasant to believe in.
However, Casca knew that it was not his way. His fate was forever nmerged with
the sword. As for Shiu, Casca |liked and respected the little man.

Shiu's hands and feet were faster than the eye could follow Yet he clained
there were others even faster than he, that masters in this art in his hone
country of Khitai could snatch arrows fromthe air, such was their
proficiency. But, laughing his tinkling | augh, he said, "Do not concern
yourself with that, big nose, for you will not reach that |level in the short
time we have together. That is the undertaking of years., and | fear you are
too old to begin. One nust start as a child to learn properly, but you will

| earn enough to make you a master anmpbng your peers. For, is not a one-eyed nan
king in the land of the blind? You will not learn all, but perhaps it will be
enough for your purposes.”

Casca was fascinated by the rittial-1ooking nmotions of the forms that Shiu
went through. After a couple of days he could see that they were not just
forms for mental discipline, but actual nmovenents and strikes of deadly

ef fici ency.

Shiu concentrated on teaching Casca only those techni ques easiest to |earn.
They exercised these for ten or nore hours every day. The other sl aves thought
t hey had gone insane with mad danci ng and whirling.

As for Crespas, he left Casca to his own, only calling to see himnow and then
to make sure he was eating properly and wasn't getting sick. A wise nan took
good care of his stock-and Casca could be worth thousands.

Crespas knew nothing of the little yell ow man.

FI FTEEN.

The day before | andfall began with deceptive peace. It was hard to inagine

t hat viol ence and danger m ght occur before the voyage ended; For Casca and
Shiu the norning was tranquil. They stood on the foredeck enjoying the coo
breeze. To the starboard the red4il ed roofs of Rhegiumwere reflecting the
rosy glow fromthe norning sun, the contrasting whitewashed sides of the
houses maki ng a pl easant and rel axed picture. To port |lay the huge island of
Sicily over which Rone ~nd Carthage had battled and where al so were G eek

col oni es that had been founded over seven hundred years before, the ol dest of
whi ch was Naxos, too far to the south for Casca and Shiu to see. The galley
glided al ong, gradually entering choppier waters as they came into the Straits
of Messina. But the bronze-tipped ramm ng prow was slicing its way cl oser and
closer to Rone. By late tonorrow they should nmake | andfall at the port of

Csti a.

The oar slaves lay with the oars to hand in case the wi nd behind failed and
the waters of this narrow stretch turned treacherous. But at the nonent, al
was peace and calm

Casca turned to Shiu, letting his eyes take in this strange and unusual nan
who was so surprisingly gentle for one with such great fighting capabilities;
"Shiu, | asked you before, and you said you would say later. W have only this
| ast day and ni ght before we |and and we are separated. Tell ne. | wish to
know. How did you conme to be where you are? And what are you? Who is it that
you are being sent to?"

Shju smiled gently, the wi nd whipping his robes as if trying to fill them as
it did the rigged sails of the galley.

"Very well, big nose. Sit and listen. | cone fromthe province of Tsi, near
the great river of Hwangh9. There | was raised in the teachings of ny master
Confucius. | studied with ny brothers at the nmonastery. Wen the el der
brothers deemed | was worthy, they sent ne out to teach the way to the
unenl i ght ened.

"I took only my beggar's bow and staff. Many provinces did | travel to,
spreading the word. | have seen wonders you have not dreaned of.



"'But | also discovered | have a great curiosity to see even nore. And because
of that curiosity | found nyself taken captive by pirates on the way to the

ki ngdom of the Khner."

The norning sun reflected like silver coins off the channel as Shiu paused to
collect his thoughts.

"My hulking friend, there is no need for me to tell you of all that has
happened to me over these last fifteen years. That woul d take nmore tine than
we have left to us on this journey. Suffice to say that | have been sold and
resold, given nmy freedom and nade a sl ave again and again, yet always the path
that fate has selected for ne has led to these barbarian |ands.

"I have had many masters. For the npbst part they were kind enough, and severa
have chosen to follow the Way. | have spent the last five years teaching the
sons and daughters of the governor of Rhodes, for | have a small gift for
nunbers and nusic. However, mny phil osophy is not what the governor of Rhodes
found congenial. His eldest son was beginning to take interest in my words. To
precl ude his son's acceptance of the Way, the governor, a kindly man, has made
a present of me to a friend of his. | have heard of his friend; he is a w se
and noble man of learning. It is to his house | go."

"Well, damit," grunbled Casca, "who is he?"

"Seneca is the honored man's nanme, Seneca."”

Casca was silent for a noment. Wen Lucius had updated himon history and
politics the name of Seneca had often been nentioned. Seneca, he recalled
Luci us as saying, was one of Rome's |eading mnds. He had been the teacher and
advi ser of Nero when the young enperor first assunmed power. O |ate, however,
Nero had been going his own way and listening to none but those who pl eased
him Well, it was none of Casca's concern. He woul d never neet Nero.

Now t he Pel orus pronontory was comng in sight and the sea roughening. The
captain called on the slaves to take oar and assist in the |last of the passage
through the Straits of Messina.

"W will have only one nore night at sea, ny young friend. Qur tinme at sea is
short, and we should nmake the nost of it in learning. I call you young, for so
you appear, but... | have been to many | ands and many places. | have net the
great and the small. Most of the pitiable group that we call man fit into

ni ches of one kind or another. Even | fit into one. But you are an enigma to
me. | don't' quite know how to place you. Can you help in answering this?
Forgive ne if | am asking too nuch, but, as | told you, | am cursed by

overwhel m ng curiosity."

Smiling, Casca |leaned close to the yellow man. "There is an answer, Shiu, but

| don't think nowis the tine for the telling. Perhaps after we land we will
have the chance to tal k together once nore."

Shiu gently accepted Casca's reticience to talk of hinmself. "Good enough, |ong
nose. |If you choose not to speak, you have your reasons. Let it suffice that I
bel i eve you are basically a good man within your own rules, that is. You are
not cruel wi thout purpose, neither do you use your great strength against

t hose who are weaker. Al so, your wish to come to ny aid when the ignorant ones
forced thensel ves on nme shows a certain noral structure. But | believe you are
one who i s hounded by his own existence, that you have yet to gain contro

over your destiny, or even to know what it shall be. But, enough. W will

| eave things as they are. | accept you without restraints."

Shiu rose to his full height. Casping his hands together, and hol ding t hem

i nside the long sl eeves of his robe, he bowed.

Crespas, coming on deck, noticed the yell ow man bowi ng to Casca but thought
nothing of it. As with Casca and Shiu, the norning was tranquil for him H's
menories of the voyage so far were pleasant. He had been content to wager his
pal at e agai nst the noney of the galley captain by namng the different w nes
of the enmpire set before him So far he had won three and | ost one, but in
this kind of contest he couldn't really |lose. The wagers were small and the

wi nes for the nobst part quite good, especially the Fal ernian, of Rone. Not
Rome exactly, but it was grown in the hills between Rone and Neapolis to the
south. Also, there were vintages that were al nost as pl easing. The Manerian of



Sicily and the Greek Chian and Lesbian were worth the tasting just for the

di ff erences.

Ah! The thought of good wi ne and good food filled Crespas with a happy gl ow,
and he anticipated tonight's supper. As the galley neared its destination
smal | boats woul d approach, Crespas knew from past experience; the sailors
woul d be crying out what they had to sell... sea urchins... and turbot fresh
fromthe waters... and oysters. Crespas’ nouth fairly watered at the thought
of fresh raw oysters in a fish sauce, washed down with the Tarter Manertine.
Good! The pl easures of civilized conpany again . . . and food fit to eat, not
the goat smothered in garlic that those mi serabl e goatherds had so constantly
tried to pal moff on himthese past years. This homecom ng, was |ong overdue.
Still, the last three years had not been without profit. The nines on Siphnos
had not been conpletely worked out by the G eeks. Besides the copper ore,
there were occasional pockets of silver. Even gold had cropped up now and
then. The bulk of this went into his own purse, after, of course, a reward to
t he overseer who brought the finds to him One had to still waggi ng tongues.
But... tomorrow... Rome... and ny villa... honme again!..

Crespas sighed, luxuriating in anticipation

He had entirely forgotten Casca and the little yell ow man.

But two nen on the galley had not forgotten Casca and Shi u.

The two thugs had seen Shiu bow to Casca. The breed cursed quietly. The
younger one asked, "Tonight?"

"Toni ght. \Wen the sea gets rough."

"But what if they don't show on deck?"

"They will." By Mthra, dammed if he would be cheated out of his revenge. Even
t he gods would not be that unfair. There' had been no chance to even the score
so far. The two had continued to give Casca and Shiu dark | ooks and cursed at
t hem beneath their breath when they were in the vicinity of the yell ow nan,

but only once had they given it the old try. A few days earlier the tw of

t hem had approached Casca and started to chew his ass out for taking up with
the yell ow man, but at the sight of Casca swelling up in anger, his neck and
face turning dark with rage, his great arns flexing, they had beat a hasty
retreat. The incident had served to cement their hatred for Casca, and they
now i ncluded himin their curses and plottings.

"Toni ght," the breed repeated.

Strong winds billowed the sails out and drove the galley on north, north to
the port of Ostia. The waters grew appreciably rougher as the evening
approached and the Tyrrhenian Sea turned dark. \Wen full night canme on, the

i sl and of Acoli was far astern to port, and the seas were even rougher. But
the wi nd was steady, pushing themto the north at a good clip, and the captain
chose to ride the wind after giving orders for everything | oose to be battened
down. Al fires were out. No oil lanmps were to be lit tonight. The risk of
fire was too great, and the captain was a careful man. As for Casca and Shi u,
the prohibition of lanplight ,nmade little difference. They weren't used to
havi ng | anps at night anyway. Ol was a luxury saved for the rich and well
to-do, not for lowy slaves.

Casca and Shiu took their neals and ate apart fromthe other slaves as was now
their custom The two thugs gave them dark | ooks, but Casca ignored them and
Shiu seemed not to see. Tonorrow would be the end of the voyage. Neither woul d
probably ever see the two thugs after the | anding. They ate and prepared for

t he ni ght.

The wi nd freshened and the sea roughened. The galley pitched and yawed. Those
in the slave sections tried to sleep. Sone succeeded, but the tossing only
served to make Casca restless. He arose fromhis pallet, wapped his cloak
around him and started for the upper deck and fresh air. As he clinbed the

| adder |l eading to the surface, a figure bel ow made hi nsel f known.

" Shi u!"

"Go on, big nose, | amright behind."

The two wal ked carefully along the deck to the starboard side of the galley.
Italy lay somewhere in the dark. The wi nd humred t hrough the lines, pressed



the billowed sails, and the galley drove on through the night.

Shiu faced the stern, letting the sea breeze blow cold in his face and spray
settle into his thin beard and nmoustache. "Aiiiee, big nose. This is much
better than lying below in that dungeon. Here at |east we can breathe free
air-even if we are not free."

Casca grunted as he was wont to do when he couldn't think of anything to say,
enjoying the brisk wind. The only sailors on deck were those needed for the
care of the ship. They were nostly Cyprians or Egyptians, experienced men who
could be counted on in an emergency. The wi nd was strong, but there was no
real danger, though the roughess of the sea was enough to make | and-1| ubbers
unconf ort abl e.

There was, however, another danger much nore real

As Casca and Shiu enjoyed the open expanse of the dark sea, two figures made
their way to the deck. These kept stealthily to the shadows, noving slowy and
cautiously. The two bullies were determined to even the score tonight, for the
rough sea would be an ideal time. If two |andsmen went over the side into the
churning waters, surely there could be no suspicion of foul play.

The younger man noved forward, his breath seeming to rasp in his ears,
anticipation building in him his pul se quickening. It was his first such
kill. The ol der man was nore settled and at ease. A basic streak of cruelty
needing to be fed, conbined with the need to reinforce his own inage of
himsel f, drove himto this act of murder. He had killed before in the dark
once even under very simlar circunstances to this while working on a cargo
ship out of Crete. T,here the seas, |ike these, had covered his deed forever.
No noon covered the dark sea. The only light came fromthe phosphorescent

gl owi ng of the ocean froth, flashing and di sappearing, w nking out |ike
strange-shaped fireflies.

Despite the night chill, the face of the young man was covered in sweat. He
could barely make out the Greek beside him He touched the Greek's armwith'a
hand t hat was questioni ng, eager, trenbling. The shadows of Casca and Shiu

| oomed indefinitely before them but in the faint |light of the phosphorescent
sea it was obvious that their backs were turned, and the wi nd was covering any
sound the two assassins mght nake. The time was now. The hal f-breed gave his
conrade's hand a forward jerk, and simnultaneously they noved forward, arns'
out, hands reaching to shove..

They were only two steps away..

Shiu tensed. A velvet shadow, he turned and caught, the young one's

out stretched hands, pivoting inside the young man's reach. Gently he set his
hi p agai nst the thigh of the young man and with a snooth turning lift threw

t he youngster flying over his head and out over the railing.

The next thought in the young man's brain was the feel of the sea reaching up
to neet him' A large swell of the black waters seemed to open for his body.
Near silence. Only a gurgling sigh. The waters took hi mdown, closing over
him surprising in their warmh. H s nouth was open for a screamthat never
cane, for it was instantly filled with the Mediterranean. He had no sense of
weight. In the dark, salty water there was no up or down. Panic began to touch
his brain, but then was dulled as the sea flowed into his lungs and the warm
wet bl ack cl ai ned himforever

Hi s conrade was not as fortunate.

When Shiu turned, it alerted Casca, and he caught the Greek breed by the arm
and throat. Casca's instinctive soldier's training took over. The | essons he
had | earned from Shiu cane automatically. Wthout consciously willing it to
happen, he used a forward leg trip and drove the Greek to the deck, stil
holding to the breed's throat. In the corner of his eye he sensed the flying
shadow of the young man and Shiu turning into the basic defensive posture,
feet set in a strong horse stance, hands positioned.

Hol di ng the Greek down, Casca recalled a technique the old one had showed him
but not to conpletion. Shit, he thought, | night as well see if it works.
Swi t chi ng hands on the Greek's throat to keep him from scream ng, Casca fornmed
his free hand in the blunt extended finger striking attitude. Taking a deep



breath, he conpressed half into his | ower abdomen, then let the retained air
escape in bursts, giving a conpressed hiss instead of the normal kiyi! Then
Casca drove his fingers straight into the area just below the center and to
the left of the solar plexus. As his fingers went deep, he turned themup to
the heart. Wth a quick vibrating punping action, he worked his hand back and
forth, the action of his strike creating a shock wave that threw the

hal f-breed' s heart into convul sions.

The great muscle nissed a beat. . . then another. It tried to correct itself,
but anot her shock wave hit it, and the tissues tore inside. The heart

ruptured. The Greek opened his mouth. The veins in his neck extended out of

all proportion. Hs chest swelled. H s back arched and his feet drumed a
rhythm pattern onto the deck, monentarily waking one of the oar slaves from

sl eep. He died, face black, and a ruptured heart draining inside.

Casca rose, grunted as he picked the man up and I et his body slide over the
side into the deep. He turned to Shiu, his voice pl eased.

"It works. By Hades, Shiu, it really works. Wien I hit him | could actually
feel his heart against ny fingertips. That is really, really a great

techni que. Al ready you have given me sonethi ng which could mean nore to ne
than | could ever repay you for. You are a geni us.

Shiu's gentle snmle was invisible in the darkness, evidenced only by his soft
voi ce. "Do not get overexcited, you great hulk. It is unfortunate that we were
forced to use the art to kill, but, it had to be done; these two would have
cone to a bad end anyway. W have probably saved some innocents fromtheir
unkind attentions. As to being a genius-"

H's grin spread wi de enough for Casca to see it in the dark. H s voice rose
with his comic lilt-"As to being a genius, that's true, big nose, that's
true.”

S| XTEEN

The sl aves banked the oars, and the gailey glided up to the stone wharf. Her
lines were grabbed by waiting | ongshorenmen, and quickly the vessel was secured
i n her nooring.

First to disenbark were the passengers. The slaves were put under guard unti
their owners could pick themup, but Casca was taken inmmediately by Crespas to
a waiting chariot with two horses hitched to it. As Crespas took the reins he
called out for his steward to see to his possessions, and hurry them on hone.
Casca' s possessions consisted of what he had in his pack, a small bundle
containing his bow, his spoon, and a fire starter kit a ball of lint, a piece
of iron, and a small block of flint.

Crespas showed hinself to be quite adept at handling his team of horses. He
took a great deal of pride in his ability to handl e both nen and horses
equally well. Apparently in his eyes the two were equal. Slipping the reins so
that they snapped the rear ends of the horses, he took off with a jerk and
clatter. The metal -rimred wheels rattled over the stone roadway, and they sped
rapidly away fromthe great port.

The Via Gstia was the nost direct road to Rome, but Casca was not to enter
Rome this day. Holding to the sides of the car, he tried to keep his bal ance.
Never before had he ridden in a chariot. The speed they ran at was
breathtaking. At this rate they could cover the alnost twenty niles to the
outskirts of Ronme in less than two hours.

As Casca had been hurried to the chariot, he had caught one quick |ast glinpse
of Shiu giving a small wave to himas the yellow man was led off with the
other slaves to wait for their nasters to cone for them Inside his tough hide
Casca felt for the second tine a sense of loss. The first was |eaving the
overseer Lucius Mnitre. He thought nonmentarily of Mnitre, kindly, portly
Mnitre, not at all suited for the job of bossing slaves in the mnes. Mnitre
had been his friend. And so had this nman fromthe east, this Shiu from beyond
even the Indus River, who had come into his |life and brought himnore

know edge about feelings and life in just a few days than he had learned in
all his years in the pits where Iife was a passing conmodity.

Crespas was in his elenment, racing behind a pair of fine geldings on the road



leading to the center of the world. "All roads lead to Rome," he shouted at
Casca. "Rone has built over fifty thousand nmiles of major roadways and a
hundred t housand of secondaries. The Empire is united by these roadways. Every
day the provinces are filled with the com ngs and goi ngs of tourists and
nmerchants. Since the reign of Tiberius there have been no serious threats to

t he Pax Romana, only occasi onal border skirm shes. Periodically Rone m ght
suffer a setback and |l ose a battle or two, but only on the frontier. The heart
of the Empire itself is inviolate."

The harangue stunned Casca, not so much for the informjion, but that Crespas
woul d choose this time and place for such a | earned di scourse. Had he

m sj udged patricians? He had al ways thought of them Crespas particularly, as
nmere greedy exploiters of nen below themin the social order. Could they

real ly have an understandi ng, and concern, for the Enmpire? It was a side of
Crespas that he did not expect to exist. Yet, even here there was a harshly
brutal edge to the patrician. Wth anyone el se such a | ong address ni ght have
inplied a certain camaraderie. Wth Crespas there was an undertone of such
inplied aristocracy that left no doubt whatsoever as to Casca's place. Crespas
could have been talking to cattle. So Casca wi sely madc no response.

