Teznmec stood frozen..

A burni ng phosphorescence, |ike the kind seen at sea that hovers over the
masts of ships, envel oped the sacrificial stone. The jade mask gl owed and
seened to throw out rays of enmerald light. Teznec held the still-beating heart

in his hand. It was throbbing, nmoving. The gol den knife dropped from Teznec's
grasp when anot her hand covered his.

Casca, his body enveloped in the green fire of the sea, stood holding Teznec's
hand stationary over the altar fire. And then Casca took his own beating heart
out of the priest's hand.

"It takes a god to kill a god, and nmy tinme is not yet cone."

"I am Casca. | amthe Quetza.

"1 am God!"

PROLOGUE

Casca came to the Rhine at the sane spot where he had fought his first battle
agai nst the German tribesnen known as the Suevii; the grass always seened to

be alittle richer where blood had been spilled. In his m nd he could al npst
make out the outlines of the fight, a smaller patch of green a hundred yards
di stant where the young nmen of the cavalry unit assigned to Casca's unit had
been pulled fromtheir horses by |ong-hooked poles and had their throats slit
with fishknives while they lay on the ground. That barbarian anbush had al nost
been successful. Only the |l egion's automatic response to danger and the

i mediate forming of the square had saved themall from being butchered and
havi ng their heads stuck on pol es outside the | onghouses of the barbaric
tribesnen from across the Rhine.

Casca wal ked slowy, nenories rushing upon him Stopping, he bent over and

pi cked up a piece of netal protruding fromthe earth. It was the handie of a
knife, a knife stuck in sonething. Tugging gently, Casca freed it. The rusty
bl ade cane forth, alnost conpletely eaten away but still strong enough to hold
the piece of human skull it had penetrated so many years ago. Qurs? O theirs?
Casca mused. He hooked his pack up higher and | ooked in the direction of the
river. He wal ked toward it, his footsteps taking himback to that first battle
when he was young and the copper taste of piss-blinding fear was in his nouth.
He knew that beneath his feet were the bones of nmen whom he had known and
served with, some friends, some not, but all conrades. The legion ... the
legion ... my only true .... . ny father and ny nother.. .. Here is where
killed ny first man over a hundred and fifty years ago. The wheel turns. As |
told the | eader of the caravan out of Anatolia before we headed for Damascus,

t he wheel s of the gods grind slow, yet they grind exceedingly fine.

Every-thing is as it was and will be. The only exception is me. | amwhat |
was and apparently always will be until the Jew conmes again. | amthe
continuation of myself. Shit, where the hell did | learn to talk like that?
Continuation my ass. | amwhat | am and perhaps | get a little maudlin now
and then. But life is still interesting. There are yet places to go, people to
neet, wonen to |ove

and .........

Casca drew hinself erect, his hand on his belt. He | ooked across the river.
The Jew said it: What | am that | shall be. Cood enough. | am Casca, soldier

of the legions, part-tine slave-but |I exist. Cogito, ergo sum | wll beat the
Jew yet. My fortuees lie in' front of ne... in life and adventure.

CASCA

GOD OF DEATH

Certainly I get feelings of synmpathy for nyself now and then, but, as He said,
I amwhat | am Therefore | shall live the life that ny destiny demands. But

as ny Oan man.

Absorbed in his interior nonol ogue, Casca had reached the river.

The Rhine, dark and swi ft, flowed before him He knelt at the same spot where

he had sl aked his thirst in the then bl oody waters of that battle so | ong ago
his battle thirst after the Suevii had broken and run, and the

| egi onnai res had sl aughtered themall the way to the river and even in it. The

passi ng face of a young German boy ran before Casca's eyes . . . and faded.



One he had killed? It grew hard to recall themall after a while. Casca sat by
t he bank of the great river |ooking across to where no Ronman in his right mnd
woul d want to be. Germania. Terra incognita. The unknown | ands of the fiercest
tri besnmen on earth. The Germans and the Parthians were the only peoples to
stand agai nst the might of Inperial Ronme. But the Parthians were cultured and
rich, with not only the heritage of the great Persian Enpire, but with the
sophi stication of their first conquerors, the G eeks, under the young warrior
Al exander. The Germans were sonething el se. Casca had the feeling they would
al ways be a pain in the ass to the rest of the world no matter how civilized
they m ght eventually become on the surface. They had born in them and
nurtured by the first taste of their nothers' mlk, a lust for life that
fulfilled itself only in battle.

By all the denon: of whatever reality there are, it seens as if the sage Shiu
Lao Tze was right.

Everything is a great circle gnd repeats itself |like that endl ess line of
slaves in the mnes of G eece, never ending, always comng back to the
beginning. O is it the end? Perhaps begi nning and ending are both the sane.
The night was close upon him and the water | ooked too damed cold for

swi mming across in the dark. Tonorrow is time enough. Building a small fire,
Casca waited, letting the warnth of the red enbers reach deep within him The
pi ece of donkey neat he was cooking crackled and sizzled. The rich snell of
the roasting nmeat made his mouth salivate. In anticipation, he smacked his
lips. Ahh~ There's nothing Iike a nice hot piece of young ass to set a mans
nmout h watering....

As the meat turned crisp and juicy, Casca reached over and cut off a slice and
filled his nouth with the strong taste of young ass. He gul ped the neat down,
pul l ed his cloak around him rolled over, and went to sleep facing the fire.
Tonorrow, GCermany..

When t he dawn canme and Casca awoke, there was the sane type fog rolling across
the river as had surrounded the ghost |ike inmages of the Suevii floating
across the Rhine on |l ogs so nany years ago. But this tine it was Casca's turn
to enter the whirling waters.

The coals of his fire had |Iong since died. Gunbling as he rose, he wal ked to
the water's edge, scratching his ass. He farted and joined his streamwith
that of the mighty river. Coingback to his canpsite, he stirred the dead coal s
hopeful | y and | ooked questioningly at a piece of the donkey flesh that

remai ned, but it was now bl ack and charred. Restraining a belch, he runbl ed,
"No way. There's no way |'mgoing to eat a piece of cold burned ass this early
in the norning."

The ground fog swirled around himand the trees. The dawn becane day. The
rising sun burned off the mst, a few rays breaking through the surrounding
trees to give a sense of inpending warnth.

"Well, shit,"” he said aloud, |ooking at the river, "I mght as well get it
over with. The sooner | get across, the sooner |I can dry off." He dragged a
log to the river's edge, tied his gear, a chunk of donkey neat, and his pack
to it, and shoved off into the frigid, dark waters, gingerly at first as he
waded in, cursing at the icy cold. "Qoh! Ah! Damm, that's cold!" As the Rhine
slowy advanced up his legs, his scrotumtried to clinmb up even higher to
avoid the chilling advance, but, as nature wills it, his balls could only go
up so far. Then he was in, and the col dness becane warm as he struck off and
began paddling across, letting the current take him It really didn't nmake a
damm where he | anded, so he let the river do the work.

The waters finally took himto where his feet could touch bottom G oaning, he
pushed the log to the edge of the bank and began to take his gear fromit
before | eaving the water hinself.

"Ho, little man! What do you here?"

The speaker, unexpected as he was, seened to exenplify that popul ar inmage of
German barbari sm He stood six-foot-three, and he was two hundred and fifty
pounds of neat-stuffed flesh if he was an ounce. He wore a horned hel net, and
hi s sweepi ng nustache woul d have made a wal rus proud.



"Ho, little man!" he repeated, his voice the thundering bell ow of an oversize
Germani ¢ ox. "Do you ashore come? | can see that you are not of the tribes, so
t herefore you nust pay before entering this land. As | ama reasonable man, |
will take only your pack and weapons, |eaving you your clothes. They woul d not
fit anyway. Fair enough? Or do you wish to dispute me over the matter?" Wth
this he drew a nonstrous |ong sword that nust have wei ghed forty pounds and
swung it easily through the air, the slicing blade whistling. He used just one
hand and then brought the sword down, resting the point at his | oong-w apped
feet.

"Well, what will it be, my wet little titnmuse? Though you are |arger than
nmost of your sickly ilk, | can see by your rags that you are a Latin. My

Wit an piss in your soup.

Oh, no, thought Casca. This is all | need to start the day off. Getting a firm
footing on the slippery bottom he raised hinself up to a full height of
five-foot-ten-which still seemed small, woefully small, in comparison to the
huge barbari an

"Now, listen to me, lard guts,"” he said in German. "I have had just about
enough of your nouth and this river. Take your |arge, overstuffed carcass away
and | eave ne in peace, or I'll ruin your love life by braiding your |egs.

Ver st and, shei ss kopf?"

"Shit head you dare call me? @ am Tyrsbjdrn a shit head? Come out of the

wat er, you dago nouse, and |I'll teach you sone manners.

"Piss on your fur mouth. I'mno dunmy. If you want a piece of ny ass let's
make it even. Either you back off and let ne out of the river, or conme in and
get your feet wet, turnip dick."

"Turnip dick!™ Aamturned first red, then white, then purple with rage.
Stanpi ng his fur-wapped feet |like a human version of the old forest ox of the

Aur oebs, he bellowed, "I would come in after you, but I amno fish and cannot
swim So cone out where | can put my hands on you. | am going to shove ny
right fist up your ass so far that I will grab you by the jawbone and pull you
i nsi de out."

"Big deal, big nouth," Casca scoffed. "Sure you're tough with that oversize
nmeat cleaver. If you didn't have that, you'd be like a castratto-which you may
be anyway. | keep hearing your whinpering turn into a falsetto, you

| ouse-ridden eunuch."”

"By the bones of Ymir fromwhich OGdin and his brothers created the world,

wi Il show you that | need nothing but ny own hands to conplete your education
Roman boy!" Wth that, A amthrew his nonstrous |long sword fromhimw th such
force that it al nost severed a two-foot pine, the point burying itself in the
wood. "There, you |lousy dago! Now will you come out and fight?"

"You got it, sausage breath." Casca splashed his way out of the river while
d am stonmped and wai ted, chewi ng his mustache in anticipation of settling the
afront nade to his honor. Turnip dick indeed!

As Casca cane out, damturned and threw a | ong, |ooping punch that Casca
easily dodged. Using the art of the yell ow sage Shlu Tze, Casca bl ocked with
his right armand gave a quick, inside snap kick to the balls. dam between
clenched teeth, tried with both hands to confort his bruised groin. Wile he
was involved with coddling hinmself, Casca went into a reverse roundhouse kick
with his heel that knocked the big German into the Rhine unconscious, face
down. Bubbles of air started welling up as the German drowned. Casca watched
for a second, then, grumbling about being a sucker, he waded out into the
river and grabbed the soggy tribesman by the hair and raised his face out of
the water. Holding damby the hair of the head with one hand, Casca began a
firmcracking slap across the face with the other. 3 amsputtered, spitting
out a quantity of the sacred Rhine.

' mnought” he burbled. "Enough! | surrender. your slave. Just get ne out of
the water."

I "Al'l right, but one wong twitch and 1'll do what said about your |egs."
"No, master. |, @ am son of Hal fdan the Ganger, may be many things, but

keep ny word. You win. Just remove ne fromthis mserable river and set ny



feet on solid earth.”

The Norsenman's hel met had gone to the bottom so Casca got a firmer grip on

t he shoul der-length hair and hauled d amto where he could pull hinmself out of
the river to the edge of the bank and lie down. This the German did, his |ungs
trying to turn thenselves inside out. Wiile he finished this process, Casca
returned and hauled his gear out. Sitting on a noss-covered |og, he took a dry
rag and began to wi pe down his short sword, for he was a warrior, and a
warrior takes care of his weapons.

By the time Casca had finished cleaning his gear and drying hinself off as
best he could, the sun was giving indication that the day woul d be bright and
warm d amdrew hinmsel f erect and strode to stand in front of Casca. Tensing,
Casca took a firmer grip on his blade, but @ am suddenly dropped to his face
and lay down in front of Casca. Taking Casca's right foot, he set it on top of

his head. "I swear by the Aesir and Qdin Ailfather that I amyour man in al
things until you release me fromny pl edge.™
Tossing Casca's foot off, @ am junped back. "Well, now that that is over,

where do we go from here, master?"

Casca | ooked up at the fur-draped and water-dripping giant. He grunbl ed, but
there was a | augh behind his voice trying to break through. "For someone who's
just nmade hinmsell a slave, you're not very damm hunble."

"Hunbl e?" d am asked in surprise. "Wiy in the name of the sacred oak shoul d

be hunble? | amthe finest fighter and bravest man in the northlands from

Scandia to the Danube. Sure, |I'myour slave. But who said anything about being
hunbl e?" He beckoned to Casca. "Cone by the fire, little master, and take the
chill of the river off your bones. W'II|l take a bite of your snoked ass, and
you will learn how fortunate you are to have a man like nyself as a friend and
conpani on. "

"Friend and conpani on? \Wat the Hades happened to your being ny slave?"

Nonpl ussed, G am conti nued somewhat testily, "Well, if you want to be rigid in

your thinking, that's so. But | thought we m ght nodify our relationship a
little bit. It is only because | find myself liking you in spite of your
parentage that | would be willing to nake such an offer, because, know ng
nmysel f, | know that | would be an unhappy slave and as such woul d nost likely
cause you a great deal of trouble and concern. But as a friend and

conpani on. .

-Ahh! -that's sonething else. In that happy condition | would put all ny
intelligence and resources at your disposal; Now, wouldn't that be better than
havi ng an unhappy sl ave that you couldn't trust?"

By the time the big Cerman had ended his nonol ogue Casca was desperately
trying to control a fit of laughter. Choking it back, he cleared his throat.
"Good enough, nmy nonstrous friend. W will be conrades until the tinme when our
roads must part. Until then, we will be true to one another in our actions and
trust. Is it agreed?" He held out his hand.

@ am nodded his head vigorously up and down. "Ay~ Roman, that it is. And think
not that | amungrateful for your releasing me frommy bonds on slavery, for
certainly I was mserable all the time of ny servitude."

Casca |l aughed out loud in spite of hinmself. "By Mthra, man, you were a sl ave
for only less than an hour. How rmuch misery could you acquire in that short a
time?"

@ am responded i n wounded tones, his nustache starting to bristle up. "It is
not the Iength of bond-age. It is the enotional pain of the condition that
counts. And I-" he visibly swelled "-1 have soul of a poet. The soul
if-regrettably-not the words."

"Stop. Enough al ready, you great barbarian. | accept your reasoning. Just

spare ne the story." G am nodded in agreenent, and Casca went on. It was best
to get their relationship straight fromthe begininng. "Firstthings first," he

said. "My nane is Casca. And |I'm no ones dummy. |'ve been around a | ong
ti me-longer than you might think. | know nost of the tricks of the trade. In
fact, I've invented a few of them | have been a soldier in the |legions, and

have hired out ny sword as a nercenary to those who could pay the price. The



only thing | won't do is fight a fight I don't believe in. There is enough
action around, that | don't think we have to sell our souls to the
shitnongers. So, if you want to come with nme, let's understand things. | am
the boss, and we play by ny rules.” He | ocked eyes with the big German. The
intent with which he spoke allowed for no smart answers. H's tone was

absol utely serious.

Uneasily, d am | ooked away for a noment. There was sonething about this
stranger that was disturbing, something for which there was no ready answer. A
power? What could it be? But he | ooked back full in Casca's eyes and said,
"Good enough. You are the | eader until our road ends."

The road Casca and d amtook was, for the nost part, a good one. The two
rapidly found a fondness for each other that went far beyond the relationship
of master and servant. G am wth his boisterous hunor, was al nost as good as
he thought he was-though he never got used to the idea that the smaller Roman
had whi pped hi mw t hout even using weapons. That sunmer of A D. 210 they

wal ked through the great dank forests of Germania. Casca kept his Roman ar nor
out of sight in his kit bag. The sight of the hated Roman cuirass night |ead
to nore trouble than they wanted. The trail through the woods had the rich
snell of life, of green and grow ng things. The sun broke through the treetops
wi t h shining, hazy blades of light and hsalf~ the floor of the forest so that
it glowed with green fire. The feel of such spots was nmpost wel cone for in the
nmorning and in the afternoon a chill would cone.

@ am taught Casca the way of the Norsenmen. Here were few towns in the style of
those found in the |ands and provinces of Inperial Rome. But there was no
shortage of people; they nerely chose not to |live one on top of the other

@ am ranbl ed through these woods resenbling in his fur robes and shuffling
gaiit one of the brown bears that inhabited these regions. He was a strange
partner for Casca the~~jn an, this northern barbarian, but they heeme> friends
and conrades. Their lives were intertwined and their loyalties tested by
battles and tinme. Gamtold Casca of imense |ands that ran fromthe frozen

sea to the nountains that held up the sky. Here the tribes roaned at will, and
those with great chieftains had tens of thousands of warriors at their call
To Gamthis was the best of all |ands, the wonmen nore beautiful, the nmen

braver, the beer stronger. The two wound their way slowy, bearing north, ever
nor t hwar d.

@ am grumnbl ed about the way the tribes on the Roman sides of the Rhine, the
Danube, and the El be had beconme but pal e shadows of their former glory when

t hey had been worthy foes.. Now they aped the Roman in all things and were, to
Gams thinking, little better than fal setto-voz' ced castratti like all those
fromltalia, present company exel uded, of course, he hastily added as he
caught Casca-- thoughtfully eyeing his crotch. Aaminstantly recalled Casca's
threat to braid his legs and thus end his sex life ... to the detrinment of

unt apped | egi ons of fair maids.

@ am changed the subject and went nore into a travel ogue. Indicating the
general area to the east with a broad sweep of his hand, he said in his npst
of ficious voice: "There. Over there are trackless |ands that have never seen
the foot of man. Gthers where only the w | dest savages live, half man, half
horse, great hordes of them... Small gnomes whose | egs are bent so badly they
can hardly wal k on the ground because they've spent so nuch time on horseback
that their | egs have grown crooked. And there are others al nost as bad.

Hundr eds of thousands of them Still they are only specks on the great steppes
of Scythia and the even nore desol ate region that runs untold | eagues beyond.
Mark nmy words, Casca. One day we will have nore than our share of trouble

com ng out of the east. If those devils ever start to nove, they won't | eave
enough grass behind themto feed a fanmily of grasshoppers.

"You have seen these people you talk of, d anP"

"Aye, Lord Casca, | have. Several cane as emi ssaries once to the king of the
Al ani when | was renting himthe use of ny sword as a bodyguard for a while.
He was having famly problens at the time and didn't trust his own nen too
closely. Yes, these ugly bow egged little bastards even conducted their



treaties from horseback. | got one stewed on fermented mare's m |k, which they
drink, and learned a little fromhim They are indeed going to be noving west
sometine. Now there is only a trickle this way, but, fromthe little bastard

talked to, | learned that they have their problenms, too. Even greater and nore
terrible tribes are pushing themout of the lands they inhabit on the endl ess
prairies near the wall, 'The Wall That Goes on Forever'-at |east that's what

he called it, though I amsure he is a bit of aliar. Awall that goes on
forever! Indeed!" @ am snorted through his nustache at the ideia "From what
saw of those beasts they would be extrenely unpleasant to have as nei ghbors.
They have absolutely no sense of appreciation for the finer things of life as
we of the northlands do."

@ am squashed a particularly fat |ouse and blinked as the body popped between
his thick nails. He anbled on, unaware that Casca was sore put to keep from
breaking out in laughter at @ am s wounded sense of propriety and sensitivity.
He was the nmi nstay when Casca net Lida at Ragnar's Hol d.

Li da.

Now t here was sonet hi ng strange.

d am knew all about wonen-as wonen. And he expected Casca to be like hinself.
But the thing between Casca and Lida, golden-haired, |ovely, beautiful young
Li da, daughter of Ragnar the Brutal One, was |like one of those romances the
poets sang about. Fromthe nmonent their eyes touched, sonething passed between
them t hat was above and beyond the normal way of nman and naid. O d Ragnar
found out, of course. A d Ragnar, to whom even a daughter was only property
that no man dared touch. In his insane rage when Lida had the tenerity to
stand up to himand say, "I have eyes only for Casca," he had blinded her with
atorch jerked fromthe wall, crying, "Then, by Thor, you'll have no eyes!"
And when he ordered Casca tossed into a dungeon to starve to death, even his
hardened warriors were so frightened by Ragnar's enornous rage and brutal act
toward his own daughter that they carried out his orders, snothering Casca by
sheer wei ght of numbers before the Roman could find out what had occurred in
Ragnar's rooms-for they sensed that if he knew, even the force of the Aesir
woul d not hol d hi m back.

Once secured in the dungeon, though, Casca had been tol d-by Ragnar hinself
whose sense of vengeance was as strong as his hate. Casca raged, but. even his
great strength was of no avail against such great stones as encl osed the
dungeon.