Besi des, the recklessly speedy chariot ride was scaring the hell out of him..
Just outside Rome, Crespas turned off to the left, heading into the small
hills between the Via Ostia and the Appian Way. This road led to Lanuvian to
the south where the presses made the fine Falernian for Rome. Wthin sight of
the Appian Gate, a short stroll across the road fromthe tenple of Mars, was
the school. A school for death. This one was run by a fellow patrician of
Crespas, one lictor Abascantus, who, |ike Crespas, preferred to | eave the
management of this particular business to his stewards and sl aves. Busi ness
had been good.

Even though for the nost part the control of gladiators in the schools was in
t he hands of the enperor, there were still enough privately owned and operated
schools to show a good profit. But they had to be careful. Ever since
Spartacus had rai sed such hell with his escaped gl adiators and crininals the
state kept a close eye on all schools.

Crespas drove through the entrance way to the wall ed encl osure, passing arned
guards. Looking neither left nor right, he brought the horses to a sudden
stop, nearly throwi ng Casca fromthe chariot.

"Qut," cane the short order to Casca, and Crespas indicated for Casca to stand
to the side.

The dust had not settled before a house slave had the reins in hand and was
standi ng respectfully by. The school master saw the approach of the chariot and
qui ckly moved to attend the drive. The naster canme wearing the dress of the

Gl li heavy swordsman. Bringing his sword to the salute position across his
chest, he called out:

"Vale. | amthe lanista of this school. | am Marcius Corvu at your service,
sir."

Crespas nodded in approval. Apparently he |liked the man's | ooks... tough..
his carcass well-scarred frommany fights . . . heavy-mnmuscled... confident.
H s face contained several deep gouges and scars, and Corvu wore his hair
cropped close to the head, the gray resting on his square-boned skull like a
tight cap.

"Greetings, Corvu. | amM Decinus Crespas. | wote to ny friend Abascantus
about nmy bringing a slave here for training. | presume you have been nade

aware of this?"

"I ndeed, sir. W have been expecting you anytime for the |ast week." He
pointed his sword at Casca. "WII this be our new tiro?"

Crespas nodded in the affirmative. "Because of his size and rnuscul ar

devel opnent | thought that either the school of Gaili or that of the
Mrmllones would be best for him And as ny friend and col | eague Abascant us
owns this establishnment, | have opted for your school of the Galli."

Corvu wal ked around Casca, | ooking himover closely. He ordered Casca to raise
his arms, bend over, show his teeth, and flex. Then, w thout warning, he drove



t he ponmmel of the short sword into Casca's gut. Casca grunted with the inpact,
and the round butt left an inprint in his stomach, but he did not go down as
Corvu expect ed.

Turni ng back to Crespas, Corvu said: "You have nmade the right choice, noble
sir. This one has the earnmarks of a fighter, and he is tough. The guts are the
weak point for nost men, yet he took that blow well enough. You are right; he
is much too large to be a Retani or 'Thraces. No, he definitely belongs in the
heavywei ght cl ass, and here we specialize. | nyself fought for over ten years
In the arena and have won the wooden sword twice as a Galli."

Corvu was not above bl owi ng his own horn. Besides, he wanted this potenti al
client to be aware of his expertise.

Crespas nodded. "Yes, | have seen you fight on nore than one occasion, ny good
Corvu. That is the final factor in my determining to' place this slave with
you. Take himnow so that | may be gone to ny hone. Renenber, the slave is
mne, and I will not have himcrippled in training, and he is to be fed the
best you have. You may, of course, beat him but not to the point of

crippling. He is mine, and | have an investnment to protect. Train himwell,
and I will see that you do not |ack for sone form of appreciation fromne."

Rai sing his hand, Crespas nounted the chariot and gave one quick "Vale,"
turned the chariot around, yelled that his steward would drop by later to
arrange the billing accounts, and disappeared in a clatter, heading with al
haste to his hone, only a mle away and |ike the school, outside the walls of
Rore.

"Your nane, slave?"

Casca caught Corvu's eyes, looking directly into them his own blue-gray eyes
seem ng even lighter as they forced Corvu to | ook away. In irritation Corvu
repeated his question and whacked Casca with the flat of his bl ade.

" Speak, slave."

Controlling himself, Casca replied, "I am Casca Rufl o Longinus."
"Were you a sol dier?"

"Yes."

"When and where, slave?"

"It does not matter. | am here now. That is enough."

Corvu | ooked closely at him "Slave,. you have a lot to learn. Here | amthe
master, and | hold your life in ny hands."
Casca said nothing, nerely smled.
Corvu becane angry at hinmself for not being able to inpress this insolent
sl ave properly, but he held his rage.
"Enough. You will learn before we are through who is the boss here."
Thinking to hinself that Corvu was probably right, Casca followed the |anista
as he led the way across the encl osed conmpound and into the training area.
Here nmen were fighting with both sharp and dull ed bl ades. Mst of the trainees
were sl aves, but Casca understood that there were a nunber of auctoratti, nen
who voluntarily put thenselves in bondage to the school for a specific period
of time in exchange for being trained, and fed while training, for the arena.
Al were big nen, tough nen. Most were in their late twenties or early
thirties, hard men who had been around, and they | ooked good to Casca's
prof essi onal eye. \Watever the school master Corvu m ght be, he was right about
one thing, he did know his job.
They wal ked across a miniature arena. Casca understood that here private shows
were sonetines staged. Corvu woul d use these private affairs to thin his ranks
of bad material. Those who couldn't cut it were culled here, and at a profit.
Calling a gladiator, Corvu turned Casca over to himand told the man to show
Casca the ropes and famliarize himwith the rules of the school

this would be his honme! Casca | ooked around him
Wal | s surrounded the conmpound, and on them were several men patrolling wth
spears and bows. Private guards to discourage escape. There were two sets of
barracks: one for the slaves who had to be | ocked in every night, the other
for the freemen who on their own took up the job of fighting for noney. The
latter, and a few special slaves, were granted the freedomto cone and go.



Casca was put in the | ocked barracks. He was here.

Tormorrow he would begin to learn the trade of the arena.

The word "arena" neant sand.

Sand where nmen and beasts tortured each other and died for the pleasure of
Rore.

SEVENTEEN

The days rolled by and becanme weeks. The weeks flowed into nonths.

And Casca becane nore and nore proficient at the fine art of slaughter

At the school, retiani-the net and trident nen, were brought in for nock
battles so that the trainees could learn how to deal with them The Thraces
were |lighter arnored, and not as heavy as those of the Galli school. The
Thraces relied upon their greater speed to achieve victory. For the nost part
they wore w nged hel nets. Corvu knew hi s business, Casca acknow edged.
Bringing different styles into the training activities did nake a difference.
As Casca progressed, he was nmoved to a different area of the barracks. Corvu
kept his gladiatdrs together by their degrees of skill. As a nan progressed,
he was advanced, and thus given nore status in the eyes of his coll eagues.
Casca grew qui cker and qui cker and rapidly clinbed the ranks. He trained
const antly-and when no one was | ooking, on the rare occasi ons when he was

al one, he went over the novenents that Shiu had shown him He repeated each of
t hem every chance he could get until they becane instinctive, requiring no

t hought, only action when needed.

Unknown to Casca, one did watch him

Crysos, a Sicilian slave, tended ko the needs of the gladiators, washed their
cl ot hes, brought them posca, a bitter mixture of vinegar and water to rinse
their nouths out with when they got overheated, cleaned up the barracks, and
enptied the chanber pots. It was nmenial work. Crysos was a man who wanted
nore, but he had not the strength to make it for hinself.

In Casca, though, he saw soneone different fromthe others. Instinct told him
the big man night provide the answers to his own problens, so he studi ed Casca
intently. The difference between Casca and the ot her gladiators was marked. As
they grew in strength, they also grew in pride and meanness. Not Casca. He
stayed to hinself and tended to no one's business but his own.

And there were those odd practice sessions on which Crysos spied.

While too small to fight hinmself, Crysos was smart enough in the ways of
conbat to realize that the notions Casca went through practicing the art of
Shiu Tze were not being done for fun. Casca was in deadly earnest. So

what ever the big man's secret, it meant power.

Therefore Crysos gradually made hinmself hel pful to Casca, at first in a
hundred small things. He bided his tine, not pushing. And bit by bit Casca
grew friendly.

When the prostitutes were brought in twice a nonth, Crysos woul d al ways sel ect
a nice clean one for Casca. He did not want Casca to catch anything,
particularly the pox.

Casca was not unaware of what Crysos was doing. Although he would never cone
out of his cell when the wonen were brought, when Crysos brought a sweet young
thing to his cell he didn't have the heart to send her out to those aninals.
So in kindness he kept her for the night.

He felt a snall degree of gratitude for the consideration Crysos was show ng.
But why? That littie greasy bastard is not doing this all for nothing, Casca
said to himself this night as the | ast whore left for the wal k back to town.
He has a reason. One thing | have learned in this |life anyway, if | have

| earned nothing else: men do not do anything for free. Even Tzu had his price
of wanting to teach about his faith and code. There is always sone kind of
price to pay, and you can bet your ass Crysos has one in mnd

He put the thought fromhis mnd and concentrated on his training.

VWhack! Whack! Whack! repeated over and over, the constant chopping at a
wooden post to strengthen the arm Then cane dodgi ng and tw sting between a
series of swi nging spiked steel balls, any one of which could smash his brains
out if he were unwary enough to be hit; these taught the use of rhythm and of



peri pheral vision; seeing fromthe corners of the eyes. And on the agenda,
were exerci se and running, situps and pushups, constant training nore intense
t han anyt hing Casca had ever known in the legion. But, by Mthra, it felt good
to be alive... and the art of Tzu hel ped in ways he woul d never have i magi ned
when it came to handlirig spears and sword. Danm! He owed the yellow man a

| ot.

The ot her gl adiators of the Gallic school were unsure of what to nake of

Casca. His refusal to associate with themthey put down to being stuck up and
arrogant. As for Casca, he figured that the less he had to do with people on a
day-to-day basis the better chance he had of keeping his own condition a
secret. Besides, he didn't particularly care for his current conrades in arns.
Most were slaves who had been such troubl enakers that their masters had sold
themoff to the school. A few were captured barbarians for whomthe life of a
gl adiator was infinitely preferable to that of even the npbst panpered sl ave
kept by sone rich matron. They were warriors, so to themit was better to die
with sword in hand under any circunstances. Besides, it still gave themthe
opportunity to kill Romans.

The Gallic school al so boasted a nunber of true professionals who lived inside
the walls of the school with their fanilies and children. Mst were free nen
who had chosen this way of life for the noney. These lived fairly well.

O hers, who could be free, still chose the sands of the arena as their place
of enpl oynent sinply because they liked to kill. No nore, no | ess. Casca had
seen their type in the legion, also. These were the ones who were al ways j ust
alittle too eager to start some trouble, or to finish off prisoners. They

vol unteered for the execution squads, and in the legion did the clean up work
on the battlefields after the fighting was over. Killers pure and sinple.
Oten with an exaggerated sense of their own inportance, a conviction that
they were the elite.

One of these in particular really got under Casca's skin.

Looki ng hi mover, Casca grunbled to hinself in his normal manner, |If that big

bl ack bastard bunps me just one nore tinme in the chowline, I'mgoing to rip
of f that oversized piece of skin he is so proud of and shove it down his
throat. | don't l|ike Num di ans, anyway. They may be people, but | have never
had one for a best friend. | don't trust them

Jubal a, the object of his attention, thought |ikew se of Casca. He was a huge
man with shiny black skin, a shaved head, and filed teeth. H s face was
scarred with tribal markings, and his hide was so bl ack there were purple
undertones. He hated Romans, Geeks, Jews, and Scythians. As a matter of fact
he didn't particularly |ike anyone very nmuch, and the lighter their skin the
nore he hated each. Though he had won tine and again in the arena the
victories had never gained himacceptance as anything nore than a big bl ack
ani mal . Even the oversexed Roman matrons who used himfromtine to tine used
himas a beast and | et himknow that he would never be anything el se. They
screwed him He didn't screw them He was the one chosen. He didn't do the

pi cki ng. The wooden sword had been denied himtine and again.

In the world outside he was not hing, but here in the school he could do just
about as he pleased with the tiros. The new students were in terror of this

bl ack monster with the filed teeth and shaven skull. The new students only.
Jubala left the other professionals alone. He knew if he started any shit with
them they would even up the score in the arena. But the new students were safe
nmeat, and he nade the npost of his opportunities to harass them Jubal a had
crippled a couple of tiros when he had been sent into spar with them so Corvu
only let himwork against ones who could take it just those who were al npst
ready for the arena. And even they were in awe of Jubala and inpressed with
hi s magni fi cence.

All, that is, except this |oner Casca.

But if Jubal a watched Casca's progress with envy and hatred, Corvu watched

wi th approval ... and greed. Corvu knew the real thing when he saw it, and
Casca had the makings of a great fighter. If Casca survived his first few

mat ches, perhaps he woul d become one of the big drawi ng cards, those who



fought only a few tinmes a year for special occasions. The school's percentage
on a fighter like that, even if he were owned by someone el se, would be

substantial. After all, the school normally received twenty percent for
booking a fight, and with one |ike Casca he could get fifteen or twenty
t housand sesterces a match with no problemat all. For that matter, naybe

nmore, particularly if he could figure a way to get the public on Casca's side
and rooting for him

The patrician Crespas had told Corvu that Casca had signed an agreenent to
fight for three years. Even if he were set free, he would still have to live
up to that contract. So, at the worst, they had three years to work him and
they could make a |l ot of nobney in three years. But, who knew? Casca night well
becorme one of the professionals who continued to fight in the arena as a way
of life. Once he got a taste of success, and the noney, fane, and wonen
started coming to him he wouldn't be too anxious to give it all up and go
back to being a nobody. Corvu had seen it happen many tines. Once a man
received a little public acclamation and noney he would be a rare bird i ndeed
to trade the dangers of the ganes for a life as farmer with squalling brats.
No. He had a good chance to make a very profitable deal on the fornmer

| egi onary.
So Corvu took no chances. He worked Casca harder and harder, giving himno
break at all, constantly harassing, constantly training. He was determ ned

that Casca would be a wi nner. Wen they took the troupe on tour for severa
fights in the provinces, Corvu had Casca do sone of the warmups, fights with
dull ed swords and not to the death. This was to give Casca a chance to get
over any stage fright he m ght have had otherwise. In addition, the games in
the provinces served to give the tiros a chance to work as a team and to watch
the professionals at their trade. Soon they would be ready for the ganes at
Rome. That was where the real nopney was...

Casca worked and hacked that dammed post until he thought his arms were going
to break off. But if that weren't bad enough al ready, Corvu fastened strips of
| ead wrapped in | eather around his forearns to strengthen them ten pounds to
each forearm The first few days of working out with these left Casca with
spasns of shooting pain racing through his arnms, neck, and shoul ders. But
after a week the pain was gone, and the weights felt natural. Wen he took
themoff, it felt as though his fists could fly, they were so light.

Crespas cane to several of the small fights in the outlying towns to watch.

Pl eased with Casca's progress, he queried Corvu on when the slave would be
ready for the big tine.

"Soon, lord. Soon. A few nore of these warmups, and he will be ready for a
mai n event. You picked a good one there. Wuld you consider selling hin®"
Crespas shook his head. "Not just yet. But speak to ne after he has had a
couple of fights. Then | ntal aky have a better idea as to his real value. W
can tal kk nore then."

Jubal a wat ched the treatnment Casca was receiving with growi ng envy and
deepeni ng hatred. Once he, too, had received the same attention. Now he knew
t hat Casca was being grooned for high things, and it ate at his soul. He had
recei ved the sane groomnming and had failed to reach the hei ghts where he could
spit on all these puny pal e-skinned jackals who had dared to treat himas an
animal. If this one did..

Li ke a beast of the desert or jungle, Jubala watched and waited. Patience was
a necessary virtue for survival in his tribal lands. He waited and prepared.
He nade sacrifice to his gods, those terrible beings of the night and the
jungle. Two days before, when he had been pernmitted to go out on the town, he
had cornered a young bl onde prostitute of no nore than fourteen years.

He felt a shiver of pleasure run over himas he relived the nmonent when after
he had taken his pleasure of her and she lay at his feet whinpering and

bl eedi ng she had | ooked up through tear streaked eyes and asked for the
denarius he had promi sed. Jubala felt a sexual thrill run over himas he
renmenber ed picking her up fromthe floor of her dingy roomby the Tiber and
covering her mouth with his hand while he took his knife and slowy slid it



i nto her stomach, savoring her pain and death spasns as he drew t he bl ade up
slowy, ever so slowy, her back arching so that her intestines spilled out on
the floor. He sacrificed to his gods, and in the ritual of his people he had

ripped out her still-beating heart and eaten it while she still trenbled..
Good, he thought, good. And, Ronan dog. before our tinme is through I wll eat
your heart, ..... even , after killing you, Iveds .....

Today he had bunped Casca while in the food Iine, but instead of Casca backi ng
away, he had jabbed his el bow in Jubala's solar plexus with a force that had
al nrost knocked the bl ack man down. He woul d have responded i nmedi ately, but he
was out of breath fromthe blow Casca had nerely. said, "Sorry about that,"
and gone on as if nothing had happened. If Jubala's face hadn't been so bl ack
Casca woul d have been pleased to see the rush of blood to it as Jubal a fought
to contain his rage. But there was nothing to be done about it at the nonent;
Corvu had just come in and was wat chi ng.

Nei t her coul d know that Corvu had nused:

Those two are going to kill each other off one day. | had better keep them
apart for awhile. But, if they are going to do it, |I mght as well nake a
profit out of it. Who has a birthday coming up and will be wanting a party?

Think |I better | ook over ny list of former patrons and | et them know we may
have a special comng .....

In the nmeantinme, Jubala never nissed a chance to inpress Casca with his size
and strength. He was half a head taller than Casca, and the ruscles rippled
under his black hide |like serpents.

Shit, Casca thought, that black's trying to work on ny mind. Wll, | got news
for you, boy. That bullshit don't play with ne.

And when Jubal a noticed the Sicilian slave Crysos sucking up to Casca, he

t hought, Good.

That may be the way to get the big Roman's goat.

He likes the Sicilian.

But there were other matters first. He remenbered the prostitute. You. .. |
must go to your grave and dig you up so that |I can feed on you. . It would not
be the first time Jubala had foll owed the ways of his fathers. He was content
to wait.

It would not be |ong..

El GHTEEN

Shi u knocked on the portal leading to the interior of the Gallic school. The
guard answering did not know what to make of the strange yellow man with the
Wi spy beard and noustache. Shiu smled pleasantly at himthrough the bars.
"Honored sir, may | speak to your proprietor?"

He bowed as he spoke, and in the eyes of the guard he | ooked for all the world
like an old carving of ivory that had turned golden with age, but with dark
eyes that sparkled with good humor and pl easure.

The sentry called for the |arista.

Lashing his whip to make a few of the new tiros get out of the way, Corvu cane
to the gate. "What is it? And who-and what-are you?"

Shi u bowed again, his saffron-col ored robes fol ding thenselves gracefully over
his thin frane. "I am Shiu Lao Tze, honored sir. As to what | am that is not
so easy, for are we not the sumtotal of all our parts? And, |like you, | have
many parts. At this time it is nmy pleasure to be the friend and servant of a
great man of this city, the honored Seneca, adviser to the inperial Nero."
Shiu hi ssed between his teeth, showing respect to the name of his naster
"Noble sir, what | wish is to be permtted to speak with one of your students.
W net on the ship coming over from Greece, and recently ny naster heard of
himat a contest near his villa in the country. Therefore |I have this day,
with his perm ssion, conme to speak to ny young friend, the man call ed Casca
I's this possible?"

Normal Iy, Corvu woul d have denied perm ssion for any of his students to have
visitors, but the combination of Seneca's name, this yell ow man, and his own
curiosity about Casca was too much. Telling the guard to open up, he took Shiu
to where he could watch both himand Casca, and then sent for Casca. Corvu



wi t hdrew after being properly courteous to his visitor. One never knew just
who it was who had power... He went to where he could observe the two

unobt rusi vel y.

Shiu sat at the bench provided for students when they were allowed to take a
break fromtheir training and rest a noment.

A loud bell owi ng soon brought himto his feet. Ginning fromear to ear, the

overnuscl ed Casca bore down on the delicate looking Oriental |ike a ramm ng
gal | ey.
"CGently," laughed Shiu as Casca envel oped himin his bearlike arms and whirl ed

himof f the ground, round and round. "Set ne down, you great oaf. Have you

| earned no respect for your elders? Set ne down, you big-nosed barbarian."
Finally Casca put the yell ow one down, and they sat at the table. "You dare to
call me a barbarian, you shriveled-up old prune? And | could tell you
somet hi ng about what you sai d about having respect for your elders. But,
enough. Have you been well? | have thought of you often these last nmonths. Is
your master kind to you?"

Shiu | aughed, the bell-like tinkle that always delighted Casca just to hear

it. "Yes, you great one. Yes, and yes again. My naster is kind and wi se. From
the first monent we net we becane soul mates and have spent nany pl easurabl e
hours in conversation. Indeed, nmy master is such a great respecter of |earning
that he felt it was inpossible for a slave to argue freely with his naster

and, as we were having a nost interesting discourse on |life and the nerit of

living, he set ne free so as to feel no hindrance on either part. | ama free
man again. "

Casca beaned at his small friend. "That is good to hear, Tze. | am happy for
you. You are a good man, if alittle weird."

"So, big nose, it is enough. I amwell and have a good life for the present,

and | amcontent for the time being. Now, how goes it for you? You | ook well.
Those nonstrous bul ges under you | ook even bigger than they did when we were
on the ship together."

Casca raised his arnms and flexed them naking his great muscles bulge out to
the straining point. He |aughed deeply. "Aye, little one, |I'm healthy enough
They feed their stock good here. But while | may look like just a bear, | have
al so |l earned nmore than you think, and a good portion of what | have learned is
thanks to you. | know, for instance, that mnmy strength cannot overcone a little
man fromthe distant East who | should be able to break in two with no trouble
at all, and I know al so that | have got to start using ny mnd to change ny
condition. My strength is only a tool for that purpose. | have never been a
very intelligent man, but then | have never had to be. My life was sinple, and
| had need of very little original thought. Now | amlearning, and | will
continue to learn all that | can. | may be a slave to other nen, but from you
| have learned that | do not have to be a slave to nyself and to ny own

i gnor ance. "

Shi u nodded, pleased. "It is good that you are on the path to beconing a whol e
man, big nose. For the time being you do what you nust, but by thinking and
usi ng your thoughts you may change what it is you are required to do. Every
time you can change your life a little you gain that much control over your
destiny. | still believe, as | said on the galley, that you are a man pursued
by his destiny. Yet, you yourself may be the searcher, and you nmay one day
find what it is you search for."

As the two tal ked, the sun passed its zenith. Unknown to them Corvu was

wat chi ng. Jubal a, fromwhere he exercised with the tiros of the second degree
of proficiency, also watched, puzzled by the yell ow nan and wonderi ng what

val ue he had to the tough sol dier. Perhaps he would find out. Casca's pl easure
at the old man's conming was the first real sign of excitenment that he had
shown since com ng here. The old one had some real value for him..

Corvu finally came over and broke it up. "All right, Casca, back to the posts
and finish up your day. And you, sir, | hope | have been of sonme serice to
you. If you wish to see this man again, please cone any tinme. And give ny
regards to your nmaster, the honorable and nobl e Seneca."



Shiu bowed, and Casca returned to the interm nable chopping at the post, first
giving Shiu one | ast squeeze that |ooked as if it could cave in his ribs. Shiu
t hanked Corvu for his kindness, and, yes, he would speak to his master about

t he ki ndnesses shown to himby the Gallic school and its senior instructor and
nmentor, the noble Corvu..

Shiu Lao Tze seldomvisited the ganes. The few times that he did conme the
reason he gave was that he wanted to see for hinself the enotional structures
and responses of people under these conditions. Twice was enough. From then on
he visited Casca at the school or, when Casca had a day off-at the baths where
they would go and tal k. The public baths were one feature of Roman |ife that
Shiu heartily approved. He said the vapors were conducive to neditation. \Wen
he and Casca had the privacy to do so, Shiu would brush up on what he had
taught Casca of the way of the open hand, but never in public. Casca wanted

t he techni que kept to hinmself. There would probably be a time when it would
save his ass again as it had on the ship.

Seneca was ki nd enough to honor Shiu's request that he send a note of thanks
to Corvu regardi ng the kindnesses shown his friend. He added that he woul d
nmention the name of the Gallic school to Caesar when next they met. This
guaranteed a conti nued wel cone for Shiu. There was little difficulty in
arrangi ng the days off. Crespas had said that it was all right for Casca to be
gi ven occasional liberty in town, and Corvu had noted that the big man was a
whole I ot easier to deal with and that his attitude was better if he did get
some |iberty.

Meanwhi | e, Jubal a watched all that went on, and his heart was as black as his
face. One day... he prom sed hinself, One day, white dog...

Casca was nearly ready. He woul d have fought even sooner, but Corvu was saving
himfor a big festival that was com ng up. There was sure to be a full house
then, and the enperor would be certain to be there. If he |iked what he saw,
the fortune of the school was nade.

Finally Corvu announced that Casca would fight in the great C rcus Mximnus
with the other first-line fighters. Casca felt he was ready, but Corvu
intensified his training even nore the last few days. Casca lifted wei ghts and
ran and swamto build up his wind. He knew full well that a man out of breath
was the nost vul nerable.

In the excitenent of his coming debut it was difficult for himto believe that
what had happened to himhad really occurred. The words of the Jew, the things
of the past-all seenmed a nere dreamthat he had i magi ned many years ago. Only
when he received a cut did it all come back to him. . and the terrible danger
of it. Several times he had to reopen his wounds to make the healing
process~appear normal. After all, they did burn witches and sorcerers...
Crysos becane even nore attentive to Casca, saving himchoice cuts of mneat
fromthe ness hall, cleaning his cubicle until it was spotl ess.

"Crysos, what the hell do you want from ne?"

The bl unt question took the little Sicilian by surprise. But, |ooking Casca
straight in the face, he said in the strongest voice he could nuster: "I want
to serve you, and by so doing serve nyself. You are going to fight soon, and
want to be your partner. | have some noney set aside. That | will wager on
your winning, and split the profits with you. Let me serve you. Prom se ne

t hat when you attain your freedomyou will arrange for me to get nmine, too. |
can tell much and hel p you. Do we have a deal, master?"

"By the brass balls of Jupiter, you have guts, Crysos! And if you are willing
to put up the noney, | will strike that bargain with you. Even if | can't win
t he wooden sword, there is always the chance that we might wi n enough noney to
buy ourselves out of this place. Good enough. Crysos, fromthis tine on we are
partners, and you are mny man. Shake on it."

Crysos was al nost pathetically eager to grab the nuscled wists of Casca. He
had found what he had been searching for ever since his father had sold him
into slavery twenty years before to pay off some ganbling debts.

During the weeks that foll owed, Casca grew to have a fondness for Crysos, but
anot her interest was there al so, though unknown to Casca and Crysos. Jubal a



wat ched, and also waited. .. for just what, he did not know, but tine would
tell... it always did..

The night before the festival Crysos cane and sat in Casca's cubicle, and the
two tal ked | ong, each taking the other's neasure. Casca found that beneath the

weasel -1i ke exterior of Crysos was a man with an amazi ng degree of know edge
and experience, know edge that he would need in tines to cone.
The oil lamp's light flickered across the features of his new partner and

Casca finally. called an end to the day, sending Crysos off to place his bets
on the ganes tonorrow.

Yes, he thought, just before sleep took him tonorrow the arena.

NI NETEEN

Bef ore dawn the gladiators of the Gallic School were pulled fromtheir
cubicles, fed, and assenbled for the march to the Crcus Maxinus. The first

gl ow of the norning |light was breaking as they nade their way to the city of
Nero. They entered through the Asinarian Gate, passing the great aqueducts of
C audius and Marcian. To the north the tenple of Isis and Serapis was barely
vi sible through the nmorning msts, but the chanting of the priestesses was
clearly heard, a strange lilting melody honoring their goddess of the N le.
The nel ody caressed forgotten edges of Casca's brain, but his conscious

t houghts were all on what this day woul d bring.

Corvu led themfinally to where the Appian Way and Via Gstia nmet at the south
end of the Circus Maxinmus. The crowds were already gathering, and nmany were
al ready being shown to their seats by the locarli. Mst had baskets with

| unches and suppers in them And surprisingly enough, even this early,
prostitutes of both sexes were doing a pretty fair business under the arches
and passages |l eading to the arena.

The first thing that hit Casca as they entered the passageways | eading to the
barracks like area where they would be outfitted was the snell... the snell of
the beasts in their cages, and the snell of the humans in theirs.

There was a saneness to them now, but that woul d change when the beasts were
| et | oose on the humans.

The deep, runbling cough of the lion merged with the higher nore catlike, cry
of the | eopard. The beasts knew that this was a day different from any ot her
Sonme primal instinct told themthat there would be bl ood soon, very soon

A breeze picked up, and Casca could snell the waters of the Tiber, only a
hundred yards away.

Each gl adi ator was unto hinself, alone with his thoughts..

Bread was brought. Not the panis sordis of the conmon people but the fine,
sweet, yeasty' white bread of the rich, silgineus. Casca had never tasted it

before. He let his mouth fill with the sweet taste of it, letting each bite
melt by itself. Then, like the others, he washed it down with posca. No w ne
until after they fought... which nmeant that many woul d never taste w ne again

for this day would be their |ast.

An auctoratti fromDacia turned to Casca and sniled quietly, his voice | ow and
soft. "Sol dier, does this have the sane feel as before going into battle?"
Casca turned to him his gray eyes serious. He let his back slide down the
stone wall until he rested on his haunches and | ooked up into the face of the
Daci an.

"Yes. There is a saneness to the waiting." Taking a short swallow of the
bitter posca, he rinsed his mouth and spat. "But here we fight not for a cause
or for each other. W fight for the anmusenment of the beasts outside, those
people in the seats. They're the ones who should be in cages. But we will go
out there and kill each other off for their pleasure. And ours, too. For the
gods hel p us. Man was made for battle, and when the fight starts you can't
hel p but be drawn into the killing. But there is sonmething out there we can

W n.

The Dacian knelt beside him "Wat's that, soldier?"

"The wooden sword," Casca stated through half-clenched |ips. "The wdoden sword
is out there. If we can please the beasts that judge, freedomcould cone
today. And for that freedom Dacian, | would kill you and everyone el se here



gladly. That is our fate, to kill or be killed. As with the great beasts of
the jungle, eat or be eaten. And this day, Dacian, | will feed."

Still on his knees, the Daci an backed away from Casca, fear running over his
skin, running over the crawming flesh. He turned his eyes away. He left. He
gave thanks to his gods that he would not fight against that madman today. ..
The norning's entertai nment began with nock battles between naked old men and
m dgets cavorting and thunpi ng each other wi th wooden swords and flails nade
of ani mal bl adders. These were followed by nore fornms of mld entertainnent,
including a lottery in which the winners won prizes of young slave girls and
noney.

But these were only the prelimnaries.

The tine for the sacrifice arrived.

Trunpets bl ared, echoing through the giant U shaped structure of the Crcus.
The seventy-five thousand in the stands went silent. The priests entered,

wal king with stately strides to the shrine running down the center of the
Circus. Here were the altars to Jupiter and Mars. The priests led out a pure
white bull for the sacrifice, its horns covered with gold foil and with

garl ands of flowers draped around its neck, but with a ring inits nose by
which the priests led it. The bull's eyes rolled fromside to side, the red
rims showi ng, as though he sensed that this was no normal day. The deep snell
of blood lying covered by the clean sand made its way into the bull's flaring
nostrils. But he felt no real fear. Al his life men had tended gently to him
brought himthe best of fodder, and washed himevery day. Fromthe tine of his
cal ving men had been gentle to him

Then it happened.

H s | egs were bound, and he was thrown on his side.

The bull gave one short, startled bellow before the slicing blade of the
priest severed his great artery. The dumb brute's mind had not really

regi stered what had happened, his body had not stopped its death trenor before
his entrails were out and were being inspected for omens. The priests then
renoved the bull's heart and set it in the flanmng altar before Jupitar and
announced, as always, that the omens were auspicious and the ganes coul d

conti nue.

The audi ence roared its approval. The entire conmpany of the day marched around
the Circus so the people in the stands could get a good | ook at them

@ adiators in the dress of a dozen nations appeared. Retani with their nets
and tridents were foll owed by a group of condemed prisoners from Gernany who
had been taken while raiding the northern provinces. Sleek and black Num di ans
rode ostriches and the striped horses of Africa. Cages of lions and | eopards
rolled by. Slave girls scattered flowers and garl ands from baskets. Choruses
sang paeans to the glory of Rome and her gods.

Late to enter the arena were the bestiani, those who would fight the animals.
Sone were arned with swords for killing bears. OQthers carried the stout hoar
spear with its iron circular guard about nmidway on the shaft. The guard was to
prevent the boar fromsliding on down even after it was speared, and getting
to the bestiani with its flashing tusks. The beast nen took up positions while
the rest of the day's entertainers returned to the cool interior of the Circus
to wait their turn on the hot sands. The prelimnaries were over. Now the
ganmes woul d begin in deadly earnest.

A great runbling cane fromthe cromd as the beasts were let loose in the
arena. Nearly a hundred and fifty animals raced into the open. Sone, |ike the
deer, fled with wild, flashing eyes. Others nethodically stal ked their prey.
The great cats slunk |ow and stayed to the wall sides as a house cat woul d
have. Bulls, antel opes, hyenas m xed in confusion. Several wild dogs with
firebrands tied to their tails were let |oose, helping to drive the beasts
into a frenzy. The cries of "Kill! Kill! Kill!" echoed fromthe chanbers and
arches of the Circus.

And kill they did.

Men and ani nal s.

Sl aughter. ..



Casca caught one quick | ook outside and saw a | eopard draggi ng a boy off to a
qui et corner where it could enjoy its nmeal. Wile he watched, the beast began
eating its victims face. Casca turned away in distaste. This was not the

busi ness of soldiering he knew. To kill was natural... but to feed the beasts
was not.

One spectacle followed another. In one pleasant diversion a great nunber of
condemmed crinminals were let |oose in the arena to kill each other off, and
then lions were released to kill and eat the survivors. One insane depravity
foll owed another, glutting the Ronans' senses.. . Beneath the arches and

al coves the whores' trade tripled... The slaughter continued past nidday, wth

only short breaks while attendants spread fresh sand on the floor of the
Circus and raked it smooth. Fine entertai nnent. Seventy-five thousand
spectators... Sick damm bastards, Casca thought... and turned his attention to
hi s own group.

Corvu briefed themon the day's schedules. They were to fight' as a team
There would be fifty of his nmen in the traditional dress and arnor of the
Secutoris, with the fish synbol of Gaul on their helnets. They woul d be

mat ched agai nst a' |ike nunber fromthe Dacian school dressed as Thraci ans
with great curved swords and short brass bucklers as shields. The curved
Thraci an sword was | onger than their own gl adius iberius, but it had

di sadvantages to it, particularly where the straight thrust was concerned.
Casca's mind strayed fromthe briefing. Another snell had joined the existing
odors of blood and ani mal sweat that pernmeated the entire structure. Now the
scent of excited humanity wafted down fromthe stands, the snell of excitenent
and sexual arousenent. Casca could see the | ooks of depraved passion on the
faces of the people in the stands above. Only the vestal virgins in their box
seened to make any attenpt to maintain sone formof dignity. They woul d be

di sdai nfully observing all that took place as if it were a burden on their
sensibilities when they would nuch rather be at a clean and pl easant tenple
prayi ng.

And, at the opposite end of the arena, the gladiators of the Dacian schoo
woul d be listening to a briefing |ikewi se. This would be a fight where only
the victors of the wi nning side wal ked away.

The nmonent had cone.

The ganes master signaled. Trunpets blared. The senior gladiators held the
front ranks. Casca and the others picked up the step and nmarched into the
arena, Corvu's voice following after them exhorting themto renenber the
honor of their school and give a good show.

Each school marched across the arena, turned, and faced the Inperator's box.
There the divine Nero was playing with the breasts of his newest paranour,
Acte, a pleasant blonde girl of perhaps nineteen, a street whore who had
screwed her way to the top. Nero sat with his hand down her stola oblivious to
all that was transpiring until Burrus, the prefect of the 'Praetorians, called
his attention to the nen bel ow Renoving his hand from Acte's breast, he nmade
a small face and turned to the hundred nen bel ow on the shining sand. As one
voi ce, the gladiators cried out: "Hail, Caesar. W who are about to die
salute you!" Gaius Nero acknow edged their salute with a wave of his hand and
noti oned the games nmaster to get on with it.

The nmen fromthe two conpani es squared off and sized each other up. Casca

| ocked eyes on a tail Greek and assuned the basic defensive posture rather
than the attacking attitude, letting his actions say that he was unsure and
giving the big Greek the inpression he had the nental edge on him

The gl adi ators cl osed.

H's screamwas already in the air when the sword arm of one of Casca's

t eammat es went down before the curved flashing bl ade of his Dacian opponent.
The victor did not have tine to finish off his victimbefore he, too, was down
wi th both hands holding his belly trying to keep the large intestines from
falling out onto the sands. The men, swirled and nilled, changi ng opponents
agai n and, agai n.

Casca kept his eyes on the Greek, letting the Dacian beat himback farther and



farther fromthe' main battle, away fromthe larger group of killing nmen. By
separating hinself fromthe nass, Casca knew the audi ence woul d be wat chi ng
hi m more cl osely, which was proved by the jeers fromthe crowd, the calls of
"Coward!" and the demand that he fight. They al so encouraged the Greek to
finish this swine off. The curved bl ade of the G eek repeatedly pounded on
Casca's protecting shield. The G eek was seemingly trying to beat hi mdown

t hrough sheer exhaustion. That curved bl ade kept hacki ng gouges out of Casca's
shi el d, sending aching vibrations running up his arm One of the Geek's
teammates started to conme and help finish himoff, but the Geek waved him
away. He wanted no help with this kill. Good, thought Casca. Good. 'Let the
others waste each other. If I just hold on to this one until the odds are
reduced, then..