A d Ragnar was a nean old shit, so used to having his way that he never
doubt ed he woul d al ways have it. Casca stayed in the dungeon for six nonths
until one day Ragnar, sure that Casca was |ong dead, gave orders for a new
prisoner to be | odged there. But when the door opened, Casca canme out, naked
as a jaybird, nothing but bones and skin. He had eaten all his clothing-even
the lacings on his |eggings-along with every insect, bug, and rat that dared
showed itself in the black cell. Water he licked fromthe walls where it
condensed in drops. Surely there was not enough to keep any man alive two
weeks, rnuch |ess six nonths, but Casca |ived.

He snapped the jailer's neck with one of his strange blows, took the man's
weapon, and like sone weird nightmare of a man, wild beard falling fromhis
chin, he sought out and killed old Ragnar at his own table where the brutal
ol d bastard was entertaining guests. @ am had been there, having found hinsel f
| ocal enployment in order to keep an eye on Lida. Casca had told himto wait,
no matter how |l ong, and fromthe things dam had seen on the trail, he
bel i eved the strange Roman. Joyfully, @ am shouted and reached for his sword
when this filthy, starved, weird-Iooking wetch | eaped into the m ddl e of
Ragnar's tabel with an axe in one hand and a leg of mutton in the other. He
scared the crap out of everyone there, sending all but the sturdiest warriors
running for their lives. They thought he nust surely be sone denon out of the
netherworid sent by Loki. G amroared with anmusenent as he watched Casca
bashi ng out the brains of old Ragnar with the I eg of neat while whacking two
of the househol d bodyguards with the axe-and never missing a bite. @ams own
joyful efforts to assist Casca hel ped speed up the dem se of the few who dared



resist them For the rest, the sight of the lord being debrained by a hairy,
filthy skeleton of a demon wielding a leg of nutton and a battl eaxe was too
much. They fled the house, |eaving Ragnar's Hold to the nadnman. They were
afraid of nothing human. But this was too nuch...

Forty years ago Lida was a golden-haired thing of light and silver. She noved
i ke a sunmer breeze...

AOd damsnuffled in his beard. Even sightless she knew every inch of the Hold
that was then heb~ and Casca's. Casca becane the Lord of the Hold, and none
disputed it-and lived. ..

Wping a tear fromhis eyes, @ amthought, | Lted her, too, Casca. And she was
beautifial to the end. A lovely lady with a heart for everyone and everything.
Especially you, you | ousy dago." This had been a good place for them It took
only a few fights around the nei ghborhood to show that this was no place to
muck about with.

@ am shivered as he, saw again those clear white sightless eyes of Lady Lida.
Forty years and she never knew Casca's secret.. .. That's the greatest mracle
of all. | never saw a man | ove anyone as nuch as he did her. Wen she died, |

t hought for a noment he was going to have hinself buried with her. But then
he's a strange little bastard. Those touched by the gods al ways are. He has
his fate to sodw, and personally | don't envy him But the years have been
good. . ..

Laughing in his nead, d am chuckled and nuttered softly: "What was it he first
called ne? Turnip dick? Ha!"

ONE

Dr. Julius Goldman entered the magnificent doors leading into the sacrosanct
interior of the Boston Museum of History. He was late. His footsteps clattered
over the polished marble floor, his own sense of urgency seeming to precede
himwi th the echoing sound as he passed the priceless relics of antiquity, the
enbl ems of vani shed civilizations. Vases from China. Anphorae from G eece.
Each a lonely and nmute survivor of its past. Ancient weapons. Tinme-forgotten
ornanents. Each seened ready to speak, to tell sone dark secret of the ages.
Despite his haste, Goldman felt the atnosphere of the nuseum seeping into his
br ai n.

He turned |l eft down an exhibit hall |eading toward his destination, the newy
acqui red exhibit of Mesoame rican art from Mexi co. On the way, though, he
approached a well-used and exquisitely preserved set of Roman gl adi atori al
arnor, its great helnet and famed Roman short sword hangi ng expectantly in the
silent museum as though suspended in time. Involuntarily his steps slowed, and
he stopped in front of the carefully nounted pieces. A gash ran along the
belly of the arnor, exposing the |eather wappi ngs beneath. CGol dnan wondered
how t he man who had been wearing it had cone out. As he stood before the
arnor, images flashed in his brain, and a feeling of second sight came over
him a tunbling of nmenories |ost and found and then gone again before
awareness. He saw in his mnd s eye a nmassive stadiumfilled with people
crying for blood. He saw nmen wearing the arnor of the Secutor and the Mrimll
one | ocked in nortal conbat, straining to et the Iifeblood out of their
opponents, and not with any reluctance for they were glorying in their
strength. CGoldnman felt hinself part of the Roman games. The snell of the

bl ood- soaked sand stank in his nostrils.

He turned fromthe arnmor and entered the Aztec exhibit. The nmuseum had j ust
opened and was practically enpty, but CGol dman had been here the previ ous week
and he recalled with particul ar distaste seeing two aficionados of this
pre- Col unbi an cul ture standi ng before these exhibits, indulging thenselves in
a formof controlled, vicarious, nmental masturbation... as if by touching and
| ooking at these relics they could claimsonme kinship with the ones who had
actually worn and used the itenms. Their attitude had been not dissimlar from
t he notorcycl e gangs who wore the swasti kas and enbl ems of Nazi Germany-the
iron crosses and German hel nets-and sonmehow felt that owni ng and wearing such
items inparted the strength and ability to inflict their will on others

t hrough terror.



Yet Gol dman, too, felt a strange fascination emaflahng fromthe exhibits. The
artistic level achieved in many of the itens was astounding in its detai

work. One itemparticularly arrested Gol dman: a feathered shield of cobalt
blue feathers with the enbl em of the Jaguar god superinposed in tiny gold
feathers. It nust have taken over a thousand birds to make this one shield for
sone unknown nobl e.

Representati ons of the gods of the Aztecs stood in their cases, inperturbable,
t he countenance and dress show ng the overwhel mi ng Aztec fascination with
death. Most horrible of all was Coatlicue, the nother of the Aztec pantheon.
Her i mage towered over the others by the sheer force of her accouternments. Her
dress was made of serpents woven together as if they were reeds. She wore a
crown of two snake heads. This was set off by a necklace of chopped-off hands
and hearts, while nonstrous claws took the place of human feet. She and her
children seened to wait patiently for the tine when they could again feed on
the living hearts and bl ood of sacrificial victinms. In their tinme, blood had
fed them and the Aztecs made sure the gods never hungered for |ong.

One god, a powerful priest-king, was the nost powerful figure in their
myt hol ogy. Quet zal coatl-and his synbol, the feathered serpent-was honored in
al nrost all of ancient Mexico's panoply of gods. Even the Toltec and the Maya
knew of him The Maya honored hi munder the name of the Kukulcan and told of
his comi ng

Per haps because this god was so different fromthe others, Goldman |ingered
before his enblem The fascination of the nmuseum had gripped him

Part of his mind told himto hurry toward his appointrment. Part held him here,
imersed in the aura of the land of the feathered serpent.

The Aztecs had inherited Quetzal coatl along with several other gods when they
conquered the Valley of Mexico and its inhabitants. There, at the ruined city
they called "The City of the Gods," Teotihuacan, they had found the great
tenmpl e of the feathered serpent and of Tlaloc, the rain god. Gol dman
considered the irony of the Aztec inheritance. Many of their nanes for the
gods, many of their words for daily terns came froma bastardization of the
captured people's tongue-and with the words had cone a fateful |egend-that of
the return of Quetzalcoatl. Fromthe conquered people the Aztecs had | earned
of the great metropohs that had once stood there and how it had fallen to

di sease and curse when the inhabitants had lost faith with Quetzal coatl. Their
shamans had then foretold that Quetzalcoatl would return in "one reed," which
occurred every fifty-two years. And the Aztecs, taking over the cal endar of
their predecessors fromthe few remaining survivors, had al so taken over not
only the legend, but the predicted tinme of Quetzalcoatl's return "fromthe
sea."

So it was in the year of Qur Lord, 1519, on Good Friday-or one reed, as the
Azt ecs reckoned-that a fair-haired man set foot on the shores of Mexico.
Hernan Cortez had arrived with his nen, in suits of shining arnor, with
horses, with weapons of steel. To the Aztec king, Mpctezum, it was the
fulfillment of the ancient |egends, for the original priest-king had been fair
of hair and had conme fromthe sea. The | egends had said that he would return
in the same manner as his first appearance.

Moct ezurma, believing that Cortez really was the returning Quetzal coatl, waited
too long to resist the Spaniards. It was his belief, not his |lack of power,
that caused his defeat, for when he had ascended to the throne he had ordered
30, 000 people sacrificed to celebrate his becom ng enperor. There were only
several hundred Spani ards, and Moctezunma coul d have destroyed themeasily. The
| egend' s power was fatal; not until Mctezuma's own son, Qualtenoc, ordered
his father killed, was the power of the Aztecs used. They pronptly drove the
Spani ards fromthe Aztec capital city, Ten ochtitlan. Though many Spani ards
escaped, not all did, and for the next several weeks the terrible gods of the
Aztecs fed on the blood and beating hearts of Europeans.

But the Aztec triunmph was short-lived. The gold of Mctezuma was an
irresistible lure, and the doom of the proud Aztec nation was inevitable.
Greed-coupled with the religious fanaticismof the Spanish Jesuits, those



devoted followers of the Inquisition as ordai ned by the pious

Tor quenada- conquer ed. Gol dman pondered t he paradox of the Jesuits. Here were
men who felt thenselvesto be soldiers of their crucified God, Jesus, and in
H s nane, and in the nanme of pity and | ove and nmercy, they did not hesitate in
their holy duty. In a religious fervor that approached ecstasy they were able
to burn thousands of heathen sinners alive at the stake. This was done, of
course, in order to save the: heathens' immortal souls-to open the way to the
gl ories of heaven for these heathen. By no neans did the Jesuits consider
their acts to be acts of cruelty. On the contrary, what they did was done from
| ove. lronic, Goldman thought, that the Spaniards convved thensel vsesn so
different fromthe Aztecs. For, of course, the heathen Indians had sent their
sacrificial victins to their gods in order to deliver their prayers..

And while the priests of the gentle Jesus had burned the unredeened alive, the
sol diers of Cortez had raped and | oot ed-and destroyed the remmants of a great
people, all in the nane of glory: glory and loot for thenselves and for the
King of Spain. The story was an old one, and a conmon one, and for a noment

ol dman, thinking of it, lost the sense of mystery that had engulfed himin
the museum He turned away from Quetzal coatl and wal ked past other relics and
art objects, and then he saw t he one for whom he had cancell ed his day's

appoi ntnents and had rushed through the packed, hornhonking, nmorning traffic
of Boston.

The man's back was to Gol dman, and he was | eani ng over a glass display case,
but there was no mi staking who it was. The back was broad, and the nuscles
beneat h the conservatively cut suit seemed al nost ready to burst through
Maki ng his way past several other display cases and standing slightly behind
the man, Col dman started to clear his throat in order to announce his
presence, but, before he could, the man at the display case spoke, his voice
deep and steady:

"Wl come, Dr. CGoldman. It is good of you to cone at such short notice." And
with that he straightened fromthe display case and turned to face Gol dman.

Gol dman was speechl ess.

The stocky man | ocked his gray-blue eyes on Gol dman and scanned the doctor up
and down. "You're looking well, Doctor," he said. "The years have obviously
been good to you. I'mglad you were able to conme. For sone reason we seemto
have our lives involved with each other-ever since that night in the Ei ghth
Field Hospital in Nnha Trang."

ol dman's nmind did a quick retake, an instant replay of that astoundi ng night
in the hospital ward, when, after renoving a piece of shrapnel fromthe brain
of the man now confronting him an unbelievable story had

unf ol ded- unbel i evabl e except for the living proof of it, which was a nman known
then as Sgt. Casey Romain. At |east that was what his dogtags and personne
records said he was called...

"Casca," Goldman said. "lIs that what | should call you?" He shifted
unconfortably, but the steel-colored eyes of the man he called Casca held an
amused glint.

"It's good enough, Doctor. | wll answer to that

-or to any one of a number of others." Extending his right hand to the doctor
he said easily, "Here. This is for your collection. | should have left it with
you when | ast we nmet, but after carrying it around in ny leg for the last two
t housand years | grew kind of attached to it." He dropped into Gol dman's pal m
a shining bronze arrowhead. "You deserve it, Doctor. After all, you're the one
who renoved it fromny leg."

Casca sniled and | ooked the doctor over carefully. "Yes, you are | ooking
prosperous. The hair is a little thinner, and the extra pounds | ook good on
you. In Namyou had that half-starved | ook that people who have either
religious or work fetishes get, along with hot eyes and thin bodies. But, yes,
now you do | ook well." Abruptly he took the doctor's elbow with a grip that
had the feel of cold steel in it and directed Goldman's attention to the
object in the case over which he had been bendi ng when Gol dman arrived. The
object, the case placard said, was one of the rarest and nost priceless of its



ki nd, one of the prizes the museum was able to get the Mexican governnent to
lend for this exhibit.

Casca pointed at the object.

"Beautiful, isn't it ?"

It was beautiful, this life mask of deep sea green Mexican jade, full human
size, looking as though it had been worn by a living man only yesterday. The
wor kmanshi p, the artistry, was superb; the nask was detailed to the | ast
degree. The only thing out of place were the eyes. They were a peculiar
gray- bl ue turquoi se. There was somet hing strange about the mask, and, had

Gol dman still been in the awed nood that had first overtaken himin the
museum he m ght have reacted differently. As it was, he was a little puzzled
by Casca's interest. He said, inpatiently, "Yes, it is beautiful. But it's
just a turquoise mask of some ancient king or priest fromone of the Mxican
enpires. Perhaps Toltec. O even Maya."

Casca smled, an odd, tolerant-Col dman woul d have sworn ironic-twist to his
lips . . . as though he knew a secret the doctor did not.

"No, Doctor, that is not where the mask is from It's fromthe city of

Teoti huac~n in the Valley of Mexico, hundreds of years before the Toltecs.
There, when the shamans sacrificed special victinms on the nmost holy of days, a
mask was made in the |ikeness of the victims face, and the victinms would wear
t hese nmasks when they were brought up to the altar on the pyram d and had
their hearts cut out with flint or obsidian daggers. The mask was then taken
and placed in a shrine along with all the others that were worn on sinilar
occasions. Actually, only seven were ever nade, but they were held as holy

obj ects-sonething like the relics of the saints that the Europeans worshi pped
and thought had mystic powers." Casca's smile tightened, becane even nore
ironic. 'But, |ook closer at the mask, Doctor. Look closer. What do you See?"
ol dnman let his eyes run over the sea green surface of the mask, examning it
mllinmeter by millimeter. At first he was puzzled by Casca's insistence, for
he saw not hi ng unusual .

And then it hit him

On the left side of the mask, alnmpst invisible; was what appeared to be a thin
line where the jade pieces were joined, but on closer inspection, Goldman saw
that the thin line was not a break in the jade, but that it had been
intentionally carved-to represent a thin hairline scar running fromthe eye to
the corner of the nouth.

ol dman turned back to Casca, and his nouth dropped open in shock

The sane scar was on Casca's living face: the thin hairline scar that |eft
Casca with a permanent smile or grin or, as sonme called it, leer. The
correspondence | eaped out at the doctor. He | ooked quickly back at the nask.
The rest of the features pended in time. involuntarily his steps slowed, and
he stopped in front of the carefully nounted pieces. A gash ran along the
belly of the arnor, exposing the |eather wappi ngs beneath. CGol dnan wondered
how t he man who had been wearing it had cone out. As he stood before the
arnor, images flashed in his brain, and a feeling of second sight came over
him a tunbling of nmenories |ost and found and then gone again before
awareness. He saw in his mnd s eye a nmassive stadiumfilled with people
crying for blood. He saw nmen wearing the arnor of the Secutor and the Mrimll
one | ocked in nortal conbat, straining to let the Iifeblood out of their
opponents, and not with any reluctance for they were glorying in their
strength. Goldnman felt hinself part of the Roman games. The snell of the

bl ood- soaked sand stank in his nostrils.

He turned fromthe arnmor and entered the Aztec exhibit. The nmuseum had j ust
opened and was practically enpty, but CGol dman had been here the previ ous week
and he recalled with particular distaste seeing two aficionados of this
pre- Col unbi an culture standi ng before these exhibits, indulging thenselves in
a formof controlled, vicarious, nental masturbation... as if by touching and
| ooking at these relics they could claimsonme kinship with the ones who had
actually worn and used the itenms. Their attitude had been not dissimlar from
t he notorcycl e gangs who wore the swasti kas and enbl ems of Nazi Germany-the



iron crosses and German hel nets-and sonmehow felt that owni ng and wearing such
items inparted the strength and ability to inflict their will on others

t hrough terror.

Yet Gol dman, too, felt a strange fascination emaflahng fromthe exhibits. The
artistic level achieved in many of the itens was astounding in its detai

work. One itemparticularly arrested Goldman: a feathered shield of cobalt
blue feathers with the enbl em of the Jaguar god superinposed in tiny gold
feathers. It nust have taken over a thousand birds to make this one shield for
sone unknown nobl e.

Representations of the gods of the Aztecs stood in their cases, inperturbable,
t he countenance and dress show ng the overwhel mi ng Aztec fascination with
death. Most horrible of all was Coatlicue, the nother of the Aztec pantheon.
Her i mage towered over the others by the sheer force of her accouternments. Her
dress was made of serpents woven together as if they were reeds. She wore a
crown of two snake heads. This was set off by a necklace of chopped-off hands
and hearts, while nonstrous claws took the place of human feet. She and her
children seened to wait patiently for the tine when they could again feed on
the living hearts and bl ood of sacrificial victinms. In their tinme, blood had
fed them and the Aztecs made sure the gods never hungered for |ong.

One god, a powerful priest-king, was the nost powerful figure in their
myt hol ogy. Quet zal coatl-and his synbol, the feathered serpent-was honored in
al nrost all of ancient Mexico's panoply of gods. Even the Toltec and the Maya
knew of him The Maya honored hi munder the name of the Kukulcan and told of
his comi ng

Per haps because this god was so different fromthe others, Goldman |ingered
before his enblem The fascination of the nuseum had gripped him Part of his
mnd told himto hurry toward his appointnment. Part held himhere, imersed in
the aura of the land of the feathered serpent.

The Aztecs had inherited Quetzal coatl along with several other gods when they
conquered the Valley of Mexico and its inhabitants. There, at the ruined city
they called "The City of the Gods," Teotihuacan, they had found the great
tenmpl e of the feathered serpent and of Tlaloc, the rain god. Gol dman
considered the irony of the Aztec inheritance. Many of their nanes for the
gods, many of their words for daily terns came froma bastardization of the
captured people's tongue-and with the words had cone a fateful |egend-that of
the return of Quetzal coatl. Fromthe conqueredpeopl e the Aztecs had | earned of
the great metropohs that had once stood there and howit had fallen to di sease
and curse when the inhabitants had lost faith with Quetzal coatl. Their shamans
had then foretold that Quetzal coatl would return in "one reed," which occurred
every fifty-two years. And the Aztecs, taking over the cal endar of their
predecessors fromthe few remai ni ng survivors, had al so taken over not only
the I egend, but the predicted time of Quetzalcoatl's return "fromthe sea."

So it was in the year of Qur Lord, 1519, on Good Friday-or one reed, as the
Azt ecs reckoned-that a fair-haired man set foot on the shores of Mexico.
Hernan Cortez had arrived with his nen, in suits of shining arnor, with
horses, with weapons of steel. To the Aztec king, Mpctezum, it was the
fulfillment of the ancient |egends, for the original priest-king had been fair
of hair and had conme fromthe sea. The | egends had said that he would return
in the same manner as his first appearance.

Moct ezurma, believing that Cortez really was the returning Quetzal coatl, waited
too long to resist the Spaniards. It was his belief, not his |lack of power,
that caused his defeat, for when he had ascended to the throne he had ordered
30, 000 people sacrificed to celebrate his becomnm ng enperor. There were only
several hundred Spani ards, and Moctezuma coul d have destroyed them easily. The
| egend' s power was fatal; not until Mctezuma's own son, Qualtenoc, ordered
his father killed, was the power of the Aztecs used They pronptly drove the
Spani ards fromthe Aztec capital city, Ten ochtitl an. Though many Spani ards
escaped, not all did, and for the next several weeks the terrible gods of the
Aztecs fed on the blood and beating hearts of Europeans.