The crowd screamed and wagered on their favorites. Several women had al ready
bet thenselves into slavery and were even now at the feet of their new
masters. Others in the stands stood with glazed eyes in sexual excitenent as
ecstatic shudders ran through their bodies... as though they were naking | ove
and were in an uncontrollable climactic response..

The tine had conme. The two teans were evenly matched; there were about twenty
men | eft standing. Casca grinned at the Greek, his teeth show ng bel ow his
protective nose guard. "Greek!" he called. "Freedomis just a wooden sword
away!" He took his helmet off, letting the cromd see his face. The act al one
made himstand out fromthe rest. He threw the hel net at the astoni shed G eek
and went into a low, |eaning position, his blade extended out, the flat side
up. He notioned the Greek to come cl oser

"Come here, |over of boys," he nocked. "Cone on, hero."

He feinted a short thrust and sliced a small gouge fromthe Geek's left

shoul der, just enough to piss himoff.

The G eek roared and fell on Casca like a whirlw nd, raining one blow after
anot her. The crowd was screaming its approval. Casca |let the G eek al npst
hover over him and then, with one quick, clean notion, he turned his body

si deways and | eaned away fromthe G eek... alnost as though he were going to
try and run away.

The G eek bellowed with pleasure and went at it even harder. He beat at
Casca's shield, trying to get around it. Then, as Casca conpleted his turn
away, his left foot was between the | egs of the Greek. Wth one quick, clean
notion he jerked his foot up into the balls of the Geek, striking with the
back of his heel

The audi ence roared with |aughter as the G eek | ooked startled and tried to
throw up even as he went down. The audi ence knew then that Casca had been
playing with themand with his opponent, but the Romans had a good sense of
hunor and bore no grudges. Cheerfully they turned thunbs down on their
previous favorite. The G eek was doubled up on the sand, holding his balls.
Casca raised his blade and turned to the enperor for the signal. Nero was

| aughi ng so hard at Casca's trick that he nearly choked on a piece of
ponegranate. Still coughing, he notioned for the kill

Bl ade rai sed, Casca stood over the G eek. The nman's eyes asked for nothing. He
bared his neck for the blow "Mke it clean, Roman," canme his choking voice
"Make it clean.”

Casca nodded, his face shining with sweat. "Clean it will be, Geek. |I give

you peace." There was a whi shing sound followed by a thunk! and the Geek's
head was off. Arterial blood spurted on the nmuch-stai ned sand. Casca then
raced to where his teammtes were still engaged and began | endi ng assi stance
to them getting them organi zed. As they cut a man down they woul d band
together to finish off the next... until the Dacian school's team was no nore.
Only the dead and dying littered the ground. Sone were pernitted to live, even
t hough defeated, if they had fought well. The victors were thrown noney by

t hose who had wagered on them A few cried out for the wooden sword to be
given to Casca for his tricking the G eek, but not enough cried out for it, so
t he request was ignored by the Inmperator who went back to playing with Acte's
breasts while the Praetorians watched over him



The survivors nade their way back into the cool interior of the G rcus,
hol di ng their wounds and calling for wine. The arena attendants were out
draggi ng off the bodies of the fallen, using | ong poles w th hooks.
Casca's teammates congratulated himon his victory. Crysos cane to himand
unl aced his greaves and the straps holding his arnmor on. "See, master," he
said, "I told you that you would win the favor of the crowd. Freedomis not
very far away. Even now they know your name and will be watching for you in
future ganes. Fight well and use our brains and we may both be free fromthis
house of carrion one day. W are fifty sesterces closer. | doubled our noney."
Spongi ng Casca down quickly, Crysos went about his duties tending to the
ot hers, bringing wine and posca to those who called for it.
Every now and then a scream punctuated the heavy atnosphere as the physicians
used their favorite remedies: cauterizing a wound with a red-hot blade, or, if
there was a stunp, snearing the open and raw wound with hot pitch. This gentle
treatment al ways sent the patient into a fit of scream ng until they passed
out -whi ch was not long in com ng. Wile they worked, the physicians would
argue anong thensel ves the various aspects of their profession .. . and was
the latest theory correct about |audable pus and the benefits that good
heal t hy pus had on heal i ng.
The men who could wal k were marched in | oose order back to the school. Those
who could not were brought back in donkey carts. For themthe games were over,
but the roar of the arena followed their footsteps to the outskirts of Rone.
The ganes continued into the night, and Rome exhausted herself |ike sone great
whore on bl ood and sl aughter.
TVENTY
Casca's first entrance into Ronme on | eave had been a nonment to renenber. For
t he precedi ng nonths he had been curious about the city behind the walls. He
had heard tales, naturally, but once through the Ostian Gate the inpact of
the largest city on earth was al nost nore than his senses could take in at one
time. True, he had heard that were it not for the grain ships bringing
constant cargoes of food fromthe African provinces, it would be inpossible
for the great city to maintain her one-mllion-plus inhabitants, but those had
been just words to him Now to see with his own eyes the great sprawl of the
teeming city was to realize that it was inpossible to inagi ne how many peopl e
one mllion were. Dam!
He nade his way through the winding streets asking directions now and then
The swarm of humanity was unbelievable. . . nerchants selling goods that had
cone fromas far away as Britain or Mauretania .. . jewelers in the Street of
the Jewel ers hawki ng wares that decorated the breasts and fingers of the rich
with pearls and precious stones... butchers selling chopped | anb and goat for
the tables of the city... There was no beef. It was sel dom used for anything
except the sacrifices.
He passed the Ti ber wharves and saw stevedores shoul dering the grain of Egypt
i nto warehouses in preparation for the daily dole to those who possessed
citizenship. He headed east toward the Forum his well-nuscled hide draw ng
nore than one interested | ook fromthe Roman | adies, but right now he was too
i nvolved with the imensity of the city and its nyriad people to take
advant age of the obvious opportunities. He passed along the Agiletium a
street running just north of the nost corrupt street of the city, and
therefore of the world, the street called Suburra. He nade a nental note to go
back there later. A couple of the establishments might be fairly interesting
That had been the first time. This day he knew where he was goi ng.
Resisting the entreaties of the barbers to nake his face anew, they were known
to intentionally dull good razors, Casca nade his way finally to the baths of
Sura. Here slaves were pernitted to use the facilities as long as they did not
make a scene and gave to rn and the nobility. The hour was fast aproching
m dday. Wending his way inside, Casca found the steam baths. Renoving his
tunic, he put it in one of the small cubbyhol es provided for such and entered
the bath. There in the corner, sitting quietly, his slanted eyes closed in
contenpl ati on while he breathed deeply of the vapors, |kat Shiu.



As Casca approached, he said, w thout opening his eyes, "Wl cone, big nose. It
has been a long tine, and | have m ssed the sight of your oversized body
trying to fit in normal space.”

"Tze, you slant-eyed old viper, can't you ever say anything straight out?"

Tze laughed. At the fam liar tinkling sound Casca realized how nuch he had
grown to like the yellow man, and how nmuch he had m ssed him

They were alone in the steamroom It was pleasant to |l et the vapors reach
deep into their lungs, to enjoy the cleaning process of sweat. Shiu Tze sat

pl aci dly, hands around his knees, slowy rocking back and forth, |ooking as if
he had an eternity to do nothing but enjoy his thoughts and senses. For a |ong
while the two were silent.

Casca had fought many times since last they net and had acquired sone snall
measure of fanme. It was satisfying in a way for the people on the streets to
know his name and face, to cone and touch himfor luck. It was pleasant to see
his name witten on the walls of the city, but for how |l ong? Shiu s presence
here rem nded himof the yellow nan's teachings, that nothing is forever. Not
even as the nost fanous gl adi ator of Rone could he continue indefinitely. For
one thing, there were the problenms he had with wounds that heal ed too fast.
Fortunately he was very, very good with the blade and had not yet been dealt a

bl ow t hat should kill, but one day he would be.. and then what?

Lyi ng down on his stomach on the stone benches, he turned to face his friend
fromthe far land of Khitai. "Shiu. You wanted to know about me once. | think
that nowis the tinme. Perhaps you can help."

Shiu merely nodded, his eyes still closed, but Casca knew he heard. "Ckay, ny
so-called ancient friend. This is it in a nutshell.” And for the next three

hours Casca unfolded his tale, to the delight and amazenment of Shiu. Casca
only stopped the telling when someone canme into the room He was able to run
the newconers off with an evil look and a hint that he was not above robbery
or murder, nothing specific, just sinister innuendo.

Casca finished the tale, bringing Shiu up to date on everything from Crysos
and his arrangenent to the deal that had been made with Crespas the patrician
Shiu sat silently for a nmonent. Then, for the first time since Casca had
started his tale, he locked his merry, ever-questioning eyes on his

nmuscl e-bound friend. Hi ssing between his teeth in the manner of his race when
an inportant thought passed or cane to him he performed kow ow, the bow of
obei sance.

Strai ghtening up, Casca said a little irritably:

"Now, what the crap is that about? Is that all you can do? Can't you say
anyt hi ng?"

Smiling, Shiu raised his head. "Big nose, | was honoring you for your |ong
life. Remenber that in ny land age is greatly respected. You are one of the
ol dest nen that | have ever net, especially to | ook so young."

"Don't you believe nme?"

"Yes. OF course | do, ny friend. But your condition makes for some very

i nteresting questions.”

"What questions, you yell ow weasel ?"

"Ah! Weasel is it, you nonstrous pink ape? So be it. Listen to the weasel, and
it my be we both may | earn nore. You say your condition is a gift fromthe
Christian's dem god, Jesus. One must | ook closely at gifts fromgods. They are
not al ways what they seem Consider, ny friend. What will be the |ong-range
ef fect on your devel oprment? Your crucified god said "As you are, so shall you
remain. In what way? WIIl you always be as you are in tastes and tenperanent?
O will you, like the silkwormthat turns into a noth, become nore than your
begi nni ngs? | have believed for sone time that men change in their attitudes
as their bodies change with age, that the aging process causes certain things
to happen inside that nake us different at different ages. For exanple, an old
man does not |ike |oud noises while a child cannot get enough of them OQur
tastes in food and-ah!-our tastes in wonen change w th age.

"But apparently you do not age physically. WIIl that apply also to your other
senses and assets? It is fascinating. | nust give a great deal of thought to



your problens before | dare make any suggesti ons.

"But one thing I will leave you to think onis this: Go to the East one day.
Beyond the Indus, to Khitai, to ny land. There you will find wi sdomthat has
been saved for centuries and passed from one scholar to the next, each addi ng
his small contribution to the total. You will find there men to hel p you ease
your burdens, and you will help by adding to the know edge of the world. Wat
you have told nme now demands that | must return hone after these many years.
Thi s know edge of you nust not be |lost. Wien | | eave, come with me, for while
you are older than I, | feel as a father to you, and | have an enbarrassing
amount of concern for you and your well-being. Indeed, big nose, it m ght be
said that even with all your ugliness, your pale fish skin, your oversized
nmuscl es and nonstrous nose, | love you like a son. Cone with ne to Khitai, to
the nonastery of ny brothers. Perhaps with all our minds together thinking on
your condition answers may cone."

Casca turned his head and wi ped his eyes.

"Damed sweat makes the eyes water," he grunbled. Putting one arm around the
shoul ders of Shiu, he said: "Wien | amfree, | will cone with you. \Werever
the road leads, little father, I will go with you to your honel and. Maybe you
are right. Maybe we can | earn nore about nyself and others in the process. For
exanple, right now!l amnot sure | would want to change nmy condition if |
could. Life is beginning to | ook pretty good for ne. If | amnot maturing in
t he manner of a man of age, at |east now | have enough noney to be able to
afford some things | never could before.

"You know what | nean: good wi ne, good food... and a lusty assortnent of
wenches eager to render unlimted services to ny poor body." He sniled. "And
don't think I am overmuscled. Also, ny nose is not too big. It's just that
yours is too small, and your face |ooks |ike someone had sl apped you across
your nose with a shovel. There! | have been wanting to say sonething to get
back at you for all that 'big nose crap for nmonths."

Shiu smiled, then chuckled, and finally the two were | aughing as though both
were totally mad in the steamfilled room

They were dressed and |l eft the baths by way of the caldaria. On the street,
Shiu made his farewel |l and di sappeared into the crowds. Casca decided to
reward hinmself. Hailing a passing litter, he had hinmself carried back to the
school as if he were of the blood royal. By the gods! Life could be good.

Per haps things weren't all bad. After all, | have only a little over two years
to go', and for a man of ny longevity, that's nothing. | just have to be
careful, that's all. Just be careful..

Casca's fortune continued to ride high. One victory in the arena foll owed

anot her. One by one, the great chanpions of the ganes fell to his blade. Soon
his was the name that was scrawl ed nost on the walls of public buildings and
houses. Wonen sighed for himand his enbrace, sent their slaves with gifts to
entice himto their villas. Some he accepted, but nostly he preferred wenching
on his own. The highborn |ladies were a little too strange in sexual fantasies
for him He was pretty much a strai ght-ahead type of person, and those dam
group activities they were always trying to get himinto were a little too
much for a country boy's taste. Not that he was averse to such things as a
little healthy ass slapping in the heat of passion when he was well-nounted in
the saddle. And even a good bite wasn't all bad. But... about all he got from
diddling Ronme's |leading | adies was the fun of watching them go through their
routines trying to excite him to get himall worked up. Shit! They were
pathetic. They had no idea at all of what it took to get himaroused. If

Sal one were still alive she could have nade a fortune teaching these highcl ass
whores how to use their equiprment. But then, the | adies of the East-Asia M nor
in particul ar-al ways seened to have an edge over those fromthe North.

I ndeed... those tantalizing beauties of Syria and Persia knew their tricks al
right... Just thinking about them was enough to set himoff and running for
one of the better whorehouses that specialized in inports.

Crysos was ecstatic.

Their wi nnings were nmounting to a small fortune. True, the wooden sword had so



far eluded Casca's grasp, but the money was rolling in. Al ready they had over
twenty thousand sesterces set aside at a |ocal banking house. If you had to be
a slave, it was better to be a Roman slave. You could at |east have your own
noney-even have slaves of your own. Now, if Casca would agree, he would
approach Corvu and ask how rmuch it would take to buy his freedom Surely Corvu
woul d et himgo for a couple of thousand.

There was no way to deal on Casca yet. His owner was making a killing at the
ganes, and there was no way to get himto | et Casca go before the agreenent
ran out, but, as a freeman, Crysos would be better able to advance both their
positions in the outside world and be ready for the day when Casca was set
free.

The only fly in the ointment was Jubal a. .

That bi g Num di an wat ched them cl oser than anyone. Not even Corvu had kept a
cl oser eye on the two than had he. There was sonet hi ng strange about Casca,
and he was going to find out what it was even if it neant tearing off Casca's
linbs one by one like he was a fly. Strange... For openers, why did Casca
never show t he weakening effects of wounds?

Jubal a had not fought, of course, in the same contests, as Casca. At the
nmonent he was being saved for a particular special where, in the fanciful
costume of Africa, he would fight against nounted Arabs. For this he had
chosen his favorite weapons, the light |ance and the | ong curved sword of the
desert. He woul d have | ooked forward to the special in anticipation, but
Casca's victories continued to be bitter in his nmouth. Wen he thought of the
big Roman his lips drew back in a sneer, showing his pointed white teeth in a
shark's grin.

Every tine Casca fought, Jubala's hate for the white-skinned devil grew nore
intense. In frustration he woul d | eave the school to seek another victimto
feed hinmself and his gods on. The Ti ber was capabl e of hol ding and hidi ng an
almost limtless nunber of bodies in its whirling waters and eddi es. No one

| ooked too close at a corpse. If one washed up close to a residence, the owner
just had his slaves push the remains back into the mainstream where the
currents woul d take them on past Ostia and out to sea.

But the dark | ooks Jubal a gave Casca were not unnoticed. Crysos was aware of
them And several tinmes Jubala had tried to get himto speak of his partner

No dice. One thing Crysos knew, and knew for certain, was how to spot a con
especially a bad one. He kept his distance from Jubala and tried to stay cl ose
to Casca when the big black was around. But it nade things somewhat awkward
for him He had repeatedly warned Casca about Jubal a, saying there would cone
atine...

Casca grinned in agreement. "No sweat, Crysos. | know what's happeni ng, and so
does Corvu. Me and the black will settle things before nuch | onger. For now,
just keep away fromhim"

Casca continued his run of good fortune in the games, fighting not only in
Rome but going al so on several tours to the surrounding cities, as far south
as Neapolis and as far north as Bononia. His fane gathered fans and admirers.
He was becom ng one of the great gl adiators.

The rules of the arena were sinple. You followed orders. If you were fighting
someone from an opposi ng school you had the option, once he was defeated, of
taking his life or sparing him Only when the enperor was present did that
right of life or death pass to him The nob would try to influence the

gl adi ator's decision by crying out "Mtte!" (Let himgo!) or "lugulal"

(Jugul ar!). However, the decision not to kill a downed opponent when you had

t he chance was consi dered fool hardy. Wen next you net, he might he the one to
finish you off.

Jubal a had devel oped his own ring of admrers and fans, and never did he spare
avictim His followers knew that they would always be treated to a clinactic
endi ng. Jubal a woul d stand nearly naked, his black hide gleamng with sweat as
his great nuscles rippled. Wien he hinself was wounded, nmany of his fans were
driven to ecstasy by the sight of "himlicking his own red bl ood, so much in
contrast to his black skin.. . licking his blood fromhis wounds |ike an



ani mal . Jubala killed as nost nmen nake | ove, w th passion and need.

And his al nost insane hatred of Casca continued to grow. Every tine they net
now, or |ocked eyes, he tried to put all his hate out... like a tidal wave
that would drown the big Roman. Yet Casca only | aughed, nocking the black
man's strength and refusing to recogni ze Jubal a's greatness. Jubal a knew
better than to have a fight within the confines, of the school, for, though he
was popular with the crowds, he was still the property of the school. Corvu
had warned himthat if he started any shit Corvu would personally see to the
castration of the offending party and let the beasts of the game feed on him
whil e he was tied.

The only thing nmore inportant than owning a profitable fighter was maintaining
order and discipline. If just once the gladiators thought they could get away
wi t h maki ng deci sions, who could tell where it would | ead? As a busi nessman,
Corvu woul d nuch rather finish off one of his own nen hinself as an exanple
than to have a troubl enaker around who could cause himgrief later. Ad
Crassus had been right when he had six thousand slaves crucified along the
Appi an Wy from Capua to Rone. They had revolted and had been | ed by

gl adi ators. Corvu would not let that kind of shit happen fromhis school, and
Jubal a knew it.

But if Jubala could not get at Casca, he could get at Crysos.

The Sicilian was a worthl ess slave. Corvu m ght have hi mwhi pped for killing a
house sl ave, but that was all that woul d happen and he woul d not be whi pped
badly enough to be crippled. Did not every man have a weakness? \Wat ever
Casca' s weakness was, would not Crysos know? Jubal a knew that Casca went

t hrough strange exercises alone in his cubicle when no one but Crysos was
present. Were, the rituals magic? Did he use Crysos as sonme kind of training
aid. It must be working because Casca won, tine and tinme again.

So. . .

Jubal a cornered Crysos.

Crysos felt his breath cut off. H's lungs jerked as he tried to breathe, but
what ever was covering his nmouth and nose was too tight. He felt his eyes rol
up on his head... and all went dark

Jubal a took Crysos fromthe interior hallway where he had caught himto the
encl osed training area that was used on rainy days. Here none could see what
was going to transpire. Gaggi ng his now unconscious victim he tied Crysos to
one of the chopping stakes. He knelt, nearly invisible in the dark. The only
[ight was froma high-set wi ndow, the pale, weak gl ow of the outside noon.
Crysos stirred, then woke. Confusion and panic hit him Were was he? And why?
Why am | hangi ng here?

Jubal a waited, giving Crysos's fear of the unknown time to work before naking
hi s presence known.

Crysos tried to yell, but the rag in his nmouth reduced his efforts to a
choki ng cough, al nost inaudible despite his frantic strain. He closed his
eyes, trying to hold down the panic. Wen he did open them he al nost fainted.
The first thing he 'saw was the pionted teeth of Jubala only inches fromhis
face, glowing in the dimlight.

Jubal a reached up and took Crysos's armin one black hand and released it from
t he bi ndi ngs.

"Little man," he demanded softly, "what is the weakness of Casca? Wat is it
you do in his cubicle? Wiat are the tricks he uses to achieve victory? Tel

me, and you live. Refuse, and there are worse things than death."

The heavi ness of Jubala's speec'h, the steady poundi ng of the words, left no
doubt as to his intent. Crysos shook his head up and down until Jubala untied

t he gag.
But Jubal a kept his hand on Crysos's throat in order to stop any cry for help
before it bega' n. Again he denanded: "Are you going to tell, little man?"

Crysos was jellied with fear. In the past nonths Jubal a had m ssed no chance
to intimdate or abuse him Tine and again he had been cornered by the bl ack
and threatened with everything frombeing mainmed to worse, or offered a bribe
of nmoney. Up to now he had somehow al ways found the stregth of will to refuse



Jubal a' s demands, or had been able to break away and run to where Casca was,
or to a spot near sone of the other professionals. He had friends anong t hem

and had made it a point to do favors for the toughest. But now .. now Jubal a
had hi m
"WIl you talk, little man?"

Crysos's eyes filled with tears. He cleared his throat as the gag was renpved,
the taste of bile in his nouth coming fromfear. He had run out his string. He
opened hi s nout h:

Juba'l a waited, certain now that he had broken the little Sicilian

Crysos cleared his throat again, and spit a chunk of phlegmdirectly into the
face of his persecutor.

Jubal a grinned. He made no effort to wipe off the spittle running down his
face. He retied the gag.

"Good enough, little man. Wen you are ready to talk, just nod your head, and
the hurting will stop."

Crysos groaned to hinself and prayed to all the gods of everywhere to give him
strength to hold out. Surely Casca or one of the guards would come by before
much | onger.. surely they woul d..

Jubala went to work. First the arns. Then the legs. Bit by bit he worked

t hrough the dark hours, and only when the first glow of the predawn shown
through the little wi ndow did he stop and rel ease the body that had been
Crysos the slave. Wping his bloody hands across his chest, he regretted that

he woul d not have time to feed on his kill... but there was al ways Casca. Soon
now. | don't need what the little man could tell nme anyway. | amthe better
man and the better fighter. Casca will fight ne... soon

When t he body of Crysos was found, and Casca went to |look at it, the noan that
cane out of himthreatened to tear down the walls. Instinctively he knew t hat
Crysos had been murdered because of him "Jubala!" he screamed. "Were are
you?"

The ot hers backed away from him Casca cried again for Jubala and headed for
the barracks area where the black |lived. But before he reached the door the
worl d for himsuddenly went dark in a flash of lights and dull pain..

Corvu stood over Casca holding a | ead-weighted baton. Calling to his private
guards, he ordered themto chain Casca up and also to bring Jubala to himin
chains. This was all the bullshit he was going to put up with. Those who
wanted a fight, well, he would let themhave it, but, by Baal, they would do
it his way and not disgrace his school

Jubal a stood, hands and feet manacled, his head erect. He was filled with
pride. . . like a wild beast fromthe country where he was sired. .. the
essence of primtive force

"Al'l right, you animal. You are going to get ,what you want, a shot at Casca.
You two will be the featured event in the next inperial ganes. Until that
time, and until this is all over, you will be chained every night in your
quarters. Casca will be done the same. You will train and eat separately. Any
attenpt to even talk to each other will get you fifty |lashes, and you know
can lay themon."

When Casca cal ned down enough to talk, he received the sane information and
agr eed.

The ganes canme soon enough, and both nmen were ready for them They had trained
with greater determination than ever before. The bl ood feud between them had
been wi dely advertised, and the bets were being nade hot and heavy. Mbst were
on the side of the nonster black because his sheer size and ferocity seenmed to
gi ve himan edge.

The ganes began as had nost of the others, with the bl oodl ess fights first,
and then a special of wonmen gladiators fighting to the death agai nst dwarfs
and ot her wonen. Then canme the tubas and trunpets heral di ng the begi nni ng of
the mass fights. The gl adiators marched into the arena escorted by their
managers and trainers. The nob on the podi um screanmed their pleasure. The
musi ci ans pl ayed | ouder and | ouder but were eventually drowned out in the
clanmor. They continued to play anyway. After all, that was what they were



bei ng paid for.

The gl adiators paired off. Some were in the ancient style of dress of the
Etruscan Sammite with feathered, crested hel nets and square, armlength
shields. Ohers wore the varied dress of the Gallic school or of Thrace. These
were being harried by a team of retani working together. The fights went on
Fromthe crowd would cone the mixed calls of ~"Hoc Habet!" (Now he's had it!)
and Vebera!" (Strikel). Once a gladiator was down he woul d raise a finger of
his left hand and ask for mercy. It was sel dom shown.

When the nass fights ended, the slain were dragged off by litter bearers
dressed as Charon, the boatman of the River Styx, and the call went forth to
Casca and Jubal a to prepare thenselves. There was a short interm ssion while
the arena was raked and freshly sanded.

Casca's owner, Crespas, sat in the preferred section near the inperial box. He
was anusing hinself with sone of the witings of Cicero, the primperson who
had been such a pain in the ass' to the divine Julius. This Cicero did have a
way with words. Even he approved the ganmes of gladiatorial conbat as a way to
buil d character and courage. Here in front of Crespas was Cicero' s very
statement on the matter, and Crespas hoped to nake a present of this docunent
to Nero. It was well known that the enperor fancied hinself a patron of the
arts and literature. The scroll was quite explicit. Crespas read it again,
feeling a certain reluctance to part with it, even though to do so would
advance himw th Caesar. Cicero wote:

Look at the gladiators, who are either ruined nen or barbarians. See how nen
who have been well-trained prefer to receive a blow rather than avoid it. How
frequently it is nade evident that there is nothing they put higher than
giving satisfaction to their owners or to the people.... Wat gl adi ator of
ordinary nmerit has ever uttered a groan or changed countenance? Such is the
force of training, practice, and habit.

Crespas sighed again. Tears of admiration cane close to formng in his eyes.
Such nobl e wordsl Cicero certainly knew his people, even if he was a
republican..

The ganes master announced the Casca-Jubala fight as a grudge match between
two champions of the same school. They had been kept apart until the tine for
their entrance. Now Corvu told the two to keep their distance from each ot her
until they were given the signal to fight by the enperor. Jubala and Casca
sized each other up, Jubala feeling pleased and confident of his victory,
Casca feeling only dark black rage inside. Revenge. That's what | want, and
that's what 1'll have even if | have to tear this dammed pl ace down to get it.
The trumpets bl ared, and Corvu gave the signal to the new men to advance to
the inperial box. Keeping a sideways eye on Jubala, Casca marched with him
but ten feet apart, to the position in front of Gaius Germani cus Nero. Once
again they gave the salute: "Hail, Caesar! W who are about to die salute
you." Wth raised swords they waited for the enperor's response.

Nero | eaned over and | ooked closely at the two men. His light blond hair was
crinped in the manner of the athletes he nost admred, the charioteers. He was
bul | -necked, with a barrel chest and weak | egs. The begi nnings of a

reddi sh-gol d beard showed the inheritance fromhis father's side of the

fam |y, the Ahenobarbi. He had been adopted by C audius and given the nanme of
Nero at the adoption

Runni ng his eyes over the two protagonists, he smled delicately. "You
Num di an. You are absolutely gorgeous. It would be a shame if you let this

bar bari c-1 ooki ng person defeat you." He wagged his finger in warning. "Your
enperor has wagered on you. Don't disappoint nme." He sat back, straight in the
curved chair and waved his handkerchief. "Go on with it."

Casca roared and threw hinmself on the black, his sword a blinding whirl of
steel. He smashed with shield and struck with bl ade, beating the Num di an back
and al nost ending the fight in the first few seconds.

But Jubal a regai ned his bal ance and | ocked shi el ds and swords with Casca.
Thei r hel net ed heads rammed agai nst each ot her, Jubal a whispered in a voice
that only Casca could hear: "Your little man Crysos died well enough for you.



He told ne nothing. But | still had the satisfaction of using himlike a
worman. |In your name | told himl was doing it. He screamed |like a woman, too."
A pain shot through Casca as he broke fromthe clinch and tried to hammer the
Num di an down. Jubal a slipped under the guard and sliced a thin red furrow
along Casca's rib cage. "First blood to nme, Roman dog," he sneered. "\Wen I
kill you, and they bury you, I amgoing to dig you up and eat your heart."
Casca |l ost all sense of reason and becanme a human whirlw nd. The audi ence
gasped in shock. They had never seen the likes of these two mad nen | eaping
arid whirling around each other as if in some insane danse macabre. Jubal a was
better than Casca woul d have believed. The Numi di an took everything he could
throw at himand came back for nore. Casca, knew that if he received a bad
enough wound he woul d appear dead. The danger of being found out was greater
for himthan the fear of death was for Jubala. But Casca took another deeper
cut along the outside of his thigh and went to his knee. The pain flashed

and settled into a throb. Then, out of the corner of his eye, he saw Shiu in
t he stands, hands fol ded, a cal mexpression on his face. He was wat chi ng Casca
intently as if trying to send hima message.
The teachings of Shiu Lao Tze came back to Casca.
Cal mess returned. He rose fromhis knees and, using his shield Iike a hamer,
beat Jubal a back until he had sone breathing room The sweat from his hel met
was al nost blinding him To the stunned surprise of the spectators, Casca took
his helnmet off, showing his face to the crowd. He threw the hel met at Jubal a.
It hit, bounced, and rang off the black's shield.
Then he threw his shield at the Numidian so hard it al nost knocked Jubala to
the sand. And finally he took his sword and presented it in a salute to the
Roman audi ence. "For you!" he cried. "For you | dedicate this kill with ny
hands." And he threw the sword into the stands. The crowd went insane. Severa
wonen climaxed in their excitenent and tried to throw thenselves to the arena
below. Only the pronpt attentions of the guards prevented them from achi evi ng
their purpose. Jubala grinned beneath his helnet, and Casca matched it with a
grin of his own. The massive Circus Mximnms was silent. Even the enperor was
| eaning over the railing in concentrated study. Never had anything like this
happened in the history of the ganes.
Casca went into the deep horse stance, hands positioned in knife and hamrer
posi tions. Jubal a | aughed, and |unged. Casca wasn't there. As Jubal a | unged,
Casca whirled and gave the snmashing reverse roundhouse kick with the heel of
his right foot, striking Jubala between his shoul der bl ades and driving the
wi nd out of him A quick cry of surprise ran through the people in the stands
Thi s was sonet hing new. Jubala whirled and tried to cl ose, using his shield.
Casca gave a forward snap kick that knocked the sword out of Jubala's grip and
t hen grabbed the edge of the black's shield and, using it as a | ever, grabbed
the face guard of Jubala's crested helnet. Putting his right foot in the
center of the Numidian's stonmach, he rolled backward, throwing the black in an
arc to land solidly on his back sone ten feet behind him Casca cane up stil
hol di ng the helmet. Jubala lay bleeding fromhis ears where the forcible
breaking of the helnmet's straps had alnost torn his ears off.
As he tried to rise, Casca canme up and gave a flying drop kick straight into
his face, knocking himto the sand again. Jubala couldn't register what was
goi ng on. \What had happened? Casca picked up the gladius |berius and stood
over Jubal a. Grabbing the Num dian's right armin a grip that |ocked the
bl ack' s el bows i nmovabl e, Casca held him giving a drawing notion that forced
Jubala to his knees. The pointed teeth clenched in pain fromthe arm ock
Casca said softly, "Open your nouth and say, 'ah.'" He kicked Jubala in the
balls with enough force to conpletely smash the two testicles. Jubal a opened
his mouth to scream and Casca placed the point of the sword in the gaping
nmout h, between the pointed teeth. "Die, you piece of shit, die!" He shoved,
pushi ng the three-inch-w de bl ade out the back of the black's skull just above
where the neck bones connected to the head. Jubala's eyes widened in terror
The bl ade stuck, and Casca began to twist it slowy back and forth in the bone
to break it Ioose.



The I ast sound Jubal a heard was the terribl e squeaki ng sound of the bones in
his head being torn apart. The bones thenselves anplified the sound into a

pi ercing crescendo that ran through his consci ousness. Wth a superhuman
effort he stood up in his death spasns and tore the grip from Casca's hand and
stunbled wildly around the arena, trying to scream the blade of the sword in
his mouth and about ten inches of it sticking out the back of his head, the

| onger part of the sword waving up and down as if he were trying to signal for
something. He fell to his knees. The darkness was conming. H s gods were near
the terrible dark gods of the jungle.

Casca kicked himover onto his back and took the handle of the sword and
twisted and jerked it out of Jubala's nouth. Wth a quick slice he renoved
Jubala's loin cloth. Another slice that nmerely burned in a distant manner for
the dying brain, and Casca put sonething warmand wet in the Num dian's nouth.
"You son of a slut, |I promised nyself that 1'd do this sonme day."

Jubala died in the sand while the nmob screaned their approval. "The sword! The
sword!" they screamed over and over, crying for the enmperor to honor their
hero. Grudgingly Nero gave in. It was not wise to offend the public when they
were this worked up ... even if he had lost a | ot of nobney on the bl ack.

Casca stood in front of the inperial box, the Praetorian Guard, gorgeous in
their dress unifornms, flanking the enperor Nero. The enperor said: "Here is
your freedom" He showed the wooden sword to the crowd first. They roared
their approval. Nero graciously gave in and threw the piece of wdod to the
sand in front of Casca. "Take it. You are free."

Crespas sighed deeply. Well, well. He actually did it. So be it. |I. have made
a nice profit on him and nothing lasts forever. Piss on Nero, that Geek
lover. I'Il keep this book of Cicero' s for nyself. Nero really wouldn't

understand it.

Casca raised the sword to the crowmd. Money was brought to himon a silver
platter, and coins rained down on himfromthe excited audi ence. Several rich
| adies offered their homes and wealth to himif he would give them one night
tolie in his arms. Never had Rome seen such a fight. Never had the arena been
graced with the likes of this godling, this son of Mars, the avenger

Casca was free. Shiu smiled secretly to hinself and left.

Casca was free, but the bitterness was still there in his mouth. W nade it,
Crysos. Werever you are, we made it. You are free fromyour world, but | have
not yet finished with nmine..

TVENTY- TWD

That ni ght Casca wandered the streets of Rome, the hero of all. He drank and
ate as a king mght. There was nothing denied him He spilled his seed into
the bellies of faceless wonen as if trying to find something that could not

be, and he thought the blind thoughts of futile rage and pain. Nor did he stop
with that night. He stunbled through the streets, sleeping where he stopped.
Two days. Then three. The pain would not |eave... and all around the smling
faces of the nob . . . even worse, the degenerate nobility, those of the
equus, the kni ghthood. Supposedly the honor of Rome rested with them The

t hought came into his befuddled mnd just at the fatal instant when he was
standi ng before a bust of Nero.

He | ooked at the slack-jawed head of the glory of Rome. The wi ne funes were
settled firmy in his brain, and good sense was not to be found. He had had
enough. He spoke to the bust:

"You, a god? You fat slug, |I'mnore a god than you are. You and Rone can't do
anything to ne. | will outlast all of you with your palaces and nmoney and fine
cl ot hes and sinpering manners. You sick, pathetic imtations of nmen, at |east

| ama real man, and a better one than you and your kind will ever be. This
for your godlike power, Caesar!" Reaching down, he picked a wet, sliny handful
of the gutter that ran along the street. Staggering, he went to Nero's bust
and rubbed the | oat hsome excreta onto the face of the enperor of Rome and was
still rubbing when the vigiles knocked himout with their staffs and dragged
himto the dungeons.

The scene had been wat ched.



A noble witness had seen all this transpire and would testify against this

bl asphener and traitor. After all, M Decinus Crespas could do no nore.
Besi des, there was always the chance that Casca m ght be sold on the bl ock and
he coul d repurchase him If not, well, nmen |ike Casca were too dangerous to

have runni ng around | oose anyway. Crespas did have certain duties and
obligations to the Enpire.

When Casca awoke, he had the feeling that a flock of di seased Egyptian

vul tures had spent the night nesting in the roof of his mouth. Rinsing his
mout h at a conveni ent bucket after kicking several other occupants out of the
way, he went over to a corner and sat, trying to figure out what had happened.
Bit by bit, recollection returned. Ch, no, he nourned. They are going to put

it to me now Shiu was right. It seens as if everything goes full circle. I'm
back again, but this time it's worse than when Tigelanius did it to me. This
time 1've insulted the enperor

One of the inmates was busy scratching a synmbol of sone kind on the dungeon
wal | . Curiosity noved Casca over to | ook. "What the Hades do you think you are
doi ng?"

The man turned and | ooked at Casca. His face was calm his eyes al npbst
blissful. The filth on himand the rags did not seemto bother himat all.

"I make the mark of ny master, the Son of God."

Casca | ooked nore closely at the scratchings on the wall.

"A cross? Is that your sign?"

The man | ooked up as though he could see through the ceiling of the dungeon to
t he heaven above. The aura of a fanatic surrounded hirn. "Yes, ny | ost

brother. The sign of the cross upon which our Savior gave his life for us, the
cross where He died that we m ght be saved.™

"Ch, shit," came Casca's response. "That's all | need to make ny day conpl ete,
anot her one of you Jew nad nen." He started to turn away, but the man grasped
his tunic. "Listen to me brother, for we are all brothers in the bl ood of the
Lamb. Christ died for you, too. He died that you, too, mght be freed from
your sins. Has no one ever told you of our Jesus?"

"Who did you say?"

"Jesus. "

"The crucified one?" Damm! Thi s hangover was giving himhallucinations.

"The Crucified One! Do you know our Jesus, brother?"

"I have met him" Casca answered dryly.

"Then the Lord bl ess you, brother. WIIl you be pernitted to join nme and those
of my brethren who are going to be martyred in the nane of the Lanb?"