But the Aztec triunph was short-lived. The gold of Mctezuma was an



irresistible lure, and the doom of the proud Aztec nation was inevitable.
Greed-coupled with the religious fanaticismof the Spanish Jesuits, those
devoted followers of the Inquisition as ordai ned by the pious

Tor quenada- conquer ed. Gol dman pondered t he paradox of the Jesuits. Here were
men who felt thenselvesto be soldiers of their crucified God, Jesus, and in
H s nane, and in the nanme of pity and | ove and nmercy, they did not hesitate in
their holy duty. In a religious fervor that approached ecstasy they were able
to burn thousands of heathen sinners alive at the stake. This was done, of
course, in order to save the: heathens' immortal souls, to open the way to the
gl ories of heaven for these heathen. By no neans did the Jesuits consider
their acts to be acts -of cruelty. On the contrary, what they did was done
f?om 1l ove. Ironic, Goldman thought, that the Spasiavds conducted thensel se no
differnt fromthe Aztecs. For, of course, the heathen Indians had sent their
sacrificial victins to their gods in order to deliver their prayers..

And while the priests of the gentle Jesus had burned the unredeened alive, the
sol diers of Cortez had raped and | oot ed-and destroyed the remmants qf a great
people, all in the nane of glory: glory and loot for thenselves and for the
King of Spain. The story was an old one, and a cpnmon one, and for a nonent
ol dman, thinking of it, lost the sense of mystery that had engulfed himin
the museum He turned away from Quetzal coatl and wal ked past other relics and
art objects, and then he saw t he one for whom he had cancell ed his day's
appoi ntnents ~d had rushed through the packed, horn-honking, nmorning traffic
of Boston.

The man's back was to Gol dman, and he was | eani ng over a glass display case,
but there was no mi staking who it was. The back was broad, and the nuscles
beneat h the conservatively cut suit seemed al nost ready to burst through
Maki ng his way past several other display cases and standing slightly behind
the man, Col dman started to clear his throat in order to announce his
presence, but, before he could, the man at the display case spoke, his voice
deep and steady:

Wl come, Dr. Goldman. It is good of you to conme at such short notice." And
with that he straightened fromthe display case and turned to face Gol dman.
Gol dman was speechl ess.

The stocky man | ocked his gray-blue eyes on Gol dman and scanned the doctor up
and down. "You're looking well, Doctor," he said. "The years have obviously
been good to you. I'mglad you were able to conme. For sone reason we seemto
have our lives involved with each other-ever since that night in the Ei ghth
Field Hospital in Nnha Trang."

ol dman's nmind did a quick retake, an instant replay of that astoundi ng night
in the hospital ward, when, after renoving a piece of shrapnel fromthe brain
of the man now confronting him an unbelievable story had

unf ol ded- unbel i evabl e except for the living proof of it, which was a nman known
then as Sgt. Casey Romain. At |east that was what his dogtags and personne
records said he was called...

"Casca," Goldman said. "lIs that what | should call you~' He shifted
unconfortably, but the steel-colored eyes of the man he called Casca held an
amused glint.

"I't's good enough, Doctor. | will answer to that or to any one of a nunber of
others." Extending his right hand to the doctor, he said easily, "Here. This
is for your collection. | should have left it with you when |ast we net, but

after carrying it around in ny leg for the last two thousand years | grew kind
of attached to it." He dropped into Goldman's pal ma shining bronze arrowhead.
"You deserve it, Doctor. After all, you' re the one who renoved it from ny
leg. "

Casca sniled and | ooked the doctor over carefully. "Yes, you are |ooking
prosperous. The hair is a little thinner, and the extra pounds | ook good on
you. In Namyou had that half-starved | ook that people who have either
religious or work fetishes get-along with hot eyes and thin bodies. But, yes,
now you do | ook well." Abruptly he took the doctor's elbow with a grip that
had the feel of cold steel in it and directed Goldman's attention to the



object in the case over which he had been bendi ng when Gol dman arrived. The
object, the case placard said, was one of the rarest and nost priceless of its
ki nd, one of the prizes the museum was able to get the Mexican governnent to
lend for this exhibit.

Casca pointed at the object.

"Beautiful, isn't it ?"

It was beautiful, this life mask of deep sea green Mexican jade, full human
size, looking as though it had been worn by a living man only yesterday. The
wor kmanshi p, the artistry, was superb; the nask was detailed to the | ast
degree. The only thing out of place were the eyes. They were a peculiar
gray- bl ue turquoi se. There was somret hing strange about the mask, and, had

Gol dman still been in the awed nood that had first overtaken himin the
museum he mght have reacted differently. As it was, he was a little puzzled
by Casca's interest. He said, inpatiently, "Yes, it is beautiful. But it's
just a turquoise mask of some ancient king or priest fromone of the Mxican
enpires. Perhaps Toltec. O even Maya."

Casca smled, an odd, tolerant-Col dman woul d have sworn ironic-twist to his
lips . . . as though he knew a secret the doctor did not.

"No, Doctor, that is not where the mask is from It's fromthe city of

Teoti huacan in the Valley of Mexico, hundreds of years before the Toltecs.
There, when the shamans sacrificed special victinms on the nmost holy of days, a
mask was made in the |ikeness of the victims face, and the victinms would wear
t hese nmasks when they were brought up to the altar on the pyram d and had
their hearts cut out with flint or obsidian daggers. The mask was then taken
and placed in a shrine along with all the others that were worn on sinilar
occasions. Actually, only seven were ever nade, but they were held as holy

obj ects-sonething like the relics of the saints that the Europeans worshi pped
and thought had mystic powers." Casca's smle tightened, becane even nore
ironic. 'But, |ook closer at the mask, Doctor. Look closer. What do you See?"
ol dnman let his eyes run over the sea green surface of the mask, examning it
mllinmeter by millimeter. At first he was puzzled by Casca's insistence, for
he saw not hi ng unusual .

And then it hit him

On the left side of the mask, alnmpst invisible; was what appeared to be a thin
line where the jade pieces were joined, but on closer inspection, Goldman saw
that the thin line was not a break in the jade, but that it had been
intentionally carved-to represent a thin hairline scar running fromthe eye to
the corner of the nouth.

ol dman turned back to Casca, and his inouth dropped open in shock

The sane scar was on Casca's living face: the thin hairline scar that |eft
Casca with a permanent smile or grin or-as sone called it-leer. The
correspondence | eaped out at the doctor. He | ooked quickly back at the nask.
The rest of the features fell into place.

"It's you," he said. "That mask is a mask of your face."

Pl eased as though he had pulled a practical joke on the doctor, Casca grinned.
"Yes, it's me. And howdid | get nmy face on a Teoti huacano sacrificial mask?
Look at the mask, Doctor." Casca's voice took on a commanding quality that was
not to be di sobeyed. Tw ce before Gol dman had heard that tone of voice. "Look
at the eyes of the mask, Doctor. The story is there."

ol dman turned back to the mask, and the gray-blue eyes of the sacrificial
mask. seenmed to blaze with an inner fire, forcing his attention upon them
pu~ling himinto their glowi ng depths. As his consciousness sankinto the
turquoi ~se flanes, Casca's voice acconpamnmed him

"Remenber, Doctor, where | stopped before? | was at the Hold of Helsfjord, and
Li da had died. The year was A.D. 252, by the Christian reckoning...."

T™™D

At Lida's death Casca was inconsol abl e. The deep black grief that settled over
hi m seened to have only one remedy: the beckoning sea. Ever nore frequently,
fromhis stronghold at Hel sfjord, he would sail out his dragon ship, often
taking a turn at the oars hinself as if by exhausting | abor he could rid



hi nsel f of his pain, but always, always the sea beckoned, the enpty sea. The
very magni tude of the gray ocean's imensity, and its loneliness, fitted his
need, and the waves, slapping the hull, whispered to himover and over, gently
ur gi ng. .

There cane this day.

@ am the gray-bearded and bal ding giant, turned fromthe parapets facing the
sea and | ooked at his friend and naster, Casca. Forty years they had been
toget her since that tine they hao' met and fought on the banks of the Rhine,

and in all those years @ am had renmained Casca's man . . . and friend. Now,

G ams still-powerful frame was beginning to bend, and his gnarled hands coul d
no longer wield the great sword with the same vigor they had known in youth.

O late he had suffered fromage, but he was still a man and a Norsenan, a

Norseman froma line of heroes. He seened to sense what his master was going
to say before Casca spoke.

"GQam it's time for me to | eave.”

@ am pondered the face and figure of his master and friend. There were stil

no lines in Casca's face, and his body was as strong as when they had first
fought. Time's ravages had stayed from Casca. The only change was the addition
of a few new scars, visible on Casca's body and hands. d am knew t hat ot her

man- kil ling wounds had left their mark under the tunic. But, enough. It was
not his affair. Casca was being used by the gods for some purpose. They were
al ways pulling sone kind of trick on poor nortals. Still, ever since Casca had

ki cked his ass by the river he had been firmy convinced that Casca was no
nortal man

"It is as you say, Lord Casca. \When?"

Casca was gazing at the distant |ine where sea and sky net. "Soon,'
softly, "soon, ny friend."

That night in the Great Hall, Casca called out to his nmen. Mst had grown up
at the Hold. Their fathers had served Casca for years, and they accepted the
fact that the Lord of the Hold did not age. As with dam who were they to
argue with the ways of the gods? Casca was their |lord. That was enough. And he
had brought victory to the people, and peace and wealth to the area he held in
fief.

Now they waited for his words.

"Friends and conrades," Casca spoke, "the tine has cone for ne to | eave this

he said

pl ace. To you, ny old friends, | bequeath your |ands and homes as your own,
with your loyalties to am who will be Lord of the Hold when | |eave. To him
you will tithe and obey."

@ amrose in protest. "No, lord! Where you go, so go I, as always. | amstil

strong, and can serve as well as any of these young bucks."

Casca put his hand affectionately on dams shoulder. "No, my friend," he
said, "you are needed here. | nust go the way that ny fate dictates. | am
going to go a-viking. I will take ny long-ships and sail to the west, out
beyond the ice seas, and to the south. The journey may be years in the making,
and where or what we will find will call for younger bones than yours. No, ny
friend, your mind and experience are needed here. To go a-viking | need the
seeds of your loins, not you. He turned to the hall, and his voice rose: "Wo
of the young men wish to sail with me to the ends of the earth? To seas
farther than anyone has gone before?" He lifted high his horn of honeyed nead,
and his deep voice filled the Geat Hall: "W sails with Casca?"

The hall roared. Waves of cheers threatened to bl ow out the great fire where
the neat was roasting. In the red glow of its flanes the faces of the young
men shone with eagerness, Casca's challenge rushing to their brains |ike
strong drink. This was their chance. It was the thing of which heroes were
made and | egends born-to sail to the ends of the seas with the Lord Casca, the
Unchangi ng One. All raised their swords and axes in response. "Casca! Casca!
Casca!" they roared over and over

For the young nen the years of peace had been dull. It had been too quiet for
themfor too long. Casca and his followers had | ong since made their neighbors
aware that it was the better policy to | eave the gray-eyed lord alone in his



domai n. The young warriors wanted their own taste of battle and adventure.
Their hearts beat faster as they sang the old songs, the words the poets told,
the great |egends of the north. O Beowulf. O the young A am G aybeard when
he had conme to the Hold. Even of the gray-eyed man who led them still young
after all these years and all these battles. Now the chance was theirs to
become heroes thensel yes, so that other poets in other times would sing of
their deeds. Qams only son, daf, led the singing

Al that night the hall warned with their drinking and with the feelings of
camar aderi e that precede great adventures, but the enpty seat beside Casca
where Lida had sat served to remind him alone of all the nmultitude, that
everything ends, yet everything is the same. Once nore he nust | eave. The
sight of all those bright young faces of his youthful warriors al nost deterred
himfromthe venture. He knew that taking themwould nean death for many
before their sea road ended. He was tenpted to call the voyage off, to refuse
to send so many to their deaths. But two hundred years had taught hi mone
thing: Men are what they are, and adventure is the way of the young. If these
did not sail with him why, then, they would go with another. Their fates
woul d be the same in the end. It was not for himto alter the way things

were. ..

The norning snoke rose in dark, twisting tendrils into the cool danmp air
brought in fromthe sea. The rich, wet snell of the salt spray freshened
Casca's nostrils and brought an awakening to his entire body. Al one, for nost
of the young warriors had gone to their hones, Casca breathed deep, letting
his gray eyes sweep over the panorama in front of him the protected fjord
where his dragon ships lay waiting for their master, and for the wind to
breathe life into themand to set their dragon heads out into the unknown. A
chill ran up Casca's spine, and he wapped his nuscled forearns over each
other seeking a little nore warnth. Even as he stood, the wi nd changed and

bl ew around to the I and side, and Casca could snell the coming spring. Only a
few nore weeks and the snow would start to recede, |leaving the earth ready for
rebirth. Already the first hardy plants nust be beginning their stirnng that
woul d eventually force their heads up and out of the still white, but nelting
col d.

When the spring is here, ~

He stood | ooking at the dragon ships, wondering where they would take him
When he returned to the Great Hall, the sound of snoring reached hi meven
before he was full into the snoky interior, and he let his gaze stop on the
massi ve formof A am The great bear of a man |lay face down on the oak table,
contentedly slunbering in a wi ne- and nmead-i nduced stupor, his breath

whi stling out from between his great nustaches, his hand on his ever-present
sword. Ginning, Casca recalled the uses that nonstrous piece of steel had
been put to. damwas one hell of a man by anyone's standards, and fromthat
time when the two of them had become conrades, d ams course had al ways been

true. Well, perhaps a little crooked in spots..
The sl eeping G amwas part of what soon would be the past, but so was this
Great Hall. Casca surveyed its dark interior. Arnor, shields, spears, axes,

all the paraphernalia of war |ay about anmong the sleeping warriors remaining.
On the walls the flags and pennants of their enemes and friends flew, equally
honored, for is man not judged by the quality of his enem es nore than by
those he calls friends?

Deep in thought, Casca |ooked down at the sleeping dam

Cone spring, old friend, I think our road will finnally end. It's best this
way. | have known and cared for you too long to wish to see you die. My you
find your last battle and have the Valkyrie carry you to your special Valhalla
as you deserve. Die with that oversize neat cleaver in your hand shouting to
your heathen gods to carry you off to the hall of Qdin and Thor. Sighing
deeply, Casca shook his head, the thick cords of his nuscles standing out as
he tensed, then rel axed. Even you, old friend, have sonmewhere to go to rest at
your trail's end. He sighed again. | would even rejoice to share your Val hall a
with you. But you nmust go, and | nust wait.



A scullery maiid waited in the corner near the fire despite the snoke and ashes
that settled on her hair. Young and strong like nost of the Norse wonen, she
nevert hel ess possessed a shy quality about her. She was watching Casca wal ki ng
anong his drunk and sl eeping warriors. Unconsciously she spit on her fingers
and wi ped sone of the snudge away from her face. Beneath auburn hair, tied
back, her crystal blue eyes sparkled. Her body was just now beconm ng aware of
its power and prom se. \When Casca approached, she arose and stood erect. Back
straight, she faced her |ord.

"Sir," she said, her voice at first cracking a little in fright at her own
audacity, "Sir, may | serve you? Anything you wish fromme, ny |ord?" The | ast
was nmore of a statenent than a question

Casca froze for a nonent. The gentle tones of this girl-woman reached inside
hi m and touched his nmenory of another voice that had been both girl and woman.
He stepped closer to her and stopped where the light of the fire cast soft red
shadows over her face. She stood stock still, trying to control the beginnings
of a trenmor that quivered in her thighs as a virgin heifer does when first the
bul | begins to close with her. Taking a rag, Casca swabbed it in water and
rubbed the soot off the girl's face. He was surprised at the healthy gl ow t hat
shone through the clean spot. She held her head erect and | ooked hi m strai ght
in the eyes.

"May | serve you, |ord?"

The voice was now that of a conplete woman. In just a few seconds she had | eft
gi rl hood behind. The touch of Casca's hand as he stroked her cheek had made
her fully aware of her power.

Casca spoke softly, as if not to frighten her: "Go and wash, little one. And
then, if you still wish to serve ne, cone to my room I|f not..

She turned and wal ked away, her step firmand sure, her hips rolling in a way
that only wonen can manage, inviting and femal e even when virgin. Casca
grinned to himself and thought, They must be born with the instincts of a
she-cat.

A roaring bell ow behind Casca startled him and his hand went for his bl ade,

but then he recogni zed the raucous | aughter that now filled the hall. He
turned to face the now awake G am
"By Thor's great hammer, Molnir!" the giant roared joyfully. "It's about tine

you quit mooni ng about and took a woman! That little she-bitch has had her
eyes on you for weeks. Every tine she gets near you her tits tighten up like
they were cold." He saw the expression beginning to formon Casca's face, and
he raised his hand, palmoutward. "Hold, old friend | mean no disrespect to
Lida. | loved her as ny own daughter. But she herself would w sh you to get
over your npoaning and start living again."

d am swal l owed a great draft of stale nmead and wi ped his gray nmustache with
his forearm "Go on, you dago dunmy, or she'll beat you to your bed. Go and
get her!"

At that, Casca let his own | aughter cone through, and the two friends roared
toget her as only those who share secret thoughts can. They | aughed, and with
that |aughter nmuch of Casca's pain left.

Per haps the auburn-haired young girl would help even nore to | eave. The pain
m ght go... but the menories stayed Casca wal ked to his roons past the
snoking, flickering torches that |lit the way down the gray stone walls. The
stones al ways seened bl eaker in winter, but the tapestries portraying the
great heroes and | egends of old, the tapestries lining a goodly portion of the
wal I's, provided a little color against the hard stone.

Entering his roons, he could see that the fires had been kept going through
the night against the chill danp. Food and wine sat on the table with the
marbl e top, the one that had cone from Rone itself. He crossed the roomto his
bed and noticed a sizable lunmp init. The girl.

@ amwas right. She did beat me up here. Chuckling under his breath, he stood
close to the side of the bed and | ooked down at her. Her face was rosy and
shining fromthe scrubbing she had just given herself. Her hair was |et |oose
fromits braids and lay about her like a cloud. She smelled good. Apparently



bef ore she had conme up to his room she had taken sweet herbs and rubbed hair
and the secret places of her body with them The old wonen woul d have told her
to do so.

Casca smiled down at her. "Well, little one, are you sure?"

She nodded her head, afraid to trust her voice.

"So be it." Casca undid his tunic and let his Nor-dic | oose trousers drop, and
before she was really sure what happened he was al ongsi de her under the
feather-filled covers, his body col der than hers and gi ving her a shuddering
thrill as she felt the hardness of his stomach and | egs nove agai nst her
Gently, Casca put his arm around her and pulled her close. She snuggl ed her
face into the crook of his neck and squeaked in snmall tones, "Be gentle,
master, you are the first." Taking her breast into his calloused and rough
hand, Casca gently kissed the nipple, sending delicious quivers racing through
her .

"Centle it shall be," he said softly.

And gentle it was... until the ending when she begged himto enter her deep
and tear her apart with his manhood. The small pain of her torn flesh was as
not hi ng conpared to the desire she felt to have himthrust ever deeper in her
war nt h.

aOd damwas right.

The pai n eased. ..

The weeks until the green of spring would break on them seened all too short
for the work that had to be done. This was to be no ordinary raiding voyage.
This was to be a Nordic odyssey. The anount of preparation involved was

st aggeri ng.

Had it not been that it was Lord Casca | eading them few would have dared to
venture forth on such an expedition, but these young men had been rai sed on
tales of their strange and nysterious |lord. He had bounced them on his knees
when they were children, and he had taught nost of themtheir first use of
weapons. Fromtheir earliest nmenories he had been the sane: changed perhaps,
but never ol der. The greatest change was that of the sadness that had cone
when his | ady, the daughter of the brutal Ragnar, had di ed. The sadness ..

and the sense of time running on forever.

As children, they had seen himin his arnor, with his famed short sword

| eading their fathers and their elder brothers out to do battle with those who
dared to challenge the right of their lord to his domain and Hold. Many were
the nights when they had listened to old Aamtell of his and Casca's

adventures when G am was young... how they had found their way to an ancient
keep after Ragriar had blinded his own daughter because she said she had eyes
for no one but Casca... How Casca had taken his terrible revenge on Ragnar

and had brought Lida to this spot. Here he had devoted hinself to Lida, and
all who served and | oved both himand her nmade her days good. Al were pl edged
to one great secret: None told the Lady Lida that her man Casca did not age,
that while time turned her hair to silver Casca remmined as al ways. He had
grown a beard so that his lady could not feel there were no lines in his face
fromage. Al had kept faith with their strange Lord of the Hold. Al knew

t hat anyone who broke faith would face his wath, a great and terrible wath,
for, as damhad told them Casca was as one who had been touched by the gods
and was not to be taken lightly. But they also served the Lord Casca and his

| ady as much out of love and affection as they did out of fear and respect for
the strength of Casca's arm To them they were part of a living | egend,
privileged to be part of that |legend. . . the |l egend of Casca the Unchangi ng.
Thi s norning Casca shaved

Nei t her he nor anyone el se of his people knew that outside in the cold, nen
were watching the fort....