Casca | ooked at the dam fool. Wat he started to say he kept in his own m nd
Personally, | would rather eat a lanb-in fact, | could eat at |east two of
themright now But there was no point in saying anything to the old fanatic.
He wrenched his way out of the soon-to-be-sainted one's hands and went back to

his corner to wait whatever the fates might decree. Damm. | can't get away
fromthe Jew, even here in Ronme, in a jail. They have his so-called sign
scratched on the walls. What's the big deal about himbeing crucified? You'd
think he was the only one it ever happened to. |I'mnmore concerned with what's

goi ng to happen to ne.

He had not long to wait. A sharp-Ilooking trooper of the inperial household
guard appeared and told the jailer to bring forth the gl adi ator known as
Casca. Taking Casca by the arm he had himfirmy remanacl ed and even his | egs
chai ned. This trooper had seen Casca's last fight and had no illusions as to

t he dangers of the prisoner. As soon as they were outside Casca could see that
it would soon be midday. The guard and another four Praetorians escorted him
They took himby way of the Civus Victoriae, the victory ranp leading to the
i rperial buildings on the summt. There they nade their way past disdai nful
and aristocratic |ooking senators and politicians. Casca's appearance was
obviously not a wel conme sight in these sanctified surroundings.

Two Praetorians stood at the arns ready position in front of a pair of ebony
and gold doors that led to the inner sanctum of the enpire, the persona
gquarters of the enperor Nero. The doors opened silently on well-oiled hinges,



and Casca was inmediately thrown to the ground, face first, before he could
even get a good | ook around the place. But in the fleeting noment he had seen
several faces that were vaguely famliar, and one he knew for sure-the w fe of
a senator. She had given himfifty gold denari for one evening. She had garlic
breath, but nice |egs.

He was dragged to the foot of the couch upon which Nero reclined.

Rai sing a topaz lorgnette, the glory of Ronme peered at Casca through one eye.
Nero rose and went to the marble throne, adjusted the cushions to ease a sore
spot where he had a pinple starting on the left cheek of his ass, settled

hi nsel f as best he could, and | ounged back, guarded by the great gol den eagle
mount ed over the throne and by the Praetorian Guards. "Tigelanius," he called,
"cone here."

Ti gel ani us? Hell, he'd be dead by now, thought Casca. He dared to peer up and
saw a gorgeously attired general approach. Yes, this Tigelanius did resenble
hi s Tigel ani us. Perhaps the one in Jerusalemhad sired this one----or it could
be his grandson. Anyway, they both have that sanme nasty | ook that neans
not hi ng good to rne.

Thi s Tigel ani us had taken over the Praetorian Guard after arranging for Burrus
to be retired. He had risen to the Equus and to the position of conmander of
the Rone garrison through years of careful plotting and bribery fromhis

pl ebei an roots as a horse breeder and trader on Sicily to the side of Nero. It
was no small acconplishment. He al ways cl ained that he had nobl e bl ood and had
even taken the nane of the Roman who supposedly shacked up with his
grandmot her while on leave in Sicily. She had said he was a fanmous and nobl e
sol dier fromthe Eastern provinces. Pointing his finger at Casca, this

Ti gel ani us sai d:

"Lord, here we have the one who spat upon the honor you were graci ous enough
to show him The report is here in full and witnessed by no other than his
former owner and the vigiles who apprehended himin his act of desecration and
bl asphemny. "

Nor mal |y, Tigel ani us woul d have handl ed sonmething like this hinself, but it
made Nero feel as though he had control of things if occasionally he was
permtted to pass down a judgnent or two.

Nero stroked his sprouting beard with oiled, perfumed fingers. "Indeed?" he
squeaked. Hi s voice was too high to be effective. "What are the charges
exactly? What did he do and say that he is brought before Rone itself?"

Ti gel anius read the charges, telling of the desecration of the bust of Enperor
Ner o, and-even worse-how Casca had cl ai med that he was nore of a god than Nero
and woul d outlast both Nero and Rone.

Ch, shit. They got me good, thought Casca.

Around the roomthe inperial toadies gasped at this blatant bl aspheny. Nero
had been leering at the formof Casca, stroking the head of a beautiful boy
child beside the throne-to the obvious distaste of his wife sitting to the
rear and reclining. Wien he heard the charges, Nero pulled a plug of hair out
of the head of the young boy, stood up, kicked the boy away, then cursed
because he had hurt his toe when he kicked the boy. He gave a short hop. His

i ngrown toenail nade his eyes water. He turned on Casca.

"You ugly person, you! | was kind to you and set you free, and this is the way
you repay nme! | even |ost noney on you, you ugly person. You are really a

di stasteful -1 ooking wetch with all those bulging nuscles.” Nero felt a series
of goosebunps run over his spine in spite of hinself as he | ooked at the

massi ve form of the kneeling Casca. "You will learn that | amyour god!" H's
voi ce began to reach for a piercing crescendo. "I amyour god!" he repeated,
"and I will judge you." Gaining a nodi cumof self-control, he sat back down,

froth speckling at his lips, his face flushed and spotty. "You nmi serable dung

heap." He notioned for the guard to raise Casca's head so he could see his
face.

Suddenly Nero's attitude changed, and his features took on a smug, al nost prim
look... as if he knew a secret. Folding his toga daintily over his arm he

| ooked down at Casca. "I could have you torn to pieces by the beasts or burned



alive a little every day for the next three or four years, but you have
already said that you will outlast either nyself or Ronme. Well, then. You nust
be imortal, and as such you couldn't die, anyway. Therefore, my invincible
warrior, since there can be only one immortal in Rone-and | already have that
honor-and since | shall not kill you, as that would not do any good, | am
going to let you live in ny service and Rone's. Yes. You shall serve nme as an
oar slave on the inperial galleys for as long as you may live. Your sentence
is for life."

H s body shook with pleasure at his joke. Tears of joy came into his eyes. "A
life sentence for one who cannot die!" The hall rocked with the I aughter of
the senators as they followed their naster's lead. "For life, you ugly person
for Iife! Take him away."

Casca was kicked and beaten away fromthe presence of the lord of Ronme, Gaius
Ger mani cus Nero. ..

TVENTY- THREE

Stroke, stroke, stroke cane the beat of the gavel of the hortator. Endless
times it seened Casca foll owed these orders. H s body nmoved with the
efficiency of a well-oiled machine. There was no wasted effort or notion, only
the giant muscles rippling over his back. His beard reached to his chest as he
rowed in sync with the other slaves.

The galley sliced the waters of the Mediterranean on her patrols and m ssions.
The snap of the slave nmaster's whip was a fanmliar sound that would jerk him
fromhis sleep and automatically send his arns reaching for the oars. He
served on the same ship until after the great fire when Rome burned. They were
at sea, and the flanmes of the city were seen fromthe port of Ostia where the
navy stood by ready to performwhatever service it night be ordered to do, but
not hi ng cane of it. Nero blamed the Christians; and Casca, when he heard the
story, didn't put it past them If they thought their judgment day was too
long in comng, they just mght try to hurry it up a bit. Anyway, Nero was the
best friend they had because for every follower of the Jew he killed, two nore
seened to spring up. Nero probably single-handedly doubl ed the nunber of
Christians in the enpire.

Two nore ships Casca went through before the word of Nero's death cane. Casca
chuckl ed as he thought: One down, and an enpire to go.

But if the news of Nero's death pleased Casca, it pleased the nman next to him
on the oars even nore. This man had been a nmerchant who had failed to give a
proper accounting. He loved to talk of his friends in high places and how t hey
woul d soon set himfree now that Gal ba was enperor. He delighted in the
telling of Nero's history-probably because he also delighted in hearing the
sound of his own voice. Casca |istened. There wasn't nuch el se to do when they
| ay at anchor. The nmerchant's voice assuned that slightly superior tone that
some priests and | awers use-or that wonmen have when tal king to people they
consider their inferiors. The essence of his story was:

"Well, all things considered, Nero started off well enough. But the incipient
degeneracy that he had kept hidden while under the control of his nother

Agri ppi na soon vani shed once he had the reins of power in his hands. He had
been known to murrmur to his friends that his nother needed to have her tongue
stilled, so he did just that and had her nurdered along with Britannicus,
Caudius's legitimte son. O audius had never renounced the boy even though
the fact of his being sired by C audius was open to conjecture, especially
after C audius had hiss other killed for her infidelities

"Unlike Claudiijs with his sonmewhat austere tastes, Nero | eaned toward the
opul ence of decadent Greece and the Orient. By exercising the treason | aw he
kept down any opposition to him and he plundered the rich famlies through a
formof inperial blackmail. But he soon had the enpire in turmil wth
uprisings against himin Britain |l ed by Queen Boadi cea eventual ly being
crushed. However, other disturbances arose in ever-trouble-sone Parthia, and a
di sastrous defeat at Rhandeia |l ed many provincial governors to rise against
him including Vindex in Gaul and Galba in Spain. Nero's |last success was the
detection and destruction of a plot against himby Gaius Piso, but at |ast



even the Praetorian Guard could stand no nore of the insanities and
depravities of their sworn enperor, and they abandoned him The sinple act of
their leaving himwthout their protection was enough to end his reign and he
was forced to flee from Rone.

"Nero sought sanctuary, but found none. Everywhere his enenies were searching
for him and no friends could be found. In a poverty-stricken farner's hut he
fell upon his knife and, with the help of a slave, died in filth and poverty.
The [ ast of the Juho-d audi an enperors left the enpire in rebellion and civil
war." The merchant finished his tale with obvious relish.

Casca felt a small sense of satisfaction at the news of Nero's death, but then
a thought struck bim and he | aughed out |oud, startling his oar mate. "What
was it Nero said, there was roomfor only one imortal, and he already had

t hat honor?" Casca | aughed again, bitterly, drawing the oar master's attention
to himand getting himanother |ight dose of the lash in order to keep his

m nd on the oars. They were casting off. The drunm ng beat of the tinmer
striking the drumwith his mallets settled into his brain Iike a pul se
throbbing in his tenple. He et hinmself fall into the pattern, losing al

track of time until the orders cane to ship oars and the sails were run up so
that the silent wind could do the job of the hundred and sixty slaves bel ow
The oarsmen then coll apsed over their oars, the old-timers controlling their
breathing and letting their bodies relax, the new slaves often throwrg up at
what seened to be the inpossible strain of sending a hundred tons racking

t hrough the ocean with only nen's backs for power. Casca recalled well the
first galley he had slaved on. The oar master was a bitter and petty man who
took pleasure in the pain of his hel pl ess charges. On that galley Casca had
added to his collection or thin hairline white crisscrossing scars on his
back, scars that spoke reans about his years of service.

On one voyage his heart had junped into his throat when he heard a faniliar
tinkling | augh cone fromthe upper deck above. Shiu was on board! Straining
his ears, Casca caught the words of the yellow man telling of his returning
horme to tell his brothers of the wonders he had seen and how there was one
speci al person that he had met and loved |like a son and hoped one day woul d
find his way to Khitai..

Khitai... the word seened |like a dreamto Casca. Good journey, old friend,
Casca thought. It's best if you don't know where | am But you are right about
things repeating. One day | will go to Khitai, and if you are not there, then
there will be as you said one |like you. W knows? If | live |ong enough
perhaps | will see you in your reincarnation, for surely you would not cone
back as anything other than what you are now Vale, old friend, vale..

They let Shiu off in Antioch where he followed the path of the great Al exander
to the Indus river. Once there, the way to his hone was open

Casca was on a birene out of Antium when Yesuvius blew and snot hered

Her cul aneum and Ponpeii beneath tons of ash and | ava. The ashes reached the
bireme far out at sea and turned the ship into a filthy ness of wet ash and
powder ed pumice that invaded everything fromthe pores of their skins to the
food they ate. They sailed into Ponpeji, amazed to see that the sea had pulled
back and left the wharves bare to the sand. People by the hundreds tried to
crowmd on deck, but only those with pernits issued by the harbor master were

t aken aboard. The rest had to take their chances that other ships were on the
way and woul d reach themin tinme. Some did. But not all . . . The two cities
di ed.

And Casca lived to see another four enperors pass. Fromtime to time he was
nmoved from one side of the ship to the other so as not to let himget |opsided
fromrow ng on only one side. H's captains passed his story around, but nost
did not believe it, thinking it only an exaggeration. No one knew how | ong he
had really been rowi ng since his papers had |ong since been | ost or destroyed.
But he was a slave and a strong one, and as such they really did not care as
Il ong as he could pull the tw n-banked oars.

The fear greatest in the m nd of Casea was the sane one that had haunted him
in the mnes of Greece: being buried alive, this time in water. Wat if the



gall ey were sunk and he was chained to the oars? He would be unable to free
hinsel f until the chains rusted away.

But, could he drown?

The answer canme in a stormoff Tergeste when his ship was smashed upon rocks
and the bottomtorn out of her. The waves rushed in, snothering all and
draggi ng the ship down. The sounds of her breaking up were |Iike a woman-or
horse-in pain, as the tinbers tore in tw or were twisted. in small pieces and
smashed on the rocks. Casca found hinsel f under water. The chains hol ding him
down to his bench were free as the bench itself was torn apart. The waters

cl osed over him and the bl ackness came. His | ast thought was: Perhaps, | can
drown. ..

But consciousness returned to him a consciousness where he was on the beach
throwing up. His nouth was full of seaweed and sand, his chains were w apped
around him and the stormstill raged. But he was alive and on the beach. And
al one. Pieces of his galley were strewn all about him Casca's |ungs gave a
heave and water poured out of themin a flow They enptied, and then with a
spasm sucked air back in. H s beard and hair were a tangled nass, | ooking
amazingly |like the seaweed surroundi ng him

Pulling hinmself erect, Casca |looked to the sea and down the beach. The rain
whi pped his face as the stormcontinued its efforts to destroy the | and.

Rai sing his chains to the storm he cried out:

"Well, damm it, here | go again. The wheel turns once nore. The circle
repeats."”

He nmade his way fromthe beach. Passing a fisherman's shack, he |ooked in. The
pl ace was enmpty, but there were a few rags of clothing lying on a cot, They
were infinitely better than the soiled loin cloth he had been wearing w thout
change for the |ast four years.

It was the | ast year of the reign of Domitian when Casca's ship foundered on
the rocks and freed himfromthe oars, but tinme now had little nmeaning for
him Season foll owed season, year after year, until the days and the decades
were all one. Sonetinmes it seened to himas if time itself was conpressed; at
other times it was exaggerated; but he did what he had al ways done-lived by
the sword, one way or another. The only pattern was that he was al ways a
nmercenary, whether as a soldier, or as a bodyguard for a merchant, or as a
guard for a petty prince. He preferred the noney of the merchants to the
chancy and risky favors of the princes.

He even put in some tine as a pirate operating out of the Kikladhes island
chain off G eece-near where he had served in the mnes. Hs prowess with the
sword and fantastic strength made hi m wel cone wherever it seenmed there was
going to be trouble-and he usually found it. But he always noved on, afraid to
stay in one place too |long | est someone question his youthful appearance and
draw concl usi ons that could be dangerous for him

For a tinme he was chief of a tribe in the Caucus mountains. He had killed the
former chief in an argunent over a herd of goats. But again, while the life
style there was sinple, the elders started looking at hima little strangely
since he seened to show no sign of aging. And when the youngest and nost
beautiful worman in the tribe offered himeverything his heart could desire if
he woul d just share his secret of continuing youth with her, he knew that it
was tinme to nmove on w thout any good-byes, ~and he did. By ship out of Poti,
he sailed to Varna inThrace, taking with himthe treasury of the village. It
wasn't much. Mst of the village wealth was in goats, but there was enough
silver to tide himover for a while.

And so he cane to Pel a.

He was outside the city, taking his tine, enjoying the Geek spring, when the
snel | of smoke cane close on him In those rocky hills, that usually nmeant not
a forest fire but a house. Casca hiked his pack up higher on his back and
began to trot toward the spiraling colum of snmoke he had spotted. Cresting a
small rise, he threw hinself flat and took in the situation. Bandits were

| ooting a house, and right now two of themwere trying to get the | egs apart
on a female they were holding to the ground. Even from Casca's vantage poi nt



her | egs | ooked good, but... None of ny business, he thought, and started to
back away out of sight. But he stopped for one nore | ook at the woman.

"Shiu was right," Casca grunbled to hinmself. "I'm a damed do-gooder. One of
these days |'mgoing to get ny head beat in for sticking ny big nose where it
doesn't belong." Dropping his pack, he took his sword fromits scabbard and

| ooked over the situation. There were two hol ding the wonan down while a third
was piling up the house possessions they wanted to take. Well, mght as well
get it on. Casca began trotting down the rise, slowly at first, then faster
The two were intent on getting sone ass and didn't ook up until the slapping
sound of his sandals told them he was al nost on them One rose up, an
enbarrassed | ook on his face, and Casca's bl ade took his head off. Wthout any
hesitation he turned and | opped the right armoff the man just trying to get
his | oincloth back up. The one | ooting the house got one | ook at what was
happeni ng and took off for high ground, trying to put as much di stance as
possi bl e between hinsel f and that madman.

The wonman, Neda, was not ungrateful, and her husband had been killed by the
bandits. Al so, Casca was still a pretty good-looking man if one |iked them a
little thick and rough. Neda knew how to gentle him and Casca worked the
farm The nights sitting with his wonman were good, and he knew the first
contentnent of his life. The farm prospered, and soon they bought the four
adj oi ni ng parcels of land and had ten freednmen working for them The years
were good. Casca had discovered | ove. Neda was the first wonan he had ever
really loved, not nerely used. Mire, for the first tine he knew t he power of a
woman' s | ove, for Neda | oved himas much as he |loved her. Life was an idyll.
Not only did he know the pleasure of her magnificent body, but there was a
thrill in sinply watching her walk. Her hips rolled with each step in a way
only she could. In a cromd of a hundred wonen he coul d recogni ze her fromthe
back instantly just by that sweet, tantalizing roll of hips.

But even idylls have their endings.

The tine cane when he found her |ooking at himstrangely. Traces of silver had
begun to appear in her own hair, but none in his Wen she asked hi m how he
kept from going gray he knew that the end of his first and only hone was in

si ght.

So the night cane when he lay with her for the last time and took her with a
gent | eness that woul d not have been possible before he net her. He gave her
the full neasure of his love and lay in the dark

- listening to her breathing, her head on his chest. He could inagine her
dark eyes closed, a small smile on her lips as she slept the deep sleep of a
worman who knows she has been loved with all the intensity of soul a man can
know. Her |ong, soft, brown hair -snelled of the sun and fields, fresh and
clean. It was a dreamlight blanket covering them both. Casca | eaned down and
ki ssed her softly, fearful that she would wake. He eased gently out of the bed
and crept out of the house and crossed the fields to where the foreman of his
workers lived with his woman. Waki ng the nman, he gave hima letter for his
worman, then turned his face to the East. He was wal king away fromthe only
worman he had ever |oved. Where would he go? There was word that there would be
another war with Parthia. H s face darkened. The wheel would turn once nore.
The foreman gave her the letter the next day, and it read:

Wman. All things nmust end. As | came to you fromthe hills, so | have to

continue the journey I amon. Know that all is in your name, and the property
is for you, and the noney. | have need for little, and took only enough for ny
j our ney.