THREE

The nmen watching Casca's fort that norning so soon after Lida's death m ght
have t hought tw ce about attacking it had they known of the black grief

gri ppi ng Casca, or had they known of his prowess with bl ade and axe. M ght
have t hought tw ce, but perhaps not. They were not ordinary men.



They stood in the cold, the icy w nd whipping their beards and nustaches. Big
nmen. Qutcasts. The thieves and nurderers of a dozen different tribes. Their
bodies were clad in furs, and they had the feral |ook of wolves; wolves they
resenbl ed so nuch in tenper and taste that no man, wonan, or child was safe
fromthem Their weapons were ready to drink the bl ood of any and all they
could reach. These nmen-wol ves reveled in their bestiality. Now, as they

wat ched the small fort lying belowin the valley, they thought it easy

pi cki ngs. They had watched | ong, and knew there were no nore than forty nen in
the Hold. The others, as was the customof this land, were on their farns with
their famlies waiting for the spring thawto set the fjord free fromthe ice
for then they could set sail to fish and trade-and occasionally raid an eneny
I and.

These nen-beasts had been careful to avoid any of the farnhouses. They took no
chances of being spotted, of the warning being given so that the villagers
could rally to the fort bel ow

Their | eader watched. Big. Singularly repulsive. Hs teeth were bl ack and

wor n-down al nost to the gums. He suffered constantly fromtoothache and had
been known to bash in the skull of his nearest conrade just for being too

cl ose when the worst aching came. His beard was bl ack, streaked with gray. He
was not tall for one of his race, but he made up for it in width; his

shoul ders and hi ps were al nost the sanme size, and his legs were like tree
stunps in their fur wappings. A hide of bearskin served to keep out the worst
of the icy wind, but it failed to cover all the matted, dirty hair and skin
beneat h.

The reason he had been cast out fromhis own tribe was that he was so crue
even his own kin could not tolerate him He had been driven fromtheir canps
for killing all the nmenbers of his famly in a black rage, even the children
of his own body. Malgak the Killer, he was named, and he was so in truth. No
man had ever stood before his axe and lived to speak of it. This well-used
chunk of iron weighed over fifteen pounds, yet its owner handled it as a child
woul d a toy.

Mal gak turned fromwatching the fort and grunted to his nen to nove back to
the rude shelters they had set up. No fires for cooking. They would eat cold
nmeat, nmost of it raw Like wolves, they had devel oped a taste for blood ..

and not only that of animals.... Wth the night they would take the Hold. Two
hundred and el even of them should be nore than enough to settle with these
farmers and fishernen.

Mal gak crawl ed on his knees into the small skin tent he called hone and | ooked
at the slender formof the young girl he had taken captive a week before when
t hey burned out her hone and put her fanmily to the sword. Her face was dirty
and frightened. She whi npered when he entered and drew back against the tent
wal I, trying to nake herself as small as possible. Her hair had once been

bl onde and her skin fair, but now she was nerely a dirty child, bruised, with
matted hair and sores.

Mal gak stripped his breeches off and threw her under him taking the
fourteen-year-old girl as he would an animal. He thrust, grunted, and sweated
over her, slapping her in a futile attenpt to get sone response. It did not
take himlong to finish. He | ooked at her then, thinking of the wonen they
woul d have when they took the fort tonight. He no | onger needed this one, so
he took her small head in his hands and snapped her neck as one would snap the
neck of a chicken. Throwi ng the carcass out the flap of skin that served as a
door, he inmmedi ately dismi ssed her fromhis mnd, as though she were nothing.
Satisfying his hunger on a piece of raw horsefl esh, he thought again of the
fort bel ow and grinned, his black stunps worrying over the tough flesh. They
had butchered the | ast of their horses and pack animals two days before. Their
food woul d be gone tonorrow. But no matter. They would have their fill before
dawn.

The rest of his hairy band slept as best they could, wapped in their fur
robes and skins, curling up in knots to get warmh from each other's bodies,
in the process exchangi ng an unknown quantity of lice and fleas. They, too,



dreaned of the wonen and food in the fort. The only clean things about them
were their weapons. These showed no signs of mstreatment or rust. They were
cl ean, sparkling, sharp, ready for use. Earlier they had cut down fifty tal

pi nes and trinmed the branches off short, |eaving just enough to use as hand
and foot grips. These would be their scaling | adders. Wth fifty of themthere
woul d be no way the forty defenders of the small fort bel ow coul d keep them
fromscaling the walls and getting inside.

Bet ween the mi dni ght hour and the dawn, when nmen sleep the deepest and the
sentries eyes are fogged froml ooking out into the dark, Ml gak gathered his
men, his human vermn, and they slipped silently close to the wails, first
wal ki ng, then crawing, the snow and ice sliding inside their furs and | eavi ng
cold, clean spots unseen beneath the rags they wore.

Inside the fort, Casca could not sleep. The imge of Lida kept returning to
haunt him . . Lida as she was when she was young and beautiful. That was how
he saw her, even to the end when she quietly wasted away and fell into the

sl eep of no return. To himshe woul d al ways be young.

He checked his sentries, giving an encouraging word and a slap on the back to
t hose who | ooked too drowsy. He wal ked the ranmparts. The cold wind comng in
fromthe sea had the taste of salt to it and chilled his skin into a red gl ow
It felt good.

Casca wore only a light cloak and trousers of flax, dyed blue. There was no
need for armor this night, only for sword and dagger. H's sword hung froma
shoul der belt on his right side, in the Roman manner. The dagger was in the

wi de bl ack | eather stomach belt that fastened in the back with straps. He

| ooked out on the darkened countryside. Add habits die hard, he thought. Even
t hough there had been no sign of trouble for nonths, he scanned the bl ackness,
using his eyes as he had been taught; turning his head slightly off-center, he
searched the shadows with his side vision, knowi ng that he would be able to
see better with such peripheral sight.

Not hi ng

He | eaned between the stone crenellations and | ooked down, letting his eyes
sweep the rocky, snow covered ground and keeping his ears alert for any
unusual sound.

What the Hades!?

A muffled thunp, barely audible, seemed to fl ow vaguely out of the dark, and
then Casca definitely heard an involuntary;, whispered curse. Someone is out
there. . . . Casca slowy, now nore carefully, focused his eyes on every
shadow and saw novenent. Here one movenent, there another. Finally he nmade out
definite figures. Ch, shit. There's a bunch of themout there. And it | ooks
like they're carrying sonething to scale the walls with. Probably trimed
trees.... How many? Now that he had spotted the first, his eyes seened to
sharpen tenfold and the figures becane clearer. From his height they |ooked in
the dimlight and ground fog nore like the trolls out of Norse |egend than
men. He cane to a quick decision: Too many of themto nmeet on the walls. W'd
be spread too thin to cover every approach

Casca cursed hinself for his carel essness. He had been sunk so deep in
self-pity that he had forgotten that others needed his care and attention
@Quilt slapped him He was responsible for this.

Turning swiftly, and half-running, he reached the first of his watch. Vliad the
Dark stood as silent as his nane, spear relaxed in his grip, but the man's
physical attitude spoke of his instant ability to turn into action. Wi spering
in Viad's ear, Casca sent himto circle the walls and also to send a runner to
the sl eeping quarters and quietly rouse the nmen. They were to put those unabl e
to fight down into the dungeons where they were to bar themselves in until the
fight was over. The wonen and children were to be especially quiet this night.
There nust be no sound from anyone. They had but m nutes before the invaders
woul d begin clinbing the walls. They nust hurry.

As Casca was securing his people, Ml gak and his scabby force had reached the
wal I's. Frost fromtheir breaths made small w spy clouds rise from each bearded
face. No sound reached themfromthe top of the walls to indicate they had



been seen. Mal gak grinned his bl ack-stuped | eer, pleased that they had reached
the wall wi thout being noticed. It was better |luck than he had counted on
Those toads behind the walls and on the ramparts nust be asl eep. He notioned
silently to his nmen

The I ogs were put into position and raised. The invaders tried to maintain
that silence that pervaded all in this night. Even the cold breeze fromthe
sea seenmed to add to the crisp sense of silence. They began to clinb. Those
with swords went first, carrying their bl ades between their teeth. These were
followed by the others with shields and weapons in scabbards or slung by
thongs and belts fromtheir backs and waists. Fortune was smling upon them
Casca had no tine to return to his roonms and don his arnmor. As he was, he
would fight. His men silently went to the positions assigned them and | ay
quiet, waiting for their lord's word to fight. Until then, silence was the
rule. The torches lighting the way down the halls were extinguished. Only in
the main roomof the Hold were the fires and torches kept burning. The rest of
the stone fort was wapped in cold dark. damwas in charge of the nmen in the
feast room Casca had taken dams son and Viad with him along with Hol dbed
the Berserker, as a reserve force to the hall |leading to the feasting room
where @ am and the others waited with swords drawn and battl eaxes hel d ready.
Anti ci pati on brought cold drops of sweat to nmore than one young Viking's brow
Many woul d soon be experiencing their first true battle. They had practiced
of ten enough, spearing and striking with blunted swords and axes, but there

t hey had stopped short of killing. There would be no stopping this night.

In the hall leading to the sanctuary, the way had been lined with piles of
fresh straw to keep the deep chill fromgiving a man's feet frosthite. A door
opened on both ends, leading to the hall and further down to the feasting
room The invaders would have to conme this way to reach them Even the
entrance to the dungeons and storage roonms below were in this room The wonen
and children and the old nmen could not be reached until the invaders had

di sposed of those in this room

They wait ed.

The only sounds were the soft breathing of the men and the thin rasp of netal
agai nst metal. Modst of Casca's nen had on their helnmets, conical steel caps
wi th horns of oxen or wings of birds attached according to the owner's taste.
Only a few had any kind of armor to cover the chest. Mdst wore only tunics of
tlax or leather, but each had his shield, a round thing of stretched hide with
a round steel boss in the center. A dozen archers lined the wal kway | eading to
t he upper chanbers, bows strung, steel-tipped arrows at the ready.

The first invader on the ranparts was a wiry, quick Marconmanni, one of the
fierce German tribes. He held his weapon | ow and ready for the fight. Mking
no sound, no alarm like waiths in the night, his associates in death joined
himuntil the ranparts were covered. Mal gak was the last to clinmb. He was no
fool. If they were to be caught on the | ogs clinbing, he would be sure that
the brunt of the defenders' killing fell on soneone other than hinself. Not a
coward, he still valued his own fleainfested hide nore than those of his nen.
But the | ack of opposition puzzled him

"Where the shit are they? Surely they nmust have sentries posted sonewhere on
the walls."

The word sent to himby others of his band was that there was indeed no sign
of life on the walls, that the ranparts had been conpletely deserted.

Mal gak chewed on his nustache, killing one of its inhabitants, a particularly
large flea. He spat it out, along with a few of his own hairs. H s face took
on a slightly confused | ook. Warily, he slowy scanned all of the fort in
sight . . . the courtyard beneath, the storeroons by the nain building.

No sign of life. No sound of alarm

"I like this not," Ml gak nuttered. "But no matter. W know their nunbers.

They nmust be here soneplace." Still, he was a little uncertain. He passed the
word that there mght be a trap and then notioned for his men to | eave the
wal I . They raced down the stone steps. One nman hit a patch of slick ice,

slipped, and fell to the courtyard belowwith a dull thunmp that was accented



by hi s back cracking.

Even this brought no response fromthe Hold' s defenders . . . wherever they
ver e.

The invaders swarned into the courtyard, ready for bloodletting. Surely, here
t he defenders nust fight . .. but, again, nothing....

Vlad the Dark slipped back fromthe doorway where he had watched the advance
of the invaders. He whispered in Casca's ear. Casca nodded and, in |ow tones,
told himto deliver a nessage to Gdam waiting in the feasting room Vlad

di sappeared. The shadows seened to swallow himas he went to do his master's
bi ddi ng.

@ amgrunted in anusenment as he received Casca's instructions.

Casca had his men spread a container of liquid over the straw floor from end
to end.

Laughter reached the ears of the silent invaders. Malgak listened to the

boi sterous, loud laughter coming fromthe interior. He could nake out slurred
speech and boasting. He grinned his death's-head leer. "So, that's it. The
bastards are drunk. That's why the walls are deserted." He hoped the defenders
had not consumed too nmuch of their nmaster's cellar. He and his men thirsted.
They had had no nore than a few barrels of thin beer for the | ast two weeks,
beer they had gotten when they burned the girl's hone.

He gave the order to attack

Weapon ready, the Marcomanni led the way into the hall leading to the source
of the laughter. The rest foll owed, crowded shoul der to shoulder in the narrow
passage. They noved step by step. Slowy. Cdoser and closer. A single torch
lighted the way down the hall. They smiled to thensel ves. They woul d have no
probl emin di sposing of the drunken household. It would be easy.

Sweari ng under his breath, Ml gak noved to the front al ongsi de the Marcomanni
He grunted a command. The invaders prepared to rush inside the room From here
Mal gak coul d make out at |east four men slunped over tables in drunken stupor
and anot her two | aughing over their cups while they tore at chunks of beef and
washed it down with great mugs of mead. Raising his fifteen-pound axe above
hi s head, Ml gak readi ed hinsel f.

Shouting his tribal battlecry, he rushed into the roomfollowed by the packed
body of his men. The apparently sleeping defenders all too quickly awke and
raced to the back of the room The two drinking did likewise and ran to the
wal I s. Mal gak and his nen stopped in the center of the roomin surprise. Their
fur-clad bodies sweating fromthe night's | abors and their eyes wild, they

| ooked like brute aninmals. They stood thus for only a monent, and then a
flight of arrows fromthe walls reached out for them striking into
unprotected throats and stomachs. The archers' orders were no fancy shooting,
just aimfor the largest part of the body and put as nmany out of comm ssion as
possi bl e. Feat hered barbs pinned a dozen of the invaders before the fact that
they were in a trap registered in their mnds.

@ am and ten men raced fromthe entranceway nearest the door through which

Mal gak and his wol ves had entered. Another twenty formed a line in front of
the stairs where the invaders would have to cone at thema few nmen at a tine.
@ am struck out with his great two-handed sword at the nearest of the invaders
who were still trying to get into the chanber with their conrades. Three fel
with one thrust as G amnmade a great sweeping slice that startled the ones
behind and froze themin their tracks for a nonent. A nonment was all G am
needed. Wth the aid of two Vikings he swung the hall door of stout oak shut
in the faces of the invaders, |ocking themout of the room Wen this
happened, at the other end O af, d@ams son, slanmed that door fromthe

out side, locking at |east half of Ml gak's men packed into the dark and narrow
confines of the hall. The invaders beat at the doors with sword and axe. Their
first sense that all was not well was quickly conh'rne~and true panic set
in-when a flickering |ight dropped from above. The grinning Casca had lit a

| anp of seal oil and tossed it burning onto the straw they had recently soaked
with oil. Fire raced under the feet of the invaders. Crying, they alternately



tried to stanp out the growi ng flames, and cursed when they burned their feet
and tried to avoid it. To no avail. Snoke filled the hall. Choking,
tear-starting snmoke filled their lungs, taking the place of life-giving air.
Casca grinned once nore and di sappeared through the small doorway and joi ned
A af, Vlad, and Hoidbod. Swiftly they noved through the passageway to the
feasting roomwhere the archers were doing such deadly work. The cries for
hel p fromthose choking to death in the hall reached deaf ears. None could
save them The flames licked up and set fire to | eggings, and then bodies.
Many beat their own conrades to death with axes and swords trying to escape

t he choki ng snmoke and body-searing flanes. Snoke works fast. Casca had tine to
| ook over the situation bel ow fromwhere he and his nmen had cone out of the
passageway. The crying stopped, and the stench of burning hair and flesh
reached them In the hall alnost a hundred bodies were piled on top of each

ot her, nouths bl ack, noses groping for air that woul d never conme, those on the
bottom charred fromthe flames, their dead fingers enpty of weapons they had
dropped when they covered their mouths and tried to expel the thick, oily
snoke that filled their lungs and took themto their own individual hells.

@ am hel d off the invaders with sword and shield until the scream ng stopped
from behind the door. The archers on the stairs kept their mssiles flying and
provi ded cover to take nost of Ml gak's nmen off himuntil his chore had been
conpl eted. They al so gave the cover necessary for a short rush fromthe
warriors in front to let Gamback in their ranks with the loss of only two
men. These were overrun and chopped to pieces by the enraged outcasts. The

i nvaders' disdain for the bow as a coward' s and wonan's weapon proved costly
to them as the slender shafts searched out the tender spots of their bodies
and buried thenmselves up to half their lengths in the fur-clad figures. Less
than two m nutes had passed since Mal gak had entered the room and al ready
hal f of his men were either wounded or dead behind the oak doors. Screaming in
frustrated passion, he and his horde rushed the defenders on the stairs,
trying to tear themfromthe steps and break through so they could butcher
those cowards with the deadly flying barbs.

Casca joined the others, coolly giving orders. He formed his nmen in sections,
one section to fight and then step back, their places to be taken by the next
rank. That way, no one had to fight too | ong before given a break. This was

t he Roman manner when the legion fornmed a square. The invaders could only cone
at themfour or five men at a time while those behind, in their rage, hel ped
hi nder the effective-ness of their conrades facing Casca's nen on the stairs
by packing in too close and restricting their ability to nmove and fight.

I ndeed, many of their nen were already dead, being held up by the press of the
nmen behind them

Mal gak sliced with his great axe and downed two of the defenders, |eaving one
trailing his intestines behind himas he fell to the floor. The dead Viking
was qui ckly di smenbered and pi eces of his body tossed back up the stairs to
et the others know the fate that awaited themif they lost. Smoke sliding in
under the oak door lay in a cloud over the interior, the gleamfromthe
fireplace casting a red gl ow over the nen | ocked in the death struggle. Even
with Mal gak's urging and threats the outcasts could make no progress on the
stairs. They had tw ce al nost reached the door |eading off fromthe stairway
to the dungeons bel ow, but had been driven back by fierce counterattacks from
t he young warriors.

The invaders took shelter behind shields and overturned tabl es and benches,
anyt hi ng that could keep those feathered barbs fromtheir faces and stonachs.
They ki cked and cursed any | ateconers who tried to share their shelters. In
desperati on Mal gak opened the oak door, letting clouds of snoke fill the room
as he and sone of his men entered the hall of death, rushing inside and
stepping on the bodies of the dead. Anything to get away fromthe deadly

bar bs.

Casca advanced down to the first steps, dodging a thrown boarspear, knocking
it, glancing, off his shield. As he came down he stepped over the bodies of
his own slain. The sight of the young faces stilled in death brought a



buil di ng bl ack rage on him A hot flash rose fromhis stomach to his face. Hs
features darkened. Those bright young nen... to die at the hands of......

@ am knocked away anot her spear thrown at Casca and stood cl ose. "What now?"
he asked, his old eyes bright with the lust for battle. "That was good,
barbecuing the devils in the hall, but what now? They still outnunber us by
two to one. They can't get up to us, and we can't get behind them™

Casca grunted and pointed with his short sword to the oak doorway. "There," he
said to am "their leader, the one with the black teeth." Casca took a deep
breath and bell owed, his words echoing around the stone walls: "You in there!
The ugly one with no teeth!™

Mal gak peeked around the corner, taking a good | ook at the one who had

i nsulted him though insults neant nothing to him He was beyond any sense of
honor or pride. He had only the feral instincts of a backstabber to guide him
"What do you want ?" he answer ed.

Casca | aughed, his facial scar turning white. "I want you, little man. | want
to feed you to ny hogs while you're still alive."

Mal gak took a closer | ook at his antagonist, noting the nuscles, the scars.
The man was obviously a fighter to be reckoned with. He said nothing.

Casca continued, "Cone out to nmeet me man to man, shit bucket. If you win, ny

men will let you and your verm n escape back to the cesspools you canme from

If you lose, | will still spare your nmen. Have we an agreement ?"

Mal gak' s face wrinkled as he thought out the offer. Well, shit, what choice do
| have? If we stay boxed up here, those archers will pick us off one at a
time. But, if I can kill their |eader, perhaps his men will |ose heart. Either
way, it looks as if | have to face him Ml gak began to psych hinmsel f up

After all, he had never lost a fight, and fromthe nunber of scars on the hide
of his adversary he nust not have done so well in the fights he had had to get
carved up so much. Maybe he's not as tough as | first thought.... He made up

his mnd and called out:

"Who is it | speak to?"

"Casca," came the reply. "Lord of the Hold. WIIl you cone out and fight, or do
| have to burn you out as | did those inside whomyou now visit?"

Mai gak raised his foot off the face of the nan on whom he was standi ng. The
sight of the bl ackened and charred corpse grinning up at himmade up his mnd
for him

"Very well, Lord Casca. | agree. If | lose; ny nen go free. That's all

really care about. If | win, your nen must give us food to continue our
journey. That's all we really wanted anyway, a little sonething to eat."

Mal gak was lying in his teeth, and Casca knew it.

Mal gak called the Marcomanni to himand said softly, "I will try to get the
one called Casca close to the doorway. Wen | do, you and the others rush out
and kill him Once he's down, those on the stairs will be w thout their

| eader, and we will probably be able to overpower them"

The Marcomanni smiled in agreenent. "It will be done." He turned and quickly
spread the word that when the | eader of the defenders canme close they were to
rush out on him Their lives depended on it.

Mal gak called out, "Casca, | agree. Tell your nen to stop shooting and | will
step out."

Casca gave the word and told the outlaws hiding behind the furniture to join
their conrades in the hallway, that he could have none behind him Mal gak
ordered themto obey, and they quickly rushed into the open doorway, casting
fearful glances behind them expecting to feel arrows in their backs as they
ran, which was only natural, as that was what they woul d have done if the

t abl es had been turned.

Mal gak stepped forward; round shield on his left arm his fifteenpound

battl eaxe swinging froma | eather thong on his right wist. The axe was

si ngl ebl aded, with a stabbing spike on the top. Malgak's face was wreathed in
a grimy, winkled smle. "I amhere," he said.

Casca stepped out. The sight of the wetch gave rise to renewed anger in him
The dirty smle and the bl ack-stunped teeth seened an obscenity after the



cl ean faces of his own young nen.

"Good enough," he said, adjusting the feel of the round, buckler type shield
he was using, one smaller than that used by Hol dbod. "Cone on, ugly one, and
"Il give you a lesson." He stepped into the center of the hall and assuned
the gl adi ator position of the Gallic school, shield held |ow and to the front,
body turned to present a small target, sword held lowto the side with the
point slightly up, his left foot |eading.

Mal gak came cl oser, swinging his axe in his hand. "That's very pretty," he
said sarcastically. "You |l ook |ike a dancer."

"I't will be the last dance you ever see, Casca rejoined, and struck, first
with sword, then shield, then one after another. The whirlwi nd attack of Casca
sent Mal gak reeling back in astonishnent, frantically trying to cover hinself.
He had never been assaulted like this before-but then he had never faced one
bef ore who had won the wooden sword in the arenas of Inperial Rone, a trained
prof essi onal gl adi ator, as Casca had been. Ml gak | eaped backward over an
overturned table to get sone space between hinself and this nmadman. d anci ng
over his shoulder, he tried to see where his nen were, how far he woul d have
to nove to gain the safety of their nunbers or have themconme to his aid. Too
far. ..

Taki ng a deep breath, he cane back at Casca, the great axe smashi ng agai nst
the Iighter buckler. Then the axe whirled again, and Casca was forced back
under the weight of the blow Casca and Mal gak | ocked together, face to face,
bodi es straining. The sour smell of Ml gak's breath seemed to have a carrion
stench to it; the raw neat he had eaten was rotting between his teeth. Ml gak
struck Casca to the ground with a smashing bl ow fromhis shield and rai sed the
axe to split his skull. Casca quickly hooked his foot behind the knee of

Mal gak, and with his other foot striking the front of Ml gak's ankle while the
one behind canme forward, he threw the childkiller back and down. Now Casca
rose, his gladius Iberius-the faned Roman short sword-fl ashing as he struck
and chopped, trying to beat down the shield guard. But Ml gak regai ned his
feet. Dammit The son-of-a-bitch may be ugly, but he is as strong as any | have
nmet. They cl osed again, sword agai nst axe, shield against buckler. They
whirl ed and fought, sparks |eaping fromthe bl ades. They cursed and sweat ed.
The red glow of the fire gave each a denoni c appearance. They neared the door
and the Marcomanni rushed out to stab Casca in the back. He was aided in this
effort by two other nen who fell quickly to well-placed arrows. A shout from
@ am warned Casca, and he tw sted his body around and fairly | eaped into the
air, turning into a tunbler's type roll and | andi ng back on his feet. The

Mar comanni stood there, an enbarrassed | ook on his face. He still |ooked that
way when Casca threw the sword straight into his stomach where it exited about
six inches out of his back, severing the spinal cord.

Mal gak screamed in glee. H s man was defensel ess now wi thout his sword. Ml gak
rushed. Casca knelt, taking his armout of the buckler. As Ml gak raced to him
he held the buckler like the discus throwers of Geece and let fly fromthe
kneeling position. The round steel buckler spun through the air and snashed
edgewi se on Mal gak's right shin, breaking the leg clean, |eaving a

t hree-inch-deep gash through whi ch bone splinters were clearly visible. But
even as Malgak fell he tried to cut Casca down by |unging forward.

Casca was not there.

Mal gak pulled hinself to his good knee, black teeth showi ng as he sucked air
in. He shouted at Casca:

"Come to ne! | can't cone to you. Cone to ne, and let me give you a kiss." He
brandi shed the axe.

"As you wish it," Casca said and noved closer, circling as Malgak did the
same, keeping his weapon facing Casca. Fingers spread, bent slightly over from
t he wai st, Casca noved forward. Ml gak swung a bl ow that would have split his
target in two, but again Casca was not there. Malgak tried to raise the axe
again and could not. Pain fromhis |l eg was beginning to blur his vision. Casca
seened to cone from nowhere; the smashing blow of his fist into Malgak's face
sent the outcast to the floor, the axe falling fromhis hand, the shield



flying across the room Casca picked up the fallen axe of Ml gak and stood
over him hol ding the weapon cl ose by the head, the long shaft with the

| eat her thong dangling. He grabbed Ml gak by his |long, greasy hair and tw sted
the ugly face up to where he could get a good |look at him Cruelty and ani mal
bestiality was all he saw.

Dark, deep hate settled on Casca. H s breath came short and rapid. Hi s heart
pounded. His face flushed with anger. He said in judgnent:

"You and your beasts dare to cone here and kill my people, the people of Lida?
I know you. | have seen your kind everywhere, fromPersia to Britanma. You are
killers for no reason but pleasure, so |l wll not deny you the pleasure of
your own death being too slow, but it will still be nmore nerciful than you

woul d have shown us.

Jerking the head, he snapped a sharp kick with his toe into the sol ar plexus
of Mal gak The bl ack-toot hed nouth gaped open trying to breathe.

"Here," said Casca, "here is your axe, barbarian. Then you should have it with
you al ways. "

Wth that, Casca drove the |eather-thonged end of the axe down into the open
nmout h. Mal gak choked as the handl e was forced past his esophagus. His thoracic
nmuscl es noved in spasnodic involuntary actions trying to do the inpossible and
regurgitate the wooden shaft back up out of his throat. Casca pushed deeper

hol ding the axe in and twi sting. Mal gak's face turned as black as his teeth,
and he died without the death rattle.

The handl e of the axe was so snug that not even his death breath coul d escape.
He di ed eyes w de, unbelieving.

Hi s nen witnessed the death of their |eader and sl anmed the oak door shut,
bolting it fromthe inside. They wanted no nore.

Casca rose fromthe body of Ml gak and turned to where @ am had cone near him
"Cet himand his filth out of Lida's hone," he said.

Weary, drained enotionally frommthe fight, he wal ked up the stairs, not
noticing the | ooks given himby his young warriors. Od damwas right; the
Lord of the Keep was not as other men, he was nore.

G amcarried out his lord's orders. Taking a page fromthe scene that had
transpired earlier, damhad nore containers of oil throw into the hallway
fromthe upper ranp. To help the fire along he had nore arnfuls of straw
thrown in. It was soon over. Wen the first gray light of the new day rose,
the warriors of Casca carried the bodies of the raiders to the beach where
they were taken out in small boats and dunped in the sea to feed the crabs.
That some of the raiders nmight not be quite dead hindered their |abors not at
all; they just nade nore bubbles. The next day the young men and warriors from
t he countrysi de showed up ready for action. They had found the body of the
young child whom Mal gak had used so badly and had conme ready for battle. dam
ordered the household cl eansed and their dead buried. He ordered that none
shoul d speak of this day unless the lord first brought up the subject. Al was
as before. The warner days were com ng.

FOUR

Each day the indicators of the com ng spring becane nore pronounced, and work
on the expedition quickened. The young warriors sharpened their weapons,
honi ng the edges ever finer. A d Cono, the shipbuil der whom Casca had brought
to his keep, fussed over the two | ongships that they woul d take. Like an old
hen over her chicks, Corio clucked and scolded, testing every line and seamin
the ships he had built for Casca. The ships them selves were a bl ending of the
Roman gall eys, less the ram and the long, shallow draft vessels the |oca

i nhabitants used for fishing and comrerce. The |ocal vessels used no sails.
When Casca had first come to this rockbound coast, he had been quick to
realize the value of the sea | anes. The man who coul d use them nore
efficiently would prosper, and so would his people. Mking use of his many
years as a slave on the Roman war galleys, Casca set about to exploit the
sea's potential. He bought old Corio the ship builder froma Tedesci chieftain
i nl and who had no use for a shipbuilder. Between the two of them Casca and
Gono, they had designed this mxture of galley and sailing ship. Their new



vessel could slide through the waves as |light as a sea nynph.

The way the new design cane about was unusual

Casca had spent many hours on the coast watching his favorite animls at play,
the flashing and tw sting sea otters. He had noticed how they turned and
twisted their bodies to slide nore easily through the rough waters. He had
remarked to Corio that if a ship could do the sane, it would have a nuch
better chance for survival in rough seas. Corio, then not so old, thought on
the problem for weeks. Finally he had the answer. He made use of an ingenious
system of interlocking planks that, even when they noved and twi sted, stil
remai ned water tight. They built the vessel. It worked. They nanmed it the

Li da. Sure enough, on her mai den voyage, the Lida slipped |like one of the sea
otters she was nodel ed after between the rough ocean troughs and rose swiftly
over the peaks of the waves, answering her master's desires quickly and with a
feeling of expectancy. |ndeed, thought Casca, ships seemto be nore alive than
anyt hi ng el se man has created. The w nd, humm ng through the Lida's rigging,
appeared to agree with him

Al t hough Casca's years as an oar slave certainly did not qualify himas a
master mariner, they had given hima feeling for what was right in the way a
ship nmoved through different waters. He could tell if there was sonething
wrong in the basic design sinmply by the way the ship felt and sounded. This
instinct, coupled with Corio's years of experience as a shipwight, enabled
themto build what would be the prototype of all the Viking | ong-ships that

wr eaked such havoc in the civilized world three hundred years |ater

Now, of the three ships built and lying at anchor, the two | argest were being
made ready for sea. Corio was as rigid in his denmands as a Roman decurion
Everything nust be as near perfect as he could make it. After all, he knew

t hese young nen who woul d be going out into the unknown waters with the Lord
Casca. He had seen them grow up. He had played with them and taught them
seamanshi p. They were like famly, and he would send no menbers of his famly
out on the deep w thout making sure that all was in order

When Casca | ooked out on the conbination of his young men, the ships, and the
sea, his pul se quickened in spite of himself. You'd think that after all these
years it would take nore than going to sea to excite me, he thought. But
perhaps that is what keeps nme from going mad. And thank what ever powers that
be that wonen still can nmake ny blood boil; the thrill has never grown old for
me. The little bitch of a scullery maid was the best thing for me. Put nmy mnd
in order and finally got nmy shit together. So . ... now... In tw weeks we
sail. The ice is breaking up outside the jlord, and soon the sea will be
clear. When it is, we sail. Two weeks..

H s thoughts turned back to the auburn-haired girl, and he felt a stirring in
his groin-and a feeling of being watched. Turning, he | ooked to the archers'
aperture just to his rear and on the second | evel near where his roons were.
Sure enough, the maid stood there, smling, her face bright and shining. Since
she had becone the lord' s wonan she now had a favored position in the
househol d and t ook proper advantage of it to see that her appearance was at
its best. Casca chuckled and breathed deep, enjoying the feeling in his chest
as the nuscles stretched and tightened. Well, why not? There's nothing w ong
with a nooner. It'll wake up ny appetite.

As he headedup to her, he thought, I'll have to do something for her before
leave . . . to reward her and to nake sure that the other wonen of the Hold
don't get on her ass after |I'm gone. Wnen are so nuch damm neaner than mnen.
"Il give her a dowy. That will guarantee a good husband. Pleased with

hi nsel f, he continued up to where the girl was already in his bed.

She, too, was pleased with herself.

@ am wandered through the keep like a grouchy old walrus. He strongly
resenbl ed the same, barking at everyone who got in his way. Nothing pleased
him The young nen did not have proper respect for their elders. They had no
real values. Al they wanted was to party. No sense of responsibility.

Di sci pline, that was what they needed. Casca was too easy on them |[|'m going
to talk to himabout that. If they're going to be warriors, they have to learn



to take orders and obey.
Bursti ng unannounced into Casca's quarters, he got a quick glinpse of his
master well-nmounted in the saddle.

"By Loki's bl oodshot one eye, man," d amexclained, "l said a little roll in

the hay with a sweet girl would be good for you; | didn't mean for you to make

it your life's work! Now roll your over-nuscled carcass off that sweet young

thing and cone on down to the hall. W need to talk."

Not waiting for an answer, G am headed for the hall, grunbling to hinself that

a man Casca's age should know better. But then Casca al ways was a strange bird
even bathed two or three tinmes a week. Ah, well, there's no accounting

for those the gods have touched.

Casca joined himshortly. The two sat over a bowl of w ne, and Casca took the
chiding that @ am gave him acknow edgi ng that he had been too easy on the
young nen, but that beginning in the nmorning he would give them sonme of that
good Ronman army discipline and whip theminto order in double time. They were
good nen at heart.

The next three weeks, for the spring did not conme as quickly as Casca had at
first anticipated, Casca gave short order drill that woul d have delighted the
heart of Augustus Caesar. He gave the young nmen their first real taste of

di scipline, of obedience to orders at all costs. He taught themthat orders
were nore inportant than friends and that to di sobey an order was the greatest
shane and di shonor they could know. Each nman nust depend on the know edge t hat
hi s conrades woul d respond as ordered. None could break and act independently.
Such was the great secret of success of the Roman | egions, and Casca nmade sure
that every man in his comand understood it perfectly. These men al ready had
the ability to handl e weapons. Weapons they had been raiscd with. But the
concept of obedience to whomever was in conmand was somet hing new. Twi ce Casca
relieved men whom he had put in charge of work details when they failed to
enforce their authority and let their friends get away with infractions of the
rules the lord laid down. Their punishment was to be denied the right to go on
t he yoyage. They woul d be Il eft behind. These two exanpl es, nore than anything
el se, reinforced the youngsters' readiness to obey.

By the time the | ongships were ready to sail the young nmen were al ready taking
pride in their new discipline and order. And when Casca told themthat to

di sobey on the voyage nmeant death or abandonnent at sea, they understood fully
the deadly seriousness of having order. It was an effort, but they managed to
constrain their wild Nordic spirits.

Extra sails were stored aboard the two ships, and salt fish and snoked neat
packed in G eek type anphorae were stowed carefully bel owdecks. Fresh water,
dried vegetables, all the supplies and equi pnent needed for a |ong voyage were
laid in. As of late the tone at the keep had becone nore sonber as the reality
of leaving took the |ast feelings of chil dhood from many of the teen-aged

Nor semnen.

In their hones, the night before the sailing, wass sail was sung and farewells
made and gifts given. The parents knew that some of those sailing would never
return, but like all parents they hoped and prayed to their gods that their
own sons woul d be anong those who sailed back to the fjord with the stories
and spoils of the voyage.

The tine had cone.

In the nmorning they would sail

That night Casca. made his farewell to the auburn-haired girl and gave her a

| arge enough dowy to wed a baron if she wi shed, or to make her independent,

if that was what she wanted.

d am though, was sonething el se.

The old warrior sat in his cups, despondent because he was being | eft behind.
Casca took himby the armand ran the others out of the hall with the words
that they would need their sleep. Alone with G am he said

"dam old friend, listen to me. W have gone on a |long road together, but the
time is here for us to part, not because | wish it, but because that is the
way of it. | need you here to keep things safe for ne until | return. It may



be years or even decades before | come back, so it is for you to see that | am
not forgotten. Sonmetine in the future | may need the Hold again, and it is for
you to see that ny com ng back will be welcome. You are ny Keeper of the Hold,
and when you go to Val halla, before you go, you nust be careful to select one
who wi Il honor your charge and keep faith with me. Though | be gone a century
or nore, he, and each Keeper of the Hold in his turn, rmust swear to honor ny
claimand wait for me to return, as | will one day."

G@amraised his red-rimed eyes to his lord and friend. Snuffling, he said, "I
know t hat what you say is true. | knowthat | amtoo old for the sailing you
are going on. But ny heart goes with you. You have never told me why you are
what you are, and | amnot even sure of exactly what that is, but you have
been friend and brother to me for over forty years, and now with nmy age | fee

nore to you as a father would even though you are nuch older than I. So, ny
son of the ages, | will keep your Hold in your nane and will see that all who
follow me do |ikewi se. Soneday you may need this place, and it will be here

for you. The only request | have is that you take my son daf with you."

Rai sing a horn of honeyed mead, the old barbarian cried out with a voice that
rang through the hol d:

"Wassail! And farewell, ny friend!"

There was one final nonment for Casca.

In the early hours before the sailing he sat alone beside the fire he and Lida
had shared so often. ..... . Without her the Hold was an enpty shell.
Thirty-one years he had lived here with her

Casca drank deep froma flagon of honeyed nead, his thoughts flow ng through
his mind. The fire crackled and sparks |eaped forth to die untended on the

st ones.

The road has been long and will, | fear, be much |onger yet. But | could not
stay here. Everywhere are things that remnd nme of Lida. Perhaps sone-where
out there on the sea | will be released either fromny life or ny nenories.

Menori es.

They crowd In on ne at tines. He stared into the flickering fire, made drowsy
by the flanes, and just before sleep overtook himhe set the flagon of nead
down on the warm stones. The face of the yellow sage, Shiu Lao Tze, was
appearing in the red coals just before his eyes closed. Casca slept.
In his sleep dreanms and nienories rushed into his brain one after another
appearing and then quickly vanishing to make way for others. At the beginning
there was the Jew on the Cross whom he, Casca Rufio Longi nus, had struck with
the spear.. . and the Jew had condemmed himto live until they nmet again. That
life flickered through his brain like the flanes in the fire he had just
wat ched. . the slave years in Greece where he had lived in the mnes like a
blind mole for over fifty years. . . the Roman arena and the giant Nubi an
Jubala. . . the detailed scene cane back to himof how he had killed the black
with his bare hands using the art taught himby the yell ow sage fromthe I and
of Khitai beyond the Indus R ver. Casca's own thoughts appeared in his dream
Shiu Lao Tze always tried to teach me nore than | coul d understand of his
bel i efs and phil osophy. He always said that life is a circle that goes on and
on, endlessly repeating itself Al that was will be. Perhaps so. It nmakes as
much sense as anything else | have heard.... \Wen he had killed Jubala he had
won the wooden sword fromthe hands of Gaius Nero hinmself. It had nmade him a
freeman, for a short tinme. Then a slave again, ship after ship as a galley
slave. . . . Then nore years. And Neta, the first wonan he had | oved. How he
had to | eave her when he saw the worry in her eyes as her hair turned gray and
the wrinkles came yet Casca renmai ned the same, unchangi ng. The | egi on agai n.
The great battle at the walls of Ctesiphon under the Consul Avidius
Cassius-and still Casca was denied death. . . . The distinct image canme to him
of how he had wal ked fromthe | egion that day as the city was burning and the
i nhabi tants being marched off to slave pens in Syria.... Mre years whi pped by
A d damstanding on the banks of the Rhine, daring himto cone out. He
had. They had marched al ong together. Then Lida. . . twenty years old and
fresh as the spring breeze. She entered his life and heart. Lida was the only



one who could ndt see that he did no change with the years. Casca had | oved
her to the end, and she was all that had nmade |ife bearable. Now she was gone,
and he nust | eave again. The wheel .......

The i mages faded fromhis brain, and in the wel cone bl ankness his soul knew
peace.

Casca sl ept.

FI VE

The | ongshi ps noved their dragon heads out to the open sea, out beyond the
sheltering walls of the fjord, riding up and over the small breakers. The crew
chanted in time as they worked the great oars. Not until the ships were in the
clear, and the wind bl ew fromlandward, would the great red and white striped
sails be raised

Behi nd, on the rocky beach, @ am and those who stayed watched the ships reach
white water.