Know that | have | oved you as | have never |oved anyone or anything in ny
life, and I amolder than you think. But I amdriven, and cannot escape ny
fate. A great and wise friend of mne once told me that he believes everything

is agreat circle. All that was, will be again, and when one dies he will be
reborn in the future. If he is right, then if the gods are kind, perhaps when
the circle turns far enough we will neet again. | love you now, and will |ove

you a thousand years from now.
I am



CASCA

The | egi on accepted the services of one so ably qualified wthout question. In
his time in Geece, Casca had acquired new identity docunents, so there was no
difficulty there. He was i nmedi ately inducted. The fact that he was in need of
no-or at the least, little training, was wel comed, and Casca prepared hinself
for atime in the legions of Rome. Here at |east he knew the routines and how
to deal with nost of the problens that would cone.

He had enlisted in Sidon. Fromthere, after a refresher course, he was sent to
join the army of the general Avidius Cassius in Damascus. He had returned to
the legions arid the eagles of Rone. Marcus Aurelius was emperor, and it was
one hundred and fifty years since the Jew had been crucified in Jerusal em
Casca was anmazed when he | ooked at his reflection in the brass mirror when he
shaved. Well, old boy, you don't |ook a day over one hundred and forty. | have
outlasted themall. Even Jerusal em has been destroyed and the tenple of the
Jews torn down, yet | remain. The enperors of Rome turn to dust. How many have
cone and gone since ny birth? Let ne see. Augustus, Tiberius, Caligula,

C audi us, Nero that slug, Galba, OQho, Vitellus, Vespa sian, who started the
war on the Jews, and then his son Tftus who finished themoff and scattered

t hem t hr oughout the world, Domitian, Nerva, Trajan (now there was a hell of a
man), Antoni nus Pius, and Marcus Aurelius and Lucius Verus, but now that
Lucius is dead there is just Aurelius-Eighteen enperors have come and gone,

but "'mstill here and the sane. At least, | think |'"'mthe same. How would |
know i f | have changed. Anyway, who cares?
TVEENTY- FOUR

Casca wat ched his conmmander. Avidi us Cassius was gazing out toward the desert,
a |l ook of intense concentration on his hard face. He seemed a |iving copy of
the stone bust that night be made of himshould this canpai gn succeed and the
enperorship be within his grasp. That's what general s thought about, wasn't
it? What they would get personally out of a battle? Shit! Was there any rea

di fference between a general and a trooper? For the soldier, rape and plunder?
For the general, laurels and honor... and riches? Ch, hell no. Sure, you

t hought about what you coul d get-but wouldn't a general also plan the battle?
Pl an the whol e canpaign in this case? Wat was it |like to be a general ? What
went through a general's nmind? The thought sniffed idly at the edges of
Casca's brain: The Jew said that what | am | shall remain. Did he nmean | will
al ways be a trooper and never a general? But would | want to be a general ?
Wuld I know what the hell to do if 1 were a general? If | were Avidius
Cassius, what would | be thinking of right now? He | ooked at the stone-faced
bastard, but he could read nothing in the marble features. Hell, that's his
job. Mne is to do what | will be told.

Avi di us Casius was indeed thinking about the canpaign, and his mnd was a
conplicated pattern of history, facts, possibilities, problems, and plans.
Across the desert lay Parthia, the eneny he intended to conquer, and one not
to be taken lightly. The Parthians thensel ves were direct descendants of the
great enpire of Persia that Xerxes had | ed so magnificently. Then, when the
great Al exander's generals divided his enpire anong thensel ves, Ptol eny had

t aken Egypt and the Sel euci ds had taken Persia. Thus the Parthians comnbi ned
the best of the Greek and Persian world in their armes. For hundreds of years
they had held off the Roman eagles. Many times the Roman arm es had i nvaded,
and even destroyed Ctesiphon, but |ike the phoenix of their |egends, Parthia
al ways rose again. And again. Only the Germans equal ed the Parthians for the
amount of trouble they gave Rone.

Details of the Parthian military organization ran through Avidius's nind

form dabl e heavy cavalry... the cataphracti. . . wearing arnored scal es and
armed with the great |ance, the contus... using shock tactics to break their
eneny lines. These were the wealthy and the nobles for the nost part. The bul k
of the Parthian cavalry was nmade up of horse archers of great skill in
shooting and riding. Now those bowren.... Destroy them and

-Inwardly Avidius sniled.



Thi s campai gn had been wel | -pl anned. The | egi ons of Ronme had gat hered at
Bostra and Damascus. There were contingents from Thrace and Africa. Even three
cohorts of the Tenth were present for the canpaign, being tenporarily assigned
to the praetor Avidius Cassius." Well. . . praetor now ... who knows what the
future will hold? The strength was there. Cassius was not about to repeat the
nm st akes made when | ast he cane to Parthia and had to share conmand w th that
head- i n- hi s-ass bastard who had fucked up that canpaign. This tine he was in
sol e command, and that would make the difference.

Al ready the native contingents of Armenia had, in response to his nessage of
aid, sent their forces across their borders and were harassing the Parthi ans
fromthe north. Even now they were holding the city of Am da under siege while
auxiliaries from Cappadocia and Galatia, with the aid of several Roman
cohorts, were attacking Europa. This should serve to split the forces of
Parthia and draw them off in several directions. Nowit was time for himto
play his hole card. He would take his |l egions and native auxiliaries and cross
this great desert before himon a direct forced march. Five hundred niles as
the crow flies and they would reach the valley of the Euphrates. For weeks now
Avi di us had been sending out units into the desert, laying in caches of water
and food. Now he was ready. Once he gave the conmand to formthe | egions they
woul d march thirty niles a day and cone in fromthe south, just north of

Babyl on, and attack Ctesiphon fromthe rear while the bulk of the Parthian
armes were involved with trying to relieve the sieges of Am da and Europa.
Avi di us Cassius gave the conmand to formthe |legion, and the army entered the
great desert. The Arab auxiliaries rode their canels wapped in their
vol um nous robes, their faces covered by scarves to keep the sand fromtheir
nout hs and noses. Avidius had | earned nmuch fromhis last venture into the
hostil e regions of Parthia. He was an anmbitious nman, |ean and sharp-featured,
and his brain was just as |ean and sharp. He understood that his soldiers
woul d have to be in the best condition possible if they were to have any
chance for success after the desert crossing. Therefore all arnmor was taken
and put into carts and on the back of the pack aninmals. The soldiers were

i ssued robes not dissimlar to those the Arabs wore. Only the troops assigned
to flanking duty and point were in arnor, and these troops were changed
several times a day. They entered the desert, and scorpions and snakes were
tranpl ed under the heels of twenty thousand Romans and their allies. Avidius
had planned well. The nmiles rolled by, and fewin his charge were lost to the
sun or to thirst. Only sixteen hundred would die in the twenty days of the
mar ch.

Casca lost hinmself in the famliar routine of the march. Like the others, he
tried to ignore the omipresent force of the sun beating down |ike a hanmer
fromthe heavens. The arny marched head bowed, concentrating on putting one
foot in front of the other as though this was their only m ssion on earth.
Each knew that to be separated fromthe colum was to die. It was up to them
to keep up the back- breaki ng-and m nd- br eaki ng- pace that Avidius had set.
Stragglers were | eft behind, and few ever showed up again. They were either
killed or sold into slavery by the bands of bandits and scavengers who
followed after the Romans |ike hyenas waiting for the |l eftovers and scraps.
But even they stopped followi ng after a week. The desert was too nuch.

Several canp followers had attached thenselves to the | egions as such have
done since time imenorial. Many were the favorites of officers who had
brought them along for their own confort and pl easure. Avidius had them al
strangl ed the fourth day of the march when he saw how rmuch of his precious
supply of water they were using. Since none would survive the four days wal k
back to the last outpost, either dying alone or suffering the ugly death or
slavery they would get fromthe scavengi ng bands that trailed after the arny,

Avi di us considered his order to kill theman act of kindness on his part.
Besi des, dead they could say nothing of any plans they may have heard about.
And so the arny marched, feet dragging and tongues beginning to swell. But

just before the ordeal became unbearable they would reach one of the caches,
and the dole of water and grain would be made. It was not enough to satisfy,



only sufficient to sustain life, but that it did.
On the long march Casca again kept his own counsel, his mnd trying to make

sone sense out of his existence. Wiat was it Shiu had said... that life is the
great circle and that what was will be again, and nothing is destroyed, only
changed? The |l egion. | have returned once nore, yet nothing has changed in the
years since last | fought for Rone. Everything is the sane. The talk, the
desires, the fears... The years have changed, but not man... and not ne. |
still feel the sane as | did when | served with the Seventh in Germany. Even
the duties are the sane. Well, shit. If | amcondemed to live, you would
think at least that | wouldn't get so thirsty or hungry. | know that | don't
get sick as the others do when things get rough and there's a | ack of food and
water. But | feel all the thirst they do... and the hunger. Right now | could

eat the south end of a north-bound hyena.

The days passed. The country changed to a surrealistic | andscape of rock. And
finally the word cane back fromthe front colum and ran along the thirty
mles of marching soldiers. "The Euphrates! W are at the valley. The river is
in sight."

The desire to run for the river overcane nmany of the soldiers, but they were
beat en back at Avidius's order. He would allow no intimation of any kind of
pani c or disorder. Forcing his troops into line, rank by rank, he marched them
toward the river Euphrates. There they put their faces into the alluvial
waters that had fed the first enpires of earth. Casca, |like the others, drank
deep, filling his belly until it seened it would either burst or throw up. It
did neither. Wen they had drunk, Avidius Cassius ordered canp to be set up
and foragers to be sent out Fromhere on they would wear their arnmor and
follow the rules and regul ati ons of the conventional order of battle.
Ctesiphon lay fifty mles away. Two days' march, and they would reach their
objective. But first, a day's rest

The I egions formed. The outriders were sent racing ahead to stop any warni ng
of their approach. Al villagers and other persons in the path were herded
into retaining pens to prevent their informng the capital of the approach of
the eagles and their allies.

It was anazi ng what one day's rest could acconplish. Wth that one day the
Romans had reconstituted thensel ves and were even now | ooki ng as form dabl e as
if they were parading on the Field of Mars in Rone itself.

The foragers returned, driving cattle and sheep before them Wgons were sent
out to loot the villages of their stored grain. The Roman arny woul d feed on
the land, and if in their path they left starvation for those of the |and they
crossed, well, that was just the way it was... and al ways had been. Eat, or be
eat en.

Avi dius sent his Arab contingents racing ahead of the main army. They reached
and isolated the city of the G eek kings, Seleucia. The Arabs kept the

i nhabitants inside the walls, and no nessenger reached Ctesiphon. Just a few
hours across the Tigris the lights of the great tenple of Zeus gleaned in the
evening, the fires on his altar synbolizing eternity. The light cavalry of the
Arabs performed its task admirably. The slower foot soldiers of the |egion
advanced, escorted by their heavy cavalry. That night the legion rested within
eyeshot of Ctesiphon and made ready for the crossing of the river.
Confiscating all boats and barges, before dawn broke they had established a
bri dgehead on the other side and had begun the crossing. Tine after time, like
strange water-borne beetles, the small boats and skin coracles of the native
fishernen served Rone, transporting soldiers. The horses and livestock were
herded across under their own power.

It woul d have been a nmiracle for the Roman forces to be able to reach the
wal I s of Ctesiphon without being observed, but through the planning of Avidius
they did reach within striking distance. The city faced the Romans before any
hel p coul d reach the Parthians fromthe distant battlefields of Europa and

Ami da. There the forces of Parthia were enbroiled in a bleeding fight with
their Armeni an enem es, Romans, and Cappadoci ans. Even as Avi di us appr oached
Ct esi phon, the defeated Parthians were withdrawing fromthe battle around



Europa, and that city was in Roman hands. The Part hi ans had achi eved greater
success agai nst the Arnenians who had not had the benefit of Roman troop
support to stiffen their lines and serve as a nodel. The Arneni ans were
reeling back to their own border in panic, pursued by the heavy cavalry of the
Part hian enpire. Yet even their defeat served the purposes of Avidius Cassius
wel | enough. Al these actions had drawn off the majority of the arned forces
of Parthia. By the time they could return to their capital it would be too
late. Even if they cane faster than expected, they woul d be exhausted and worn
out fromtheir trials and battles. Avidius was confident of his victory

Casca watched the preparations for the coming battle with a detached eye.
Gradual 'y, though, an unusual and oddly upsetting feeling began to possess
him It was as though he were soneone el se watching the scenario of his life
bei ng endl essly repeated. Even the sinplest routine things took on an oddly

m spl aced, unreal tinge. The pylumon his shoul der and the w cker contai ner
full of light throwi ng spears-even the small steel heads and bamboo bodi es of

the spears thensel ves-seened to be slightly unreal... as though he were
wat ching a circular dreamthat went round and round. He wondered if he were
goi ng mad.

The arny drew near to the city and finally invested it all around. Avidius
Cassius sent this nessage to the city el ders:

Hail, citizens of Ctesiphon. | am Avidius Cassius, praetor and consul of Rone.
| make you this one offer-and no nore.

Send out your nmen to fight, and we shall settle this as nmen of war shoul d.
Your armies in the battles to the north, at Europa and Am da, have been
destroyed. How el se should | be here before your walls unopposed? Surrender
the city, or send out your nen to do battle. If you agree to surrender, | give
you mmy sol emm oath on the honor of Rome that none in your city shall suffer or
be sold into slavery. There shall be no rape or pillaging. But if you refuse,
again on ny honor | swear that every living thing in your city shall perish,
even unto the beasts and vermn. | shall level your city to the earth and sow
the ground with salt so that nothing rmay ever live here again. That is my word
and ny honor. Surrender, or come forth and do battle. You have until the first
[ight of dawn to nmake your reply. And then all shall die.

I am

AVI DI US CASSI US

Commander of the Roman Forces in Parthi a.

That night the Iegion dug in around the only entrances to and fromthe city.
Casca sat watching the walls, wondering what the next day would bring. Wuld
the city surrender? O fight? Mist of the Parthian cavalry was away to the

battles in Europa and Am das, but there were still the city guards and many
vet erans who remnai ned behind. The city should be able to nuster at | east
thirty thousand men. Well, we'll find out in the norning . . . Casca nade a

nmeal of dates and barley ground together and washed the whole down with a
mout hful of water fromthe Tigris. Wapping his cloak around him he found a
soft spot on the earth and curled up after shifting around for a few m nutes
and noving sonme small stones out of critical spots.

He slept the sleep of soldiers the world over. The ni ght passed while the
Roman guards wal ked their perineters. One sang softly of his girl at home and
woul d she wait for himwhile he was away... an old story to be endlessly
repeated. Casca slept lightly. Any unknown sound was enough to jerk his eyes
open instantly for a quick |ook around. Then, just as fast, they would close
and he woul d be asl eep agai n.

Instincts are hard to lose, and well before the final hour Casca arose and
prepared hinmself and his gear, wi ping down his arnor and giving his sword one
| ast honi ng. The scrapi ng sound of the honing, whispering through the dark
predawn, was echoed by many others doing the sane thing.

The arny of Avidius was filled with veterans who had plied their trade from
Spain to Numidia and beyond. The only thing that Casca noticed as being
different fromthe |egions of Augustus, with whom he had served, was that
there were a great deal nore nmen fromthe barbarian [ ands serving in the



| egi on- Germans and Sarmations, even blue-eyed Celts fromthe tiny isles called
Britannia. Shaking his head, Casca wondered what had happened to the val or of
Romans that they now showed an ever-increasing need to bring in barbarians to
fill their armes. Didn't the idiot politicians know that they were training
and supplying | eadership for those whomthey would have to fight some day?
True, not all of these foreigners would return hone, but some woul d, and when
they were back with their hone tribes they would teach themthe Roman manner
of fighting, and when that happened the day of Rome was nunbered. \Wen the
order and discipline that nade Rone great was common to the barbarians of the
north, they would swoop down and feed on the decayi ng carcass of a corrupt
nati on that no | onger deserved to rule. Thinking back on the ruined tenples
and other relics of the forgotten cities he had passed on his way to Cenchrea
so many years before, he again wondered if he would live 'to see Ronme in
ruins.

Going to the river to rinse off his face, he heard the voices of the soldiers
tal king. As he passed one group, a trooper called out to Casca, holding up a
goat ski n wi ne sack: "Kanerade, willst due eme trink haben mt uns?" Shaking
his head no, Casca returned to his conpany area, but he grunbl ed underneath
his breath: It may not be nuch | onger. When the | anguage of the legion is
German, how | ong can Rone endure? _

Dawn rose over the plains of Persia. Here had nmarched conquerors whose
once-m ghty arm es now were dust. Here the |land had known the tread of

Al exander's Greek phal anx as they passed on their way to lay the world at the
feet of the young Macedonian. Now the inheritors of his enpire, Ronme and
Parthia, met again. At first light the forces of Parthia marched out the great
gate and forned their lines facing the Romans. Rank after rank, they bristled
with spears and with the fear-sone | am nated bow that could drive its arrow
through all but the thickest arnmor. The forces of Parthia waited, their faces
cal m and determ ned. They knew the choice they had made: victory or death.
Inside the city the altar fires were being lit and the priests were
sacrificing to their gods. Not even Baal Amon was negl ected. He received his
nmeasure of blood. Kettle drunms began to roll, and the city's dogs began to
how in the way of prenonition that animals have of comi ng violence. Parthia
faced Rone.

Avidius was no tiro. He had planned everything to the last detail. He forned
his infantry into four ranks deep and placed his cavalry on the Parthian left
to keep them from being able to break into the open and maneuver.

The Parthi an general called out to Avidius:

"Roman! Do you hear ne?" His Latin was heavily | oaded with a Greek accent.
"Roman, hear me. W have accepted your terms. It is not within our rights to
surrender the city without a battle being given, but we have seen you, and you
are not greater in nunber than we. So in response to your ultimatum| give you
m ne. Lay down your arms and | eave our country, and you will be spared. Go
back the way you canme, and you will live. Stay, and you will die. W are
warriors, as are you. The only favor | ask is that this day's business be
handl ed as such, with honor. W are here. Romans, what is your answer?"

The Parthi ans opened ranks. Their |egendary bowren stepped forward, the bows
hal f drawn back, ready to raise and fire in an instant and drive those deadly
feathered barbs into the hearts of their ancient enemnies.

Avi di us gave one quick command, and the |legion formed the testudo, the
maneuver nanmed after the tortoise shell because the shields of the

| egi onnai res were placed over their heads and to the front and sides, form ng
a strong shell surrounding their bearers.

As the legion formed the testudo, the Parthians let fly their arrows. Sone
found their way into the faces, throats, and stomachs of the Romans and their
allies, but not enough. Having faced the Parthian bows before, Avidius had
prepared for them and had i ssued hides of |eather to cover the shields of the
tortoi se. These hel ped stop the anazing penetrating qualities of the Parthian
bows. As the legions forned the shell, they opened their ranks for an instant
and behind was Avidius's secret weapon. One hundred rapid-fire ballistac had



been assenbled in the night by his engineers. They had been carried with great
secrecy on special nmules and canels all the way from Anti och where they had
been nade in secrecy and in that manner transported to his forces just before
t hey had noved out from Bostra and Damascus.