These were ships designed for the deep water. There were no rowers' benches.
Instead, there was a wide ranp on either side fromwhich the rowers woul d work
standing up, twenty nmen to a side, forty oars worked by half of the eighty nen
assigned, for there were two watches. Each ship carried a conpl enent of one
hundred nen. Those not now at the oars either stood on the foredeck | ooking
forward toward the i nmense sea and thinking of the unknown destination toward
whi ch the ship was carrying them or | ooked back at the receding shore and the
figures of their famlies and friends growing ever tinier. It was nostly the
younger nen who | ooked back, thinking of the security of hones |eft behind,
nmonentarily knowi ng uneasi ness and the quick taste of fear; but the fear soon
passed as the greater excitement of the sea reached out to claimthem

Casca stood with the steersman and watched his nen as they strove to drive the
hundr ed- and-twenty-foot ship forward. The feel of the ocean breeze was cl ean
and fresh in his face. The sl apping of the oars set their rhythm against the
sl appi ng of the waves. Then they were clear and in the open sea. The entrance
to the fjord was behind, and so was their past. Now for the future.

On Casca's ship the shipmaster shouted: "Set sails!" and as if on cue, as if
an echo, across the water fromthe other ship came the sane cry: "Set sails!"
The cloth filled with the wind, red and white stripes brave agai nst the sky.
The oars were banked and stowed away against a future need. The wind was with
them and drove themforward toward their unknown destinati on sonewhere out on
the rimof the world. The sea was open, but a fewice floes were stil

drifting their uncaring way with the currents.

On the third day they sighted and passed the Orkney Islands to the south of
them To the north was a small group of rocky |and masses. Once clear of the
O kneys, they began to bear to the southwest, passing the fabled Isles of the
Hebrides. Britain lay unseen in the distance, behind a bank of fog protecting
the last of the Druids. Only in Britannia did the Druids hold suprene
positions as they had for so many centuries on the mainland when the Celtic
tribes had mgrated and settled so much of Gaul and Gernani a.

Onward, ever onward, the dragon ships sailed. Fishlines were always cast out,
and brought a wel conme respite fromsalted and pickled pork and beef. Those not
on watch or with no duty to performspent nost of their tine in the |eather
bags they had brought for sleeping. These were well-oiled with the renderings
fromseal and the |ong-toothed walrus. Water could only seep in at the
fastenings. Every snmall detail had been accounted for, every possible problem
antici pated. But what of the inmpossible problens? They woul d be sailing past

t he regi ons of known waters out into the unknown where all men knew t hat
nmonsters slept in the deep and would attack even ships of their size and drag
theminto the nurky depths. They had not prepared for nonsters.

A af at twenty, already over two hundred pounds of muscle, proved hinsel f
every bit as capable as his father in the handling of men. Several tines in
the early days of the voyage he had to prove hinself to the others. H s quick
fists and thunping feet settled all argunments rapidly. Casca would all ow no
use of blades at sea, but he understood the youthful vigor and tenper of nen
and how they must try each other, so he had no objection to this kind of



conbat. The process gave his men confidence in each other's capabilities, and
what anger there might be in a fracas soon passed with the | eagues. They al
hada greater foe to contend with ... the ocean

Two weeks passed, the wind always carrying themfarther and farther southwest.
The ice was left behind, and they saw no sight of land, only the endl ess
reaches of the sea

One by one the dom nant Vikings began to make thensel ves known.

Conmandi ng the ot her dragon ship was Viad the Dark. Hi s constant comnpani on was
Hol dbod the Berserker, a giant of a man with red, flow ng nustaches reaching
bel ow his chin and a beard that Posei don mi ght have envied as it flowed with
the sea wi nd. Hol dbod had come to the Hold of Casca when forced to | eave his
own country because of a blood feud. Therein his own country he had killed by
hi nsel f eleven nen, all with large famlies. Wth the nunber of bl ood

rel atives thus seeking revenge, Hol dbod had considered it prudent to flee;
while he did consider hinself to be one of the best fighters in the world, he
was by no means a fool. In the Hold of Casca he had been accepted with the
understanding that if he ever let his terrible tenmper get the best of him
there, Casca would personally tear his arns off and stuff them down his
throat. After he had seen Casca in action wthout the use of weapons, Hol dbod
bel i eved hi m and gave hi m due respect. Hol dbod was an excellent nan with a

bl ade. Only Viad cane close to himin ability in that respect, and the two
seem ng opposites perhaps found that between themthey nade a nore conplete
man, for each had something that the other |acked. Casca was satisfied that
the choice of the two to command the other dragon ship was a good one. As for
his own ship, the Lida, daf was second in comand.

The enpty sea stretched before them For four weeks they saw no sight of |and
t hough | and there may have been over one of the distant horizons for twice
they saw birds they knew nested on shore. But how far these m ght have fl own
they had no way of telling.

One day flowed into another

And then the unchangi ng pattern was abruptly broken.

On this particular afternoon Casca sat al one, watching the signs of
approachi ng weat her. The clouds were growi ng dark on the horizon. The swells
were building. The ship rose to the crest of a wave, then plunged down into
the trough. He watched the cycle repeat itself several tines. Wth each rise
and plunge of the ship it was obvious the waves were increasing in height. But
the ship rode well. Cono had built superbly and both dragon shi ps responded
like well-trained horses to their masters' hands. Up to now the voyage had
been uneventful, and the two ships had no difficulty in keeping in formation
By day, of course, there was no problem They had solved the probl em of
becom ng separated in the night at the very begi nning of the voyage by running
strong |ines between the two ships before dark

But this evening Casca could snell the conming storm and his foresight was
shared by several of the crewrenbers who had nmade their livelihood fromthe
waters of their honel ands. The storm struck just before m dnight, racing out
of the north, still with the feel of the ice fromthe place where it was born
It drove the ships forward. Al hands took cover except for those needed to
man the tiller and bail out with | eather buckets the sea water that rushed
over the decks. Dark clouds rolled in the sky, boiling and om nous in the
flashes of lightning. The thunder as nmuch as the wi nd seened about to tear the
sails apart with the ferocity of its boom ng reverberations. It was no
monentary storm For three days and three nights nothing was dry aboard ship.
Few of the crew had the strength to eat. Nearly all of the supplies were
spoiled fromthe water, and what drinking water that was |left tasted strongly
of sea salt.

The wind finally abated. The storm had not been one of the killer storns that
could tear a vessel apart, but it had been violent enough to damage the two
shi ps. They needed to be beached and careened for fresh caul ki ng and

refurbi shing. Al so, the expedition had-at nost-food for another four days
only. Then all would be gone.



The norning after the stormwas bright and dear. The wind was gentle as a

mai den' s whi sper. Al but the two nen kept at each long-oared tiller were

sl eeping the sleep of the exhausted when the cry of Land! jerked them back

i nto awareness. They turned their salt-encrusted faces out to where the

| ookouts were pointing. There on the horizon, rising dark fromthe sea, was a
| and nass.

Casca gave the order to take down the sails and ship oars.

Cl oser the rocky coast cane until pine trees like those they had |l eft at hone
were clearly visible. But there was no apparent harbor. For a tine the two
shi ps searched their way around the coast until Casca pointed out a |likely

| andi ng at a spot whose snooth beaches indicated cal mwater. There were
forests nearby, so gane could probably be found. The dragon ships inched their
way in against the tide; bit by bit, the men putting in a backbreaki ng day of
| abor on the oars. But finally the job was done and the anchors | et down. They
had been five weeks at sea without a landfall, but Casca would not let a
single man go ashore until weapons were cleaned and ready for action. Bl ades
were shiny, axes sharp, and the bownen took from waterproof bags made of sea
bl adders the strings for their deadly bows. Quickly they strung their weapons
and refletched such arrows as needed care. At last all was to Casca's liking.
He sent a party to reconnoiter the landing site. The nmen piled into the
coracl es of animal hides, nmade their way to shore, beached the coracles, and
then their horned and furred figures disappeared into the forest. Casca

t hought they were taking their own sweet tine, and he was about at the point
of doi ng sonet hing about it when they finally reappeared on the sandy beach
and waved to the others to cone ashore. So another party was | aunched from
each ship, and this time Casca hinself went ashore. The unexpected feel of the
unnovi ng | and beneath his feet gave hjma qui ck sense of nausea, but the
gueasi ness soon passed when he saw that his nmen were carrying a good-sized
buck deer that one of the bowren had shot.

A af, the | eader of that particular party, fairly beaned.

"Lord, it is arich land. There is food a-plenty, and nore deer than in the
forests at home. Also |large birds. There are signs that there are plenty of
bears. W shall not starve in this |and, wherever it Is.

"What of nmen?" Casca asked. "Did you find any signs of nen in this place?"

A af nodded in the negative, his horned head bobbing. "No, my lord, there was
no sign. But we have not seen much of the land. It appears that this is no
small island but a large |and going on for leagues. | clinbed a tall tree on
the highest hill and | ooked as far as | could see. There was naught but great
val l eys and forests."

"Good," grunted Casca in his fanmliar manner. "Then here we shall work on our

shi ps and make themready for sea again. But | still want scouting parties out
ni ght and day, and a particularly careful watch at night. W shall not be
taken by surprise by anyone; If there are people here, then we will be
prepared for them One thing | learned in the | egion was to al ways prepare an
arnmed canmp before doing anything else. Get the nen ashore except for a

skel eton crew on each ship. First we will build here a fort fromwhich we can
be secure. Then-and then only-will we fix the ships."

A af saluted as he had seen his father do, thunping his hand to his chest.
"Aye, lord. So it shall be." Turning, he gave the orders necessary to carry
out Casca's will. The Vikings set to work. Axes that carve a man can al so cut
trees; by nightfall they had built a small, tight canp and were secure. Four
nore deer were roasting over the fires, sending the rich snell of the cooking
veni son into the air. Many of the men could not wait and wol fed down | arge
chunks of the al nost raw, snoking neat, w ping the deer grease on their beards
and nust aches.

But their weapons were always cl ose at hand. ..

On the foll owi ng days they expanded the canp, dug trenches about it, and

i npl anted sharp stakes, points out, in the trenches. They added two snall

wat cht owers. Then-and only then-did they beach the ships and proced with the
wor k of naking them seaworthy agai n. They caul ked and seal ed every | eaking



seam packing and tanping in the punk. They scraped off the barnacles that had
accunul ated; the ships would be faster when they returned to the sea. They
went over every inch of the hulls and the insides of the ships. Cono had built
well; there was only mnor repair work to be done-and plenty of tinber
available for it. They worked in relays. Wile sonme | abored on the ships
others hunted and fished. The game was abundant; the waters incredibly rich
The nmen scouted ever farther inland. Still they found no sight of any salt
sea. There were only great rivers and great valleys. They turned their hands
to reprovisioning the ships. Meat was packed and salted down, or hung in thin
strips to dry in the snoke of their fires and then packed carefully. Birds of
many ki nds added to the food store. Fresh water was everywhere. It woul d have
been an ideal place to live if they had had wonen and chil dren, but having
none they began to tire of this pleasant land. The urge to sail was upon them
Their confidence restored by the weeks of good food and weat her, they | ooked
forward to the tine when Casca would give the orders that put themto sea
agai n.
That time seemed | ong in comning
During the | ong days and quiet nights of the voyage south Casca had had anpl e
time to think. Oten his thoughts had been of Rome. He was out of touch with
the Enmpire, for his years in the Hold on the fjord had not brought him nuch
i nformation until he had acquired the services of Cono the shipbuil der who was
al so fortunately an educated man. From Cono, Casca | earned what had transpired
in the Enpire since he had crossed the Rhine those | ong years ago. How | ong
had it been? he had thought. Fifty-one years . . . a lifetime for nost nen.
During those years another stream of so-called "Caesars" had sat on the
eagl e throne, each having his day and then passing on, |eaving the seat of
power to yet others. Septinus Severus had sought to restore order after the
civil war in which he took the power fromthe degenerate Comodus, son of
Marcus Aurelius. But Septimus Severus had remade the old fatal mistake of
giving power to two brothers who hated each other. He had left instructions
that after himhis two sons would rule jointly, one in the east, the other in
the west, from Rome. The result was the old and tinme-tried result: the el der
brot her nmurdered the younger. The year 235 saw the first professional soldier
become enperor. \Wen the arny took control after killing the enperor
Al exander, it installed Maximn. The killing of Al exander had seened a
necessity. He was a coward and a weak ruler, but what the army considered his
greatest betrayal of Rone was his buying peace with the Rhineland Germans. To
top it all, the peace fiasco had come on the heels of a mi serable and
di sastrous campaign in Persia wherein the defeat was the direct responsibility
not only of Al exander's cowardice, but also of his nother's nmeddling. It was
too much for the professional soldiers to bear. They killed Al exander and made
Maxi mi n enperor. But they had reckoned w thout the senate of Rome. That august
body thrust Italy into rebellion. The senators won, and they in turn had
Maxi min killed. Rome saw five enperors within six years. According to Corio
the current enperor was one naned Philip fromthe Arabian col onies who had so
far been successful in beating off three attacks from Decius who aspired to
t he purple.
"I't never changes,"
"What is it, lord ?"
"Not hi ng," Casca answered. "Go back to sleep. It is nothing of any matter.
Casca gave the orders
The ships sailed. In two weeks they saw their first palmtrees. The weat her
had grown warner every day of the voyage south along this apparently endl ess
coast. They pulled in to rest and stretch their | egs along a marshy region
Casca saw animal s here that | ooked exactly like the crocodiles of Egypt, only
smal l er. They had the sanme appetites, and Casca al nbost |ost a man to one of
t hem when the fell ow bent over to drink. One of the beasts grabbed his arm and
tried to pull himunder. Fortunately the reptile's appetite was greater than
his size. The fellow s conrades dragged himand the beast to shore and
di spatched the lizard with spear stabs. They took the teeth to nake jewelry.

Casca said out |oud, waking a sleeping Viking near him



But they were properly inpressed with the beast, for they had never seen its
i ke before. Casca, of course, had. He told his nen of the nonstrous Egyptian
crocodi | es that were worshi pped as gods along the Nile. "Some were said to be
the Iength of three tall nen or nore" he explained. Hs men | ooked at him
Three tall nen? But no one said anything. After all, the Lord Casca was a nost
unusual man. If he said a beast was as long as three nen, then that was the
way it was.

Furt her south the ships rounded a peninsula, always keeping the coastline in
sight. They never |acked for food. A few hours stop and they could catch
enough fish to feed twice their nunber. In addition, there were huge crabs,
and oysters a foot across. Ashore there was plenty of game and animals new to
them One aninmal that scared the crap out of them the one they came to fear

nore than any other, was the snake with the beads on its tail, which it would
shake at a man before biting. One Vikiug found to his regret that the bite was
fatal. It took two days for himto die. After that the Norsenen gave these

snakes a w de berth.

They continued sailing along the coast. There seened no end to this great

| and. Day foll owed day, and they sailed on. The sun beating on themturned
their skins first red and flushed, and then slowy dark. They discovered that
after their skins had darkened they could work all day in the burning heat and
feel no disconfort. Their furs they had |long since stowed in the | eather

sl eepi ng bags. Now the nights were warm enough for themto sl eep naked on the
deck.

Two nore weeks passed, and they had to put in again for repairs, nore warily
this time, for they had seen fires at night-not forest fires or brush

burni ngs, but the controlled gl ows that neant men were on that shore. Wat

ki nd of nmen the Norsenen did not know, but there were people here. Sonetine

t hey must neet.

When the tine came to go in for a |landing, Casca stood in the bow, naked
except for his loincloth. Hs hide was tanned brown, the many scars on his
body, being slightly paler, standing out like crisscrossed hairs and ropes. He
pointed the way in to a good harbor. They had seen no fires for four days, and
had laid off this position for two of those days. \Wen they were convi nced
that there was no one else in the vicinity except thenmselves, they went in
-but they foll owed the sanme precautions as at every |anding before: First a
stockade and ditch; then the ships brought in. The precauti ons seemed usel ess.
They had seen not hi ng.

But they, thensel ves, had been seen.

Eyes had watched them fromthe forest, the eyes of nen. These watchers wore
the skins of an animal resenbling the |eopard, and, |ike the beast, they wore
its likeness in a fantastic headdress, a headdress that nmade it seemas if the
man' s head had been swal | owed by one of the cats and the man was | ooki ng out

t he open jaws.

These nen di spatched runners to tell their |eaders of Casca and his ships, and
while they waited for word fromtheir |eaders, they watched the strange

Nor semnen.

Had the Norsenen seen themthey woul d have seen men who were as a race
handsome, swarthy, square-faced with brown or black eyes. Their bodies were
lean, with no trace of fat. These men were hunters. Not of animals. Hunters of
nmen.

They wat ched the strangers fromthe sea, puzzled by the huge ships. Careful to
keep from bei ng seen thensel ves, they nmoved through the jungles of the coast

i ke shadows. The only nmetal they had was of gold, worn in necklaces and
bracel ets that were studded with stones of many col ors. These were the
sol di ers of the Jaguar, proud and cruel. Many had teeth filed to points to
show their bravery and devotion, to show that they sought to imtate their god
in all things.

They were part of a raiding party. They had been sent out to punish a city, a
city delinquent in its tribute to their own city far in the interior, near the
great marshes in the Valley of the Serpent. Now they watched Casca and his nen



and waited for orders.

For twel ve days they watched, and then runners canme back with word that the
king and priests wished themto bring back one man fromthese invaders to be
guestioned to see if he was worthy of being a nessenger. To aid themin the
venture of securing one of the invaders' nmen, along with the runners cane

anot her forty Jaguar soldiers armed with spears having flint tips, with axes
faced with glasslike rock. The soldiers' faces were painted for war.

They wait ed.

The strangers they watched were cautious, and the | ook of them said they were
fighters, but so were the Jaguar nen.

They wat ched.

And they selected their man, the one they woul d take back as a messenger, the
big one with the twi sted nuscled arnms and nany scars. He was apparently the

| eader. He was the one they woul d have.

To attack the fort would be foolish. If they were patient, time would present
themw th the object of their desires. In the neantine the raiding party

puni shed the offending village by burning it to the ground and taking all the
young nen as slaves. \When they had their last man, they put all the captives
in a slave coffle and waited in the jungle for the other Jaguar nen to capture
t he nmessenger, Casca. The captured slaves were bound with ropes of woven

| eather for the journey to the capital of the Jaguar nen, the great city of
Teotah. These nen were the Teotec.

Now, all that renmained was to capture Casca. The Jaguar nen were patient.

The tine cane, as they knew it woul d. The pal e strangers decided the area was
uni nhabi ted and began to venture forth in small parties, hunting and
exploring. The watchers in the trees made sure that the strangers retained the
del usi on of an uninhabited land. No sign of the watchers did the Vikings see
at any tinme, even though many of them passed so close to Jaguar soldiers that
t hey m ght have reached out and touched themw th their fingertips had they
known they were there. The Jaguar nen were not interested in then they waited
for the | eader.

Finally, Casca came out wal king with the Vikings. He wore no arnmor. It was too
hot, and there was no reason he could see why he should | oad hinself with
steel and brass that would surely bake himlike a fish in this climte. He
took orily his short sword. He, O af, and a nan nanmed Ragnar wal ked out into
the jungle, away fromthe eyes of their shipmates.

Once the wall of the jungle closed on Casca's snall party, the Jaguar soldiers
began to nove. Making the sounds of birds, they gave directions to their
conrades that the quarry was near and soon to be had. Slowy they closed in
first fromthe rear to cut off escape, and then fromthe sides. They crept
forward, sonetimes crawling on their bellies |ike snakes. Slowy, patiently,

i nch by inch, they tightened the trap on the Vikings. Casca and his two
conpani ons knew not hi ng of what was going on around them They had not been
raised in woods like these. Even if they had, the nottled hide of the hunting
cat that the Jaguar nen wore was a nearly perfect canouflage from any
reasonabl e di stance, and agai nst the bushes and trees they were al nost

i nvi si bl e.

To Casca and his conpanions the wal k was a |l ark. Casca pointed out the nonkeys
in the trees. He had seen nonkeys hinsel f when he was in the East, but the
animals were totally strange to the Vikings. They asked Casca if these little
peopl e were gnonmes or spirits.

"No," Casca | aughed, "they are just aninals. But they do have some of our
traits, | see." He pointed out one anorous little bastard who was hangi ng by
his tail and getting a little off a squealing female of his species.

The Vikings joined in his |aughter.

But suddenly Casca froze

A sense of uneasiness cane over him There was no tangible reason for it, but
Casca had been around too | ong, had known too rmuch danger not to intuitively
sense when he was being watched. He felt that eyes were on himright now
Soneone was cl ose. Speaking softly, he alerted A af and Ragnar to the danger



He drew his sword on the pretext of examining a strange fruit on a tree and
cutting it down. The others did |ikewi se, pretending to taste the fruit. At

| east now their weapons were in their hands. There was no reason to expect an
attack, but if one cane, they were prepared for it.

And cone it did.

Wthout warning, fifty jaguar skin-clad figures screaned the cry of the hunt
and threw t henselves fromthe trees onto their prey. Wird, strange figures
they were in their fantastic dress, but the Vikings were of the stuff that
they would fight the One-Eyed Loki hinself if he gave themjust a little in
the way of odds.

The Vi ki ngs' swords and axes whirled through the air, cutting down one
fur-clad brown figure after another. Back to back, they fought their way to a
great tree that would protect their rear. They fought-and sliced the oncom ng
Jaguar soldiers to pieces. The attackers seened to be nore interested in
taking them alive than dead, and the Vikings nmade maxi num use of that
fact-until a sudden thrust fromone of those ugly stone-tipped spears pierced
the eye of Ragnar, sending himto Valhalla if the Valkyrie could find this

pl ace so far renmoved fromtheir horel and.

Cat ching his breath, Casca carved one nore Teotec to the waist and told Q af
that he was going to rush themand for Qaf to slip around the tree and head
for the canp, that he would return as soon as he was able. He stopped d af s
protest with a curt: "Qhey. Or die." Nodding reluctantly, daf did as he was
tol d.

Then Casca gave a great roar that bounced off the trees and sent hundreds of
nmonkeys into a chattering fit. He threw hinself on the Teotec warriors,

hacki ng, beating them back, using every trick he had | earned in the Roman
arena. Like a living whirlw nd he sped anong them killing and hacki ng. But
his sword was knocked out of his hand by an obsidian-1lined club, nunbing his
right arm Though Casca went on to kill three nore with his open hand bl ows,
they eventually overcane him snothering hi munder the weight of their

pi | ed-up bodi es.

The odor of those bodies was itself overpowering. Shit! What in Hades do these
peopl e wear for perfune? he thought, not at the tine being famliar with the
use of the juice fromthe glands of the skunk as an aid in warding off
avari ci ous nosquit oes!

Qui ckly the downed Casca was trussed up like a side of beef, renopved fromthe
scene of conbat, and taken into the jungle. To the Jaguar men the m ssion was
conpl ete. They had what they wanted. Let the other pale stranger go. He was of
no i nmportance. This one would be the best nessenger they had ever had, if his
courage and fighting skills were any indicators.

O af and a rescue party nmade their way back to the sight of the ambush, but of
Casca, or of even wounded or dead enem es, there was no sign. Only puddl es of
bl ood, now covered with flies, attested to the violence that had taken pl ace.
Under a bush they found Casca's short sword. daf stuck it in his belt. After
further fruitless searching they returned to their canp. O af relayed Casca's
order that they were to await his return. For daf, it was enough. He woul d
obey and wait while he had life. So would the others. Here they would wait
until the Lord of the Hold, the Wal ker, returned. As he said, so he would. O
that O af had no doubts. Casca was not as other nen.

Sl X

The magnificently garbed Teotec warriors were preparing for the journey to the
interior. On one of the hills facing the beach and ocean they had assenbl ed
their captives and Casca. By signs they nmade it known that if the captives
made no trouble they would be well treated. Using their fingers they indicated
that it would take ten to twelve days to reach the city that was their
destination. Casca was inpressed. The warriors were handsone in their

el aborate feathered robes and weird headdresses of jaguars and ot her strange
beasts and birds. Professionally, he evaluated themas a mlitary force. There
seened to be at |east one dominant group in the unit escorting them These nen
wore the enmblem and |ikeness of a |leopard like animal, but one with which he



was unfam liar. Some of the men seened to be of higher rank than the others.
He presuned these to be officers. They wore the el aborate costunes of feathers
and skins. The comon sol diers, however, wore plaited suits of sone kind of
fiber. Their shields were nmostly of w cker-work, though sone shields were of
ani mal hi des stretched over a wooden hoop. None carried weapons of netal. He
woul d have thought they had no know edge of mnetal working at all had not a few
worn ornaments of gold. The npbst conmon weapons were spears and cl ubs edged
with stone. Nowhere was a bow or anything like it to be seen

He concluded that a well-trai ned Roman | egi on woul d have nade short shrift of
the Iot-but at the nmonment he did not have access to a Roman | egion. The trip
began, the captives led by the ropes of woven | eat her

Day after day the party nade its way deeper into the interior. They passed
many villages, and Casca | ooked curiously at the inhabitants of this strange
land. As a rule they were a handsone and ruddycol ored people; w th square
features and jaws, but with eyes |ike pieces of obsidian peeking out from
beneat h bl ack hair cut shoulder Iength and w th bangs.

During the days of their trek, Casca was introduced to many new foods. One was
a yellow grain nade into |arge fat cakes, sonething |like those he had known in
the East. There was a particularly tasty tuber plant. But the prize of the |ot
was a hot spice that burned the inside of the nouth |ike acid. Sonething the
natives called "chile" as near as he could nmake out the word. This the natives
used every tine they cooked. Surprisingly enough, though, after a couple of
days of eating the "chiles" regularly, he began to develop a taste for them
On the trail the party was joined for short periods by others carrying nmarket
items, as Casca decided they do all over the world. There were pelts fromthe
great spotted cat, snakeskins over ten feet |ong, and birds, thousands of

brilliantly colored birds. The whol e countrysi de seenmed to have a nmadness for
bird feathers.
The trail led up and up. Casca knew they were clinbing and he was puzzl ed by

it. Was this strange land that big that the interior should be so high? They
left the tropical regions behind and entered a desert |andscape where the
vegetati on was sparse, but cacti of many kinds flourished. Several times he
saw t he strange snakes with beads on their tails that they would shake at one
if excited. Although Casca already knew it, his captors indicated by signs
that the bite of the reptil es was poi sonous.

He becane aware of a certain cerenony, endl essly repeated.

As the war party and its captives approached a village, a deputation
consisting of the village | eaders would cone out and nake obei sance to the

| eader of the Teotecs and offerings of food and drink woul d be tendered.
Before the party continued on its way nmany of the inhabitants of the village
woul d cone to where the prisoners were, bringing their children. They woul d
snmle and bob their heads in what was obvi ous approval. Several of the bol der
soul s woul d cone cl ose enough to touch a prisoner on the heed and then touch
their own, grinning all the while, obviously pleased. Casca surprised themthe
nost, held themthe nost in awe. Hi s paler skin and sun-streaked hair seened
to fascinate them

There was sone kind of nmeaning to the repeated cerenony, but he could not
figure out what it was. The trails they traveled on were well used. Traffic on
themwas regular, if not heavy. What surprised himwas to find that each

ni ght, when they stopped on the trail, it would be at already prepared
facilities, permanent facilities. Used as he was to the Roman civilization, he
was surprised to find in this strange | and an equally el aborate organi zation
if not the sane, at |east along the same |ines.

As the party crested a hill on the twelfth day, Casca caught his first | ook at
their destination. Shock, and wonder engul fed him There in the vast bow of

t he pl ateau bel ow themwas a city such as m ght conpare in grandeur and size
wi th many Roman and Greek cities he had seen. Yet it was strange also. It
resenbl ed what he imagi ned had been the cities whose ruins he had seen in
Mesopot am a. There were straight streets and broad avenues, tenples and

pyram ds. Fromthis distance the pyram ds | ooked |ike those fellow soldiers in



the I egi on who had served in Egypt had described to him The walls of the city
flashed with color even at this distance. It had the feel of being filled with
| ow, square buildings; it had the | ook of being clean-and of being laid out
geonetrically. Thousands of the inhabitants were visible. At this distance
they | ooked like ants as they went about their business.

The | eader of the Teotec pointed proudly to the scene bel ow

"Teotah!" he exclainmed, then pointed to the sky and repeated, "Teotah."

Teotah ... Teotec .... City of the gods. Good enough. At |east | should be
able to find out what's going to happen here, Casca thought. The plain bel ow
was shimering with the heat of m dday. Cacti, those |ong-leafed spiny plants
that reached heights of over six feet, were abundant. There were also fields
planted with crops of which Casca knew nothing, but the fields were obviously
wel | cared for and well tended.

The Jaguar | eader sent one of his men ahead as a runner, apparently to
announce their arrival. The full party continued at a nore |eisurely pace.
Crowds had already gathered to | ook at the captives as they entered the city
fromthe south along a broad thoroughfare. Casca was able to get a good | ook
at those |l ooking at him For the nost part, the men he saw wore only a

[ oincloth of white or brown, the wonen a two-piece dress consisting of a skirt
and jacket. Many of these were decorated with geonetric patterns. They caught
Casca's eye because they resenbl ed the designs he had seen in Greece. But

ot her of the designs were a random bl endi ng of colors, no order at all, just
colors mxed for the pleasure of it. It was obvious which were the married
worren; they wore their hair in a bun. The young girls wore their hair | oose or
in braids wapped around their heads |like crowns. As on the trail to this
city, many of the natives would cone out and touch the prisoners, nmaking hand
signs and smling. Casca couldn't figure what the hell this was all about; it
was a repetition of the ritual that had puzzled himon the journey.

Before the party entered the city proper they passed through the outskirts
where nerchants hawked their wares and vendors sold the crops of the region
Casca noted that workers and farmers were careful to keep their distance from
t hose of the upper classes, at |east he thought they were the upper classes
since their dress was nore el aborate and their manner nore authoritative.
There were some whom he took to be the nobles of the city for they were
carried in sedan chairs not very different fromthose of Rone.

As they entered the city proper, Casca could see that the walls were painted
in a bright, rich coloring the |like of which he had never seen el sewhere in
his travels, painted with bold rmurals, but he was hustled al ong before he
could get a really close ook at them The people Iined the avenues |eading to
what was a great square. They were orderly, mannerly. There was none of the
hate and vil e behavior that he had witnessed in the Roman nob indul ging itself
when captives were paraded through the streets. These people were quite well
manner ed, al nost docile, and their deference to the Jaguar nmen was obvi ous.
But there was sonething strange about the whol e procedure.

Sonething that did not quite fit.

It was not too |long before he found out what it was...

The Jaguar nmen stood before the great pyranid

The priests cane forth to | ook at the captives and determ ne which woul d have
t he honor of being the first to carry their prayers and messages to the gods.
The native captives obviously knew their fate and were reconciled to it. The
el dest priest, in a great feathered rendition of a nonstrous serpent in
eneral d and cobalt blue feathers, selected one of the brown-skinned captives
with a quick notion of his wist. The nman began to sob. Casca guessed that
somet hi ng unpl easant was about to happen. Perhaps they had the sane thing here
as in the Roman arenas where he had fought. The elderly priest spoke quietly
and gently to the man and notioned to the top of the pyramid and to the skies.
The man gai ned control of hinself and was | ed away by two guards. The guards
treatment was firmbut full of respect.

A chill ran up Casca's spine, a feeling of prenonition.

The priests went one by one until they had faced and spoken with each



prisoner. The prisoners were then taken and | odged in separate huts.

Then it was Casca's turn

The old priest, with his escort of lesser holy nen, slowy faced this stranger
fromthe sea. Smling a toothless grin, the old man said in gentle tones,

"Xi teohua tiotec, Chnpe xaoca huacn?" Then he pointed to hinmself and said,
"Teznec." He thunped his neager chest and repeated, "Tezmec." Placing his

anci ent hand over Casca's heart, he thunped the chest and said, "Chiexa?"
Casca didn't know what the hell the words thensel ves neant, but he got the
general idea. He nodded as if he understood and said, "I amcalled Casca."

The old man backed away from him There was puzzlenment in the ancient eyes.
"Chi cca?" he asked; tentatively.

"Casca. | am Casca."

Di sbelief was in the old priest's eyes. He turned quickly to the Jaguar man
who had been in charge of the capturing force and fired a streamof rapid
guestions at himin a staccato voice. One word was repeated so nuch that Casca
could identify it. It sounded like "quetza." Shit. That must be my nane he's
tiring to say. Must be the way they say Casca.

But that was the only word he could make out. Wile the priest and the | eader
were tal king, Casca took a better |look at the pyramd. It was a big thing. A
series of stairs led to the top. Watever was up there was not visible from
here, but carved all along the steps was a continuous |ine of serpent heads,
flanking the staircase all the way to the top. Casca | ooked back at the
priest.

The Jaguar | eader was now on his knees, drawing a picture in the dust.
Ooviously he was trying to get across to the high priest how the strangers had
cone to this |l and and how they were captured, and either drawing a picture in
the dust did the job better than words or maybe there were no words to explain
easily in this | anguage what he had seen. He drew what even Casca could tel
was a rough sketch of the Viking | ongships. Then the | eader drew a | arger
sketch of the figureheads on the | ongships. Then the | eader drew a | arger
sketch of the figureheads on the |ongships, the dragon heads. At this the old
priest became extrenely agitated. Looking back and forth between Casca and the
sketches, he pressed his questioning of the | eader. And again and again the
word quetza was repeated

The thing that seemed to excite the old priest the nost was the dragon head of
the I ongship. He kept pointing at its rude drawing in the dust.

| don't know what the hell he's getting so worked up about over a piece of
carving, Casca thought. They certainly have plenty of carvings here. Again he
took in the inposing pyranmid. In addition to the painted stuccoed facings,
much of the structure was heavily decorated with carvings heads of the great
serpent . .. and the likeness of another ugly bastard that Casca knew not hi ng
about. Further, the body of a great serpent was intertwined in high relief

bet ween carvings of sea shells and snails. Casca raised his eyes higher. He
saw that there were six levels to the pyram d, each decreasing in size toward
the top. At the very top there was what appeared to be a tenple constructed of
dark wood. He couldn't see it very well fromwhere he stood, just the upper
portion of what appeared to be a tenple. If there was anything else up there
it was beyond his vision

Finally the old priest seemed satisfied with the Jaguar |eader's story and
cane back to Casca. He | ooked himup and down, chattering in approval at what
he saw. The scarred, nuscul ar body of the prisoner seened to please him
particularly. He nodded in approval and patted Casca on the shoul der. Then he
took a shining dagger of black obsidian fromhis belt and cut Casca's bonds.
What the hell? Casca thought. But the sudden pain in his wists caused by the
bl ood flowing in and setting the flesh cranping and on fire took his mnd off
t he odd behavi or of these religious bastards. The old priest gave rapid orders
to the Jaguar nen. Two escorted Casca across the great square and into a

bui ding set slightly apart fromthe others. Guards stood at the doors. Their
flintti pped spears and feathered shields were different fromthose of the
Jaguar men and bore a snake enbl em



Casca noticed a slight reluctance when the Jaguar nen turned himover to the
Serpent warriors guarding the doors.

Cho ... alittle rivalry between the snakes and the cats. Perhaps to ny
advantage.... As he entered the interior of the building he nonmentarily | ost
his vision, coming as he did fromthe bright glare. As his eyes adjusted to
the dark he saw that his new guards were naking himwelcone with sniles and
bobbi ng heads. They were pointing out the different features of his quarters.
There were two roons and a small latrine. The walls inside were covered with
pi ct ographs representing heroes and | egends he could not yet decipher, but
they did serve to brighten up the room Over in the corner near the wi ndow was
a rai sed benchlike affair on which were several reed mats and a coupl e of
woven bl ankets. Bed, he thought, that's what | need. His captors showed him
how to cover the w ndows and nade signs to show that food would soon be
brought to him

The guards left himto his own devices and returned to their positions outside
the door. There was no other exit. Lying on the pallet, Casca tried to take in
all that had happened since his capture. There were questions in his nind, too
many to be answered.. Wat of his nen and his ships? Were they all right?
Wul d they stay where they were or cone | ooking for hin He considered the
latter to be unlikely. They were sea rovers, not jungle fighters. No, they
woul d stay close to their ships and wait for him But for how | ong?

The evening was drawing to a close, and |ong shadows were being cast across
the great square. People were beginning to gather around the base of the

| argest pyramd, not the one with all the snake heads on it, but the other
Group by group the people cane until the plaza was filled. The drab white and
sand-col ored garb of the comoners was broken here and there by the rich
spectacle of the feather-clad warriors and nobility; fromthis distance they
resenbl ed giant butterflies on a field of gray. There was a rmuted nurnuring
that swelled and then died as if on command. Then cane druns and a di stant
chanting. The people kneeled, all except a line of warriors who appeared out
of the mass as if by magic and fl anked the broad thoroughfares and sides of
the square. Their lance points glittered |ike gens; their plumed head-dresses
sparkled with brilliance.

Casca had been around | ong enough to spot soldiers, and that's what these
were, They were proud ones, too. The Jaguar men and Serpent sol diers were nost
in evidence and held the positions nearest the pyram d. They faced each other
on opposite sides of the square, and a separate |line of each ran fromthe

t horoughfare to the steps of the pyramd and up the long flight of steps
leading to the tenple on top

Many of the warriors had their faces painted in patterns. The designs
apparently had sone significance, but it eluded Casca. Most of themused only
yellow and red to separate their faces at the nose, the upper half being red
and the bottom being yellow, with black outlining around the eyes giving them
a weird and terrible ook as if they were strange beings fromthe

net herworl d----or froma nightnare.

The drums began to beat, slowy at first, then building in intensity. Fromthe
north Casca could see a procession approaching. Here were the priests. The
priests had a | ook about themthat he could spot as easily as he had the | ook
of the warriors. First there were the lesser priests in front, chanting and
wavi ng branches. Their faces were painted black. Apparently only the priests
used bl ack as a dom nant color. The nore inportant priests foll ow ng, though
seened to have nore liberty in their body painting for they used yell ow and
red on their faces along with the bl ack

As the focus of the procession tw Jaguar guards held a man by the arns as if
hel pi ng himal ong. He was garbed in the nost beautiful of feather robes, the
colors so brilliant they |looked as if the feathers fromten thousand

hunm ngbi rds had been taken and woven in a magi cal manner. On his head he wore
a feathered crest set over a helmet that appeared to be the |ikeness of a
serpent. As the procession grew closer, Casca could see that the man was the
first of the native prisoners that the old priest had pointed out. The



prisoner's eyes were glazed. Casca had seen that sanme | ook many tines on the
faces of religious fanatics, and al so on the faces of nen who had accepted
death and knew it was coni ng.

....... they are going to ....... . The truth hit Casca like old Thor's
hamrer. That's the reason they have been so careful to get us here alive and
in good health. They are going to sacrifice all of us to their gods.

Step by step the processi on advanced. The solemity of the cerenony was

i npressive in spite of the grisly reason. The priests and the ones |eading the
man to be sacrificed walked in stately dignity. The crowd knelt, bowi ng their
heads to the ground fromtheir kneeling position. Only the brilliantly garbed
sol diers remai ned erect. The scene was strange, bizarre, but the orderliness
of the procession and the controll ed behavior of the crowd was in sharp
contrast to the religious rituals Casca had witnessed in Etirope and Asia

M nor .

The procession reached the first steps of the pyramd just as the shadows of

t he endi ng day began to grow |l onger. They started up the pyram d. At each

| evel sone of the escorting party would drop off and begin a different
chanting. The remai nder of the procession would advance to the next |evel, and
again some would drop off and remain there chanting. This continued, |evel by
level, until only the old priest, two guards, two | esser priests, and the
victimwere left to reach the top of the pyram d. At the nmonent when they
attained the apex the setting sun was directly behind them and its gol den
rays cast a radi ant hal o over the proceedi ngs

I ncense burners were sending wi sps of aromatic snoke to the skies as the old
priest turned and faced the waiting masses below. Hi s voice could be clearly
heard. He tal ked to his people. There was no shrillness in his words, no
feeling of the religious fanatic. Even w thout understandi ng those words,
Gasca knew the nman was absolutely sincere in whatever he was saying, and the
crowmd apparently felt the sane way. Oddly, considering the circunstances, at
many points the old man's voi ce becane very gentle... as if he were talking to
children and rem nding them of their duties.

Caught in the hypnotic power of the ritual, Casca gazed transfixed at the
scene upon the top of the pyram d. Despite the distance between him and the
pyram d top he could nake out all but the smaller details, could see clearly
what was goi ng on.

Fi ni shing his oration, the old priest nade nystic signs to the four points of
t he heavens. The two | esser priests renoved the robe and headdress fromthe
sacrificial nmessenger. Then gently, alnost with affection, they drew hi m back
over the altar stone, his chest bare to the heavens. The oldpriest held up a
knife of clear, gold-colored flint. He faced the victim the nessenger, and
began to talk to him Even w thout know ng the words, Casca had a flash of
insight as to what the old priest had in mnd. He's giving the man the prayers
of the people to take to their gods. That's the meaning of this.