The ballistae | ooked a great deal |ike the Parthian bows as their crews

wi nched back the horsehair w ndings that would let the heavy darts fly forth
wi th enough force to go through two to three men at a tine The first volley
left over five hundred Parthians dead in the dust, nmost of themthe

i rrepl aceabl e bowren. Before the Parthians could respond to this surprise
tactic, the light cavalry of the Arab contingent attacked their left flank
with their om flight of arrows, foll owed by a smashing charge of the Roman
heavy cavalry. This forced the flank of the Parthians back in dn itself.
Avi di us, using what he called the swinging |ever principle, applied his

heavi est pressure to one flank and thus conpressed it back, creating
congestion and naking it difficult for the Parthians to have any kind of
cohesive control. Step by step the Romans forced the Parthians to a spot
between the walls of Ctesiphon and the banks of the Tigris.

The special four-rank formation that Aviditis had ordered now proved its
value. A man on the line was good for only about fifteen mi nutes constant
fighting before he was exhausted. The four-rank formation anticipated that. As
one rank became tired, the centurion in charge would watch carefully for the
nmonent to signal the change of ranks. Like a nagician's sleight of hand, when
the trumpet blew the second rank would step forward and take the place in
line, letting the nen they relieved go to the rear to becone the fourth rank
This way, each man had only fifteen mnutes to fight out of each hour. The
constant supply of fresh troops was too much for even the val orous Parthi ans,
and the pressure began to show on them

Casca was in the second rank when the fight began. He held hinself back. Damm

it, | amnot going to get involved. I'll just do what | have to do to get by.
I am not going to get enotional... But the ranks behind began beating on their
shields in time with the druns, the flats of their blades resounding like a
pul se beat as they hanmered their way into Casca's brain. No! | amnot going
to do it... Even as he said No! his gladius cane up as if with a mind of its
own, and, like a child breaking down, Casca |let |oose a primal cry and began

beating his shield harder and harder, wanting his turn at the wall of flesh
facing him Then the centurion in charge of his mani ple gave the order, and,
like a beast, Casca raced forth into the gap, his sword flashing in the
nmorni ng |ight.

They fought and fought. The ground becane slippery with the bl ood of

t housands, and men died because they lost their footing and were tranpled to
death in the bloody clay mud. Many drowned, their nouths filled w th bl ood
that had collected in pools into which they had been unlucky enough to fal
face first and had never been able to get up because the crazed nmen above them
stood on their bodies trying to find a better footing.

And Casca cried

Tears fl owed down his face as he fought and killed, fought and killed, and
killed again. His face struck terror into those who confronted this insane
crying Roman. When his rank was signaled to step back, he refused. Unconscious
of the order, he stayed in the front |ine, chopping and hacking. Tinme and
again blows struck him tearing holes in his arnor, gougi ng chunks of meat
fromhim Then there came a burning in his left thigh. Looking down, he saw an
arrow shaft sticking out of his leg. Roaring in rage-filled angui sh and nent al
grief, he grabbed the shaft and pulled. The barbed head renmai ned inside, but

t he gut bindings used to hold the bronze arrowhead to the shaft came | oose
under his tugging, and the shaft came out. A Parthian noble, gorgeous in
bright Tyrian purple, threw hinmself bodily over the head of some of his
countrynen to get at this nad Roman. Casca caught himas he canme over, and

wi th one hand he squeezed the Iife out of the noble while at the sane tine
smashing the brains out of a wounded Parthian bowran with his shield. He

regai ned his sword and hacked away.



The butchery continued through the day Only chest-heavi ng exhaustion forced
Casca to stop his personal slaughtering. He |lay behind while the ranks of the
Romans forced the Parthians back. Back against the river and the walls. Casca
| ay and sobbed, his mind whirling with inages and patterns he coul d not
understand. The battle was al nbst done. Raising hinself, he stunbled over the
battl efield, stepping heedl essly over the bodies of the dead and dying. Crying

still, he screamed out |oud, but no one paid any attention to him Md-ness in
one formor another was not unusual in battle.
"Is this all there is for nme?" he cried to the unanswering heavens. "Is this

what | am condemed to repeat over and over, never ending? Is this what |
really am a beast fit only for butchering his own kind?"

But there was no answer fromthe sky, darkening now with a com ng storm

The last of the Parthians was dead or in chains.

"The wailing of the wonen in the city was an eerie testinony to the
devastation outside the walls. The noble Avidius Cassius had pronised they
woul d be spared and not sold into slavery if their nen cane out. At |east they
and their children would be spared that. But their men were dead.

The arrow in Casca's leg burned like the acid in his soul as he worked his way
m ndl essly across and away fromthe battlefield. He sobbed, and stunbled wth
tear-blinded eyes.

It was over.

For now, at least, it was over.

TVENTY- FI VE

Dark clouds raced | ow over the plains of Parthia. Streaks of |ightning shot
fromthemlike shining | ances spearing the raped earth beneath. The waters of
the Tigris reflected rust-colored |ights.

Bl ood, Casca thought. Deat h.

He clinbed wearily to the top of a nound and sat upon a pile of once-sunbaked
bricks, now lead gray in the stormight, and | ooked across the plains. The
roof of a house showed that the nobund he sat on was covering a ruined building
fromthe msts of antiquity. To the southeast |ay anci ent Babyl on, abandoned,
forsaken all these centuries, know ng the footsteps of only a few shepherds.
Eternity. . . Casca |ooked at his hands. They were covered with bl ood that was
turning black fromexposure to the air and drying on his skin. The arrowhead
in his thigh had settled in with a dull throbbing. He raised his
grime-streaked face to the skies. The storm clouds were great cunul us
stallions racing toward some unknown infinity. As they crowded together, the
dark deepened. In the flickering light and shadows that preceded darkness he

| ooked out upon a scene that could only have cone froma tortured m nd. Bel ow
on the plains were forty-five thousand nen | ocked in an obscene caricature of
humani ty, hol ding each other in contorted positions of death. Broken spears
and gear littered the earth as far as Casca could see. For what? He | ooked
toward the cause, that great city.

Ct esi phon was no nore. The flames of the burning city reached up with bl ack
greasy fingers to the storny sky. The screans of the inhabitants blended with
the roar of the flames. Ctesiphon was being put to the sword and to the torch
her remai ni ng peopl e nmarched off into slavery-after the soldiers had first
taken their pleasures, for is not rape the right of conquest? And what purpose
do women serve other than that of servicing nen? Those too old were put to the
sword. The children were |oaded into carts for the long journey to the slave
mar kets of Syria where they would be auctioned of f.

The Parthi an commander, surrounded by his dead followers, lay on the field,
his mouth filled with dirt. The noble had died in spasnms, biting at his wounds
and the earth like a mad dog. At this nmoment his favorite wife was opening her
legs and letting a squad of |egionnaires take their pleasure with her in the
hope that she and her children would be spared. The king's sons had al ready
been quickly put to the sword-even to the babes. The best way to stop a royal
line fromcropping up to give trouble later was to wipe it out conpletel y-and
t he Romans were practical nen

Four thousand surviving warriors were chai ned together and were even now



passi ng over the horizon, the cries of their wonmen still ringing in their
ears. Ctesiphon burned. The Roman eagles were triunphant. Only a snall

det achrment remai ned behind for nopping up operations and to occupy the capita
for a while. What remained of Ctesiphon would serve as a forward base and
headquarters. The bul k of the arny was already on the march for the glory of
its general

While the city burned, another flame was born in the brain of its conqueror
Warnmed with pleasure over the victory, Avidius Cassius considered his worth as
a senator and | eader of Ronme. He reflected the true value of Roman honor; it
seened only natural that the thought would come: Ave Avidius, inperator! The
spark caught in his mnd ... |nperator

There were no sparks in Casca's mnd. He turned his eyes upon the forty-five

t housand dead nen littering the field of battle. OGther battles, other dead.
How many scenes |like this had he lived through? How many nore could he face?
Dead nen ... their corpses littered the ground as far as the eye coul d see.
Horses .. . they screaned |like wonen, their shrieks rising in the storny air
until, one by one, a nember of the nop-up squad would nercifully slice the
beast's throat, letting its rich blood join that of its human master in
feeding the hungry soil beneath. Scavenging soldiers... Romans wal ked over the
field below him looting the bodies of the vanqui shed eneny. Parthia was no
nore. Killing the wounded was the final act of this dreadful scenario.
Forty-five thousand nmen... eyes wi de and staring... accusing the gods and
forces that drove them .. their nmouths black gaping holes filled with silent
screans... hands frozen in the act of clawing to reach the heavens... or
digging into the torn earth as if seeking confort. Dead. Dead. Dead!

Dead... dead.. . all could kill, all could be killed

-all but ne! The thought came screanming into Casca's nind

Enough!

Taking his torn and bl oody arnmor from his chest, he raised his voice to the
now-t hunderi ng ski es above. The nenory of another day and another storm washed
over him... How long ago? Two hundred years? Fat drops of rain fell to the
ground. Distant thunder runbled its way cl pser

Tears streaked Casca's face, and the years of his anguish rushed up into his
throat and burst forth in a soul-ripping cry. Drawing his gladius fromits
scabbard, the bl ade notched and dull fromthe day's slaughter, he cried out:
"Yeshua! Jesus! Jew God or devil!"

H s own voice seened to be one with the thunder. Raising hinself erect and

hol ding the sword to the heavens, he cried:

"I'n the nanme of pity, let ne die! Wat | did to you those |ong years ago in
Jerusal emwas as nothing to what you have done to nme. | have been punished a

t housand tinmes over. You are the one without pity or conpassion. The | ove your
followers preach is a lie. You are far nmore cruel than me or any nan. You have
died-let me do the sane!"

Wth one final great inarticulate cry Casca turned the blade to his chest. His
nmuscl es straining, he doubled over and drove the two-foot blade straight

t hrough his heart, and a foot of the Roman short sword stuck out his back, the
soldier's blade alnost cutting his heart into two pieces within his chest. The
pai n screanmed through his nerves.

He called for death to take him to give himpeace, and, as he felt his life
force ebbing, draining fromhim a sense of gratitude warned his brain.

"Deat h," he whispered through bl ood-flecked lips, "welcome. . . welcone."

The sword noved in his hand. No!

No! cane the panic-stricken thought, no!

The bl ade was being forced back out fromhis body and fromhis heart.

"No!" he screamned.

Silently, slowy, irresistibly, the blade was forced out of his body. He
fought as he never had to keep the blade inside him but he was |osing the
battl e.

He was | osing his death.

Now t he bl ade was conpletely out of him He could feel the torn heart already



mendi ng itself.

Casca stood, his face to the nowthundering skies, rain breaking over himin a
torrent, and cried out, sobbing in grief:

"Let me die! Damm You, let me die! How |l ong rmust | endure?"

A col d shock grabbed his brain. The voice of the Jew came fromthe thunder and
struck his consciousness with the words:

until we neet again.

TVENTY- SI X

ol dnman opened his eyes, and the blur between dream and reality vani shed.
There was no mi staki ng where he was; the click of the air conditioning com ng
on and beginning its interninable throbbing was faniliar enough proof he was
sitting in a hard, governnent issue chair in the hospital room at Nha Trang,
Vietnam Yet, his clothes were soaked with sweat, and a chill went through him
as the cold air noved in the room

And there was another, nore inportant, detail that was not right.

The hospital bunk was enpty.

Casey- Casca-was gone..

A cold wash of fear ran over CGoldman. Mnentarily his mind filled again with
the sights and sounds and snell of that |ast great battle on the Parthian

pl ai ns.
O was it the snell of blood coming fromthe hospital norgue next door? There
were, of course, rational ways to rule out hallucinations. After all | ama

doctor, forcing the energi ng panic back to the dark where it cane from He
made a controlled unhurried visual survey of the room It was precisely as he
had remenbered it. Nothi ng whatever had changed except that Casey was no

| onger on the bed. And, considering where his chair was placed, no one could
have rolled a stretcher into the roomand taken the wounded man while he
slept. He | ooked at the bed. Had the man never been there in the first place?
No. There was the indentation a body would nornally have nade, and the top
sheet was pushed aside much as it woul d have been if Casey had sinply gotten
up of his own accord and left the room

ol dnman bent over the bed and absently ran his fingers lightly over the
surface. He felt a lingering trace of warnth. He | ooked back at the door
Closed. Feeling a little foolish, he bent down and | ooked under the bed. He
could see all the way to the shadowed wall. Nothing. He made a careful search
of the entire room Enpty of any human life other than his own.

Odd. Dammed odd.

He snapped the fingers of his right hand. He coul d hear the sharp noise
distinctly. He noved his hand against the light. No. He was in full command of
his own senses, a rational human bei ng.

Yet. ..

He opened the door and stepped out into the hall and found hinmsel f stunbling,
hi s body functioning as though all the energy had been drained fromit. The

| et hargy wei ghed down his |linmbs as he made his way down the long hallway to
Col onel Landries's room He felt a little as though he were drunk-but he had
no menory of drinking. As he passed the ness hall, an outside door opened, and
he saw that dawn had al nost come. He checked his watch: 0430 hours. Solid
reality. Inside the mess hall the cooks were cussing out the Vietnanese

ki tchen help. Normal. Familiar.

He beat on Landries's door

"What the hell is it now?" canme the grunbling sleep-filled response from

i nsi de.

ol dman pounded agai n.

"Al'l right. Al right! Knock off the noise. |I'mcomng."

Landi res opened the door. He was wearing only Bermuda shorts, and sweat
trickled down the thin gray hairs on his chest.

"CGol dman?" He saw sonething in his surgeon's eyes. "It's Casey, isn't it? He's
dead?"

"Dead?" ol dnman | aughed. "Dead? Casey dead? No, Doctor, that is the one thing
he's not." He roared with | aughter that bordered on the hysterical



They were in Landries's office, the door |ocked, and the bottle of Jack
Dani el ' s whi skey nearly enpty on the desk. Both nen had been oblivious to the
passage of tine.

"That's all of it, Colonel," Goldman concluded. "That's it. Hs bunk is enpty,
and he is gone. | don't know if perhaps | amnotiis."

Landri es moved his gl ass between his thin, artistic fingers. Silence hung in
theroom Finally Landries reached for the bottle, divided the remaining

whi skey between his glass and Gol dman's, and threw the enpty bottle in the
wast ebasket. The gesture had a kind of routine finality to it... as though the
whol e matter was settled

Landries took a long pull fromhis glass, letting the sweet burning of the
Tennessee sippi ng whi skey settle into his stomach. "Perhaps you're right,
Goldie"-it was the first time he had ever called Gol dman anyt hi ng but

ol dnman-"Perhaps it is just as well. So. . . We will just turn it over to the
mlitary police as an AWDL fromthe hospital report and hope that's the end to
it. Somehow | don't think the MPs are going to find him And, as for the
records, both you and | know how often nedical records get |ost or destroyed
in a war zone. |'ve raised enough hell about it in the past. Well, | wouldn't
be surprised if the same thing happened to Casey's records. Al his records,
including his 201 file you sent for. No, Goldie, I wouldn't be the least bit
surprised at all if that happened. Wuld you?"

Gol dman nodded in agreenent.

"Now, as for the whole thing," the col onel continued, "what we saw and what he
told you-that is another problem" He was silent a very long tinme. "Any
suggesti ons?"

"Then let's just assunme that it's none of our dammed business and let it go at
that."

"Agreed."

"However. . ." A slow slightly malicious snmile began to format the edges of
Landries's nouth. "Next time | corner the chaplain | think I'll have sone

i nteresting questions to put to him™"

TVENTY- SEVEN

On the Sinai Peninsula an Anmerican-made hal ftrack roared and grumbled its way
over a bank of sand dunes and settled into a wadi at the base of a small

out croppi ng of rock. The driver wheel ed the vehicle around, |ocking one tread
so that it would spinin tight circles, the act of a hot-rodder that the young
Israeli soldiers in the back thoroughly enjoyed. They yelled their approval,
their tanned faces flushed with the excitenment of victory and success. As the
hal ftrack spun, the Star of David was clearly visible on its side.

The only sol di er not exuberant or |aughing was the squad | eader, but the young
Israelis did not hold this against him They considered thenselves |ucky to
have such a | eader. Perhaps he was a little too dour and sober at tines, but
they all agreed that he had an uncanny instinct for doing the right thing at
the right tinme. That instinct had saved their asses nore than once in this

| ast bout with the Egyptians in their Russian-nmade arnor. Yet, they really
knew not hi ng about the squad | eader. He was one of those who had conme from
nowhere to aid the Israelis in their struggle against the Arabs; Israel in
turn had asked no questions.

The Israeli troopers quickly dismunted and fanned out to take a careful | ook
at the area and the surrounding terrain features. The radi oman had al ready set
up his equiprment and was prepared to send or receive. The squad' s assi gnnent
was inportant; twenty nmiles to the west, on their right flank, the Egyptian
forces were reeling back in confusion and panic after an initial success; the
hal f-track's crew was to keep the Egyptians in sight and radi o back the
Egypti an position. Along with other units simlar to theirs they were to keep
the Egyptians canalized into as narrow an area as possible. This would nmake it
easier for the Israeli Air Force to pick the Egyptians off. The secondary

m ssion of the half-track squads was to take care of stragglers once the main
body of the Egyptians had passed. They would either kill themor herd them
back into the cal dron of sunburned sand and rock that was Sinai



Eveni ng was coni ng when the squad satisfied thensel ves that the area was
secure. The driver of the half-track, a smling, curly-haired young nan of
twenty, unslung his 9mm UZI submachi ne gun and squatted in the sand. G abbing
a handful between his fingers, he let it fall in separate streans to the
earth. He | ooked up at his squad | eader and said-in a voice that had Brooklyn
all over it:

"Shit, man, ain't there nothing out here but this?" He threw the |ast of the

sand down. "This ain't no fun, man. | wish to hell | hadn't let nmy old man
hype ne on that return to Israel jazz. | wouldn't be out here nowtrying to
bl ow up a bunch of ragheads."Pausing, he licked his dry lips. "I w sh we had

nmore water. It mght get thinif we're out here too |long."

The squad | eader turned to him The man's face was as rugged as these ancient
hills. He oriented his square-set body to the north, waited a nmonent as though
consi deri ng sonet hing the young driver could not know, then pointed. "There
used to be a spring at the base of two hills about two clicks fromhere," he
said. "It never ran dry. It's probably worth checking out later."

When he took his helnmet off the scar by his hairline showed white in contrast
to the deep tan of his face. The thin scar running down fromhis right eye to
the corner of his nouth was alnost invisible as it nolded itself into his
crooked grin.

The cocky young driver | ooked at him "Is that right? You been out here
bef or e?"

Bef ore Casey coul d answer, |Isaac, the rabbi's son, called the squad to evening
prayer. After all, it was the Sabbat h.

Casey watched the young warriors pray to their God in the evening light, the
sun letting red streaks break over the Sinai. He heard again the sound of the
anci ent Hebrew litany coming fromthe throats of these young nen: "It is
witten in the Law. for the Lord your God, he is God of the gods, and Lord of
the Lords, the great God, the mghty and the terrible. . . and it is witten
afterwards: He doth execute the judgnment..."

Casey stood still, letting the terrible isolation of this |and envelop him He
answered the Brooklyn Jew s question in a voice that was just a whisper that
only he heard:

"Yes. | soldiered out here a long tine ago. A very long tine ago.