The priest stopped. He touched the man on the forehead with his open palmfor
a nonent. Then swiftly the gol den bl ade flashed in the dying sun. In his

i magi nati on, Casca knew what came next: red-ness. . . a pause. . . then a
jerking of the blade and the old man held sonething in his hand, sonething red
and quivering. It's his heart. He's cut out the man's heart! Casca grinmaced. A
shiver ran over himand he could see in his nind' s eye the nmessenger's body
trenbling, twitching, and then lying still. The priest took the still-beating
heart and cast it into the incense fire where it crackled and sizzled. Casca

i magi ned that even at this distance he could catch a whiff of the cooking
nmeat. The crowd stood and cheered . . . happy . . . rejoicing. . . as if it
were a holiday. The victims body was carried backdown the steps and put on an
altar at the base of the pyram d. People fromthe crowd began to file by this
altar, dipping pieces of cloth into the open chest from which the heart had
been cut. Even children timdly touched the dead man's extremities and then
ran to their parents, who would nod in approval at their children's act of
devotion and faith.

Dam! Casca thought.. ..



Food was brought Casca. The bearer was a girl. She carried a platter of those
| eathery flat pancakes of yellow nmeal together with spiced neat.

When she entered Casca's room she had bowed her head in obei sance, not | ooking
up, careful to keep her eyes away fromthis stranger with the eyes of col ored
stones and the hair unlike that of any of her people, or of any people she had
ever heard of ... one with light hair that held streaks of gold in it. She
nmoved quietly, with small steps, and laid his food upon his sl eeping bench and
then knelt, as though waiting for either orders or permssion to | eave.
Watching the girl closely, Casca tried to make sense of what was goi ng on and
what the girl's functions were. Taking her by the chin, he raised her head in
order to get a good | ook at her

Pretty. Dammed pretty. Her hair was |ong and gathered in the back to hang
almost to the small of her back. Her eyes were wide and slightly oval in
shape. Her mouth was full. The rich copper tone of her skin rem nded hi m of
some of the dancers he had seen fromthe | ands past the Indus.

"Your name, girl. What's your nane?"

Hol ding her firmy by the chin so she could not | ook away, he forced her eyes
to neet his.

"Name, " he repeated, thunping hinmself on the chest. "I am Casca." He touched
her gently between the breasts. "You. Your nane?" Again he thunped hinself in
the chest and repeated, "Casca." Wat was it the old man ..... . Chi cxa?

That's it. Chicxa. Aloud he said, "Chicxa?"

The gentl eness with which he spoke seened to reassure her. Timdly she touched
his chest, but jerked her hand back rapidly as if burned. "Quetza?"

"No," Casca said, smling, "Casca. Casca. | am Casca."

Shyly she nodded. "Casca." Then she touched her own breast. "Metah. |b nmech
Met ah. "

"Good, we've started to talk." Taking her hand, Casca led her to the w ndow
from whi ch he had wat ched the sacrifice. He pointed to the pyramd, then up to
the altar, and pantonined the sacrifice, the killing of the native by the old
priest. Then he pointed at his own scarred chest and indicated a knife cut.
"Me too," he said.

Met ah faced the pyramid, then Casca. She nodded her head up and down and

| ooked into his eyes.

"When, woman? How long until they do nme? Toni ght? Tonorrow? \When?"

She did not understand. Casca pointed to the sinking sun, then nade a circle
around his head and said, "One day?" He circled his head twice. "Two days?" He
poi nted back to the sun, then circled his head repeatedly, rapidly. 'How many
days?"

Met ah shook her head and t ook her own hand and circled above her head nany
times. Then with an el oquent shrug of her shoul ders she made it clear that he
was not to be sacrificed soon, but she didn't know how | ong he had.

The sun sank behind the wooded rimof the valley, and night closed in on them
The com ng darkness brought a chill into the room for these were the

hi ghl ands and the nights were col d.

The girl stayed. She sat beside his sleeping bench and watched Casca's every
nmove, her eyes fum nous. Anused, Casca said, "Good enough. If that's where you
want to stay, okay, but I'mgoing to sleep." Taking one of the blankets, he

| ay down facng the door, wondering what the next days would bring. He had
forgotten the girl until he caught her slight novenment out of the corner of

his eye and realized she was shivering in the chill air.

"Ch, crap!" He raised the blanket with his armand notioned for her to clinb

in bed with him "No sense you freezing out there, little girl. I won't hurt

you. I"'mtoo damed tired to do anything other than crap out, so get your ass

in here and get warm

Met ah pul |l ed hersel f under the blanket, putting her back to this strange nan.
Her heart beat wildly. Wiat would he do to her? She |ay awake for many | ong
hours needl essly, but finally the sound of Casca's snoring and the warnth of
hi sbody lulled her to sleep. Like a child she snuggled close to the source of
the warnmt h. Had she been awake, she nmi ght have been awed by such intimacy, for



the old priest Tezmec had said that this pale stranger was a gift fromthe
gods, that he bore the nane of the god Quetza, that he was Casca the Serpent.
For the next few days Metah was the only visitor that Casca had. During this
ti me he made maxi num use of her company to | earn as nuch of the Teotec

| anguage as possible. By the end of the week he had picked up enough of the
tongue to make hinsel f understood for nmany basic matters. Using the pictograph
paintings on the walls of the room Metah had tried to explain to himthe
Teotec culture and religion. For obvious reasons the religion was of interest
to him and, when he was pernitted to wal k around the great square,
acconpani ed by guards and Metah, he discovered somnething that nade that
interest in religion even greater

When they cane to the tenple with the snake heads she said, pointing to them
"Quet za. Casca."

The old priest dropped by fromtine to tine to see how Casca was getting on.
He would sit in the sun on a reed mat in front of the doorway, |ooking like a
kindly grandfather. His w zened face snmiled, and he nodded his approval when
Casca tried to speak the Teotec tongue. In his mnd he thought: | was right in
sendi ng the wonman to the stranger. She will teach himnore in the tine
remai ni ng than anyone el se could have. It is good that it is so, for we nust
talk long with the stranger. There are questions that must be answered before
he is sent back to the gods...

SEVEN

Long had Tezmec served the great gods of his people, for when he had been a
yout h his father had bound himover to the priests. There were two deities
that held the interest of Tezmec. One was Tialoc, for it was Tialoc who gave
the rains, and thus all prosperity fromthe Iand cane fromhim for w thout
his blessings the | and would wither and die, and so would the people. Tlaloc
was a god of life. And then there was the Quetza, the strange one

who seened to fill every niche not already occupied in the heavens. He was the
Stranger, the one whose Coning would change all, for it was said that one day
the Quetza would conme to themfromthe sea riding a giant feathered serpent,
whi ch was his synbol. The Quetza represented an enigma, a question nmark. No
one knew much about him The other deities were readily understandable in
their likes and dislikes; customhad | ong established their positions in the
hi erarchy of the Teotec panoply of gods; but there was little know edge of
what the Quetza was like, or where his position was. To some extent, all gods
were nysteries, but the Quetza was the nystery of the nysteries. It was al
very intriguing to Teznec.

Great was Tezmec' s love for both his people and his gods. He felt that his
nati on had been favored above all others. Teotah was the city of the gods; the
Teotecs the people of the gods-and he, Tezmec, was the servant of both.

He was al ways patient with the messengers. He would explain to themthat they
had been honored and were not to fear, for they had been bl essed. Even when

t he nessengers would refuse to be enlightened by his words he was stil

gentle. He would cluck his tongue synpathetically at their ignorance of the
honor bei ng shown them There were tines when the nmessengers threatened to
disturb the dignity of the proceedings. Even then Teznec was kind. He woul d
make use of a conpound brought to his people fromthe far south, a leaf called
"coca" that relieved exhaustion and eased pain. Tezmec would nix a bl endi ng of
these | eaves with certain other plants and with the sacred rmushroom that grew
in the nountains. Once a nessenger ate this potion all fear left himand he
felt closer to the gods and the promi se of paradise that went with them

This day, Tezmec noved to the side of his nodest home, thinking of his
conversation with the stranger shortly before. Teznec's hone was no nore
pretenti ous than the poorest of his people. He lived |like them for his reward
cane fromhis service to themand to the gods. There were no jails or prisons
in Teotah, only houses and pal aces where the nessengers were housed until it
was tinme for themto performtheir act of devotion. Those who broke the | aws
of the Teotec were not inprisoned or made slaves; they were allowed to redeem
t hensel ves by becom ng nessengers, and all their sins were forgiven them by



the sacred knife flashing in the sun. Even common citizens and many of the
elderly and infirmwould voluntarily ask to become nmessengers, especially when
the crops were poor or other disaster threatened. Devotion was taught to al

in Teotah fromtheir earliest days. It was too bad that so many of the

barbari ans did not understand the honors given them when their hearts were cut
out, for it was well known that the heart was where the soul was, and when it
was burned in the incense the soul rose with the snoke to heaven.

And soon a special soul, a great soul would rise in the snoke of the incense
to the gods. Tezmec recalled his conversation that day with Casca.

A period of three nonths had passed. Now Casca stood before the old priest and
asked: "O priest, O tlopan . . . when do you send ne to the gods?"

The old man's eyes had sparkled like chips of blackest obsidian, burning in
his winkled and weat hered face.

"Soon," he had answered. "Soon. Wen the day is at the longest will be the
time for you to go to the heavens with the prayers and messages of ny people.
It is a great honor. It is a very great honor.

Now Tezmec sighed as he noved to a sunnier spot in his own house. H s back was
aching a little. His years were long, and his bones were old. A naked child
crawm ed up to him The boy's skin was dirty, but the child was healthy. The
mother was filling a jug at the communal fountain. She sniled as she saw her
baby crawl into the old man's lap, curl up, and go to sleep as only children
can do when they feel safe and | oved. Teznec stroked the hair of the sleeping
child and was content.

He chuckled to hinmself, his face a weath of happy winkles, as he thought of
the stranger and how he, Teznec, had sent the slave girl. A wonman softened a
man and made hi m reasonabl e. Soon he would be able to speak to the stranger
fromthe sea

When the day was at its |longest, four nonths hence, he would have the great
honor of sending the Serpent God's own nmessenger back to him The probl em was
that he mght not be able to understand all the stranger woul d say beforehand,
that it mght not be interpreted properly. After all, the gods did nove in
strange and nysterious ways. Mirtals were not always able to understand the
actions of the gods. It was also not outside the real mof possibility that the
gods sonetinmes anused thensel ves by playing tricks on their subjects.
Logically the stranger fromthe sea should have a nessage fromthe Serpent
god, and he, Tezmec, should be able to receive this message before that day
four nonths hence. But, one never knew.

Wl |, enough. He would do the best he could and | eave the rest to divine

provi dence.

A sudden feeling of warnmth ran down his leg, monentarily startling him Then
he | aughed gently as did the child' s nother when she came to get her sl eeping
baby. The child had wet not only on himself, but also on the Mst Sacred Hi gh
Priest of the Teotec Nation.

Teznmec handed the baby to its nother, careful not to wake the child. Sighing,
he grunted as he rose. It was tine to visit the palace of the king. The king
was only a child, but already he showed a surprising degree of precocity. He
woul d be an honor to his people. Mking use of the same fountain as the young
not her, Tezmec rinsed his legs off and then made his way to the pal ace where
the future of his people lived in the person of the young priest-Kking,
Cuz-necli. There he would teach and instruct the boy in his duties. The
afternoon sun on his back felt good, and he woul d rather have dozed in his
courtyard as old nen do, but duty was duty, and none could claimthat Teznec,
H gh Priest of Teotah, was negligent in his.

Tezmec met with his student and king. Cuznecli was twelve years old and
bright, his face alert and intelligent. He listened to the words of the aged
priest as they explored the problens of the nation. Wiat to do about the

A nmecs? O late they had been making inroads into the |lands of the Teotec and
setting up their own idols as an insult to the Teotec. Their nonstrous idols
all bore the sane face, that of the A nmec's greatest king, a throwback and a
nmonster of a nman who delighted in snapping spines with his bare hands. He was



hugel y overwei ght. The O nmec people enulated him to them obesity was a form
of beauty. The d nmecs were dangerous. They were the brains; the subject
peopl es of their nation provided the nuscle and the warriors when needed.
Thei r power was grow ng.

They were a threat to the Teotec and must be watched. ..

And that brought up another problem The boundary disputes with the Toltec

ki ngs must be worked out and a confrontation avoided until the O mec question
was settled. Besides, the Toltec were a vital and dynam c peopl e, al nobst as
advanced as the Teotec. They had a fair anmount of commerce between them and
that could be of nobre val ue than subjugation. The Toltec could serve as a
buffer zone between the Teotec and other hostile barbarian tribes to the
north. Far to the south the Maya | ands were of no consequence. Only a trickle
of information about them passed to the holy city.

So, for the noment, little action was required. The O mec question woul d have
to be answered later after the astrol ogers made their sightings and read the
stars for the proper portents and signs.

Then Tezmec brought up the subject of the man fromthe sea, he who had cone on
a serpent ship, the man who called hinself Casca. The young ki ng was very
excited about his city's captive and plied the old priest with question after
guestion concerning the foreigner. How big was he? Were his nuscles really as
large as the soldiers said? Was his skin really so pale? And how brave had he
been in battle?

A d Teznec smled at the young king's eagerness. Boys would be boys.. . even
when they were kings.

"Yes, nmy lord," he said, "the stranger is very strong. There is probably none
in our nation to match his strength." And probably the only one fromthe other
nati ons who could even cone cl ose woul d be Teypetel, he thought to hinself.
Teypetel was the nonster king of the O mecs who had taken for hinmself the nane
of the Jaguar god the O nmecs worshi pped. He had inherited his forebears
ugliness, flat nose and |ips, rounded head and obese body, but underneath the
| ayers of fat were muscles that could rip the arns off nmost nmen like a child
tearing the wings off a butterfly. Teypetel fancied hinmself the strongest nan
on earth.

Tezmec wondered how the one called Casca would fare in a westling match with
that nonster..

El GHT

The weeks passed rapidly, one day |leading to the next. The guards were ever
present. They were friendly, but they were alert, and Casca was only all owed
so much freedom Always he was watched. Several times he had made it known
that he would like to spar with some of tbe guards and try out their peculiar
weapons, the clubs lined with sharpened stones or flint and, in sonme cases,
with jade. But his requests were firmy refused. The nenory of the stranger's
powers in battle were too vividly recalled around the fires and tabl es of
Teotah. There was no way they were going to Il et himget his hands on a weapon.
Escape was never far fromhis nmind, even when Metah was in his arns. She had
finally decided that he was not going to eat her for breakfast. At nost he
mght do alittle light nibbling at night when it was not the least bit

unpl easant. As for Casca, his natural ability to | earn new tongues served him
in good stead as he westled to wap his tongue around the strange, tw sting

| anguage of his captors. But he persevered. And in the end he succeeded.
Teznmec seemed to take a special interest in Casca's |earning the | anguage.
When he came around he woul d nod in approval at Casca's continued progress.
CGetting informati on about his men and ships, though, was nore difficult for
Casca than learning the |l anguage. He tried in all the devious ways he could to
pi ck the brains of those he tal ked to, but he discovered nothing about the
dragon ships or their crews.

Actually, if it had not been for the matter of the continuing |line of
nmessengers being sent to the gods, and knowi ng that he was destined to join
them he m ght have thought of this place as being the nearest thing to a
perfect and happy society he had yet seen. The people of Teotah were the npst



orderly he had ever seen. There was no sign of thievery, or of any of the
other typical vices of city life. Here all seened to be working for sone
conmon goal. There were no prisons as such, and only for those destined to be
messengers were there any restrictions at all. Even in the case of the
nmessengers, they were treated as privil eged persons for whatever tine was
allotted to them Tribute flowed into the city, so there was no question of
prosperity. The art and sensitivity of the Teotecs was amazing. It resenbled
not hi ng Casca had seen el sewhere. The markets were full of food and goods.
None seened to hunger. The yellow grain was the staple of life here, and it
was plentiful. The people seemed absolutely devoted to their city, their gods,
and their representatives on earth. Even the boy king Cuz-necli was a paragon
of virtue. Hi s father had hinself gone as a nessenger when drought threatened
the Iand. He had taken the prayers of his people to Tlaloc, and the prayers
had been answered. Tlaloc had let |oose the life-giving rains, and the earth
had prospered. Surely there was no other greater sign of devotion than that
the king hinself should send his spirit to the heavens. Could | ess be expected
of the peopl e?

Casca grunbled to hinself in his usual manner

"Religion and gods. There is no escaping them Everywhere | go it seenms | am
pursued by religion and gods."

The high priest, old Tezmec, had carefully explained to Casca how i nportant he
was to the people of Teotah, and it showed in the way the people treated him
When they met Casca they honored himand showed deference. If his eyes lit on
an object in the marketplace, the owner was honored to give it to him As for
the children, once they lost their fear of this stranger with the great

twi sting nuscles and many scars, nmany came to touch himfor [uck

Casca felt that he had a pretty good chance of getting away and into the
nmount ai ns surroundi ng the valley, but fromthere he couldn't be sure of the
way back to his nen. So, if he did escape, he felt that it would not be |ong
until he was found and recaptured.

No. This tine he would play the hand out. Maybe he could use the curse the Jew
had put upon him There nust be a way....

Met ah, though, spent many hours instructing Casca in the religion of her
peopl e and the way the gods nmust be appeased. She told himof Huehueteotl the
fire god who lived in the snmoking mountain not far away. But al ways she cane
back to the Quetza, whose nmessenger Casca woul d be.

Finally one night, imrediately after the evening sacrifice, Tezmec cane to
Casca still wearing his cerenonial robes and headdress. He bowed to Casca as
he entered. The Roman knew that this was a special sign that somnething

i mportant was to be done or said.

Taki ng his el aborate headdress off and setting it down carefully on the couch
the old man notioned Metah to | eave. Her eyes were wide, and she was clearly a
little frightened. But, smiling timdly, she left the two nen al one.

Tezmec indicated for Casca to sit on the bench. "You have done well in

| earning the tongue of ny people,” he said. "Now it is time for us to speak."
He was quiet for a nonment, as if marshalling his thoughts, and then he went
on: "First, | must ask you what message you have for my people. How best may
we serve the gods from whence you canme? VWat is the reason you have been sent
to us fromthe Quetza?"

Casca thought carefully. This could be it.

"Yes, old one," he began, "I do have a nessage, for, as you know, | came to
you on the Feathered Serpent. At first | did not know the reason why | was
chosen, but nowit is clear. | have conme to tell you that no nore nust die on
the altars, that the great god Quetza whose nanme | carry wi shes no nore bl ood
to soak the stones of your tenples. In me | carry the message of life. | am

t he enbodi ment of the Quetza. The needl ess sl aughter must stop." Teznec
clicked his tongue in 'the manner of exclamation of his people and shook his
head.

"You speak strange words. How is it possible not to send the nessengers? How
el se can the gods know of our needs, and of our gratitude? W nust send the



still, beating hearts to the heavens because in themis where the soul I|ives,
and in the sacred snoke of the fires the soul is sent nost rapidly to the
heavens. If we wait until the messenger dies of natural causes, the soul dies
in him or is trapped until the body returns to dust and sets it free. That is
too long a time." He | ooked sadly at Casca, pityingly alnmost. "No, nmy son. You
have not understood properly, for what you say cannot be correct. If you are
right, all we have done and believed in for many ages would all be a lie, and
that is inpossible.” The sadness deepened on his face. "You are mistaken in
what you say, but there is yet sonme hope for us to understand the neani ng of
your comng. Soon, in less than one cycle of the noon, we shall send you back
to the gods. It shall be the greatest offering we can make. You shall carry
all our hopes and prayers with you, and then, surely, when we return you the
gods wi Il answer our prayers and all the unanswered questions wll be nmade
clear. | amdi sappointed that you cannot give us a nmessage now, but perhaps we
are not yet worthy." He sighed and picked up his feathered headdress. "For the
time remaining, until your spirit returns to the great Quetza, you shall be
treated as if you were he. Fromthis time until the full of the noon you are a
god, and all in this Iand shall do your bidding, as long as it does not
conflict with the aws of our gods. Rest now, holy one. You are bl essed npst
among al |l men.

He turned to | eave, but Casca stopped himw th a rai sed hand.

"It is not time to go, old one. The Quetza lives in me. The killing rmust stop
and will, for | shall not die. | amthe Quetza."

Teznmec shook his head. "Be at peace, ny son. Many tines have | seen nessengers
have dreans that nmade themthink they were nore than they were. But on the
great stone, all is the sane. One cycle of the noon.

Metah returned as soon as the shaman had |l eft. Casca told of his conversation
with Tezmnec.

"The next full noon!" she wailed, tears filling her |ovely, alnost

al nrond- shaped eyes. Between sobs she snuffled, "I know | should be happy for
you, lord. Going to the gods is a great thing. But |I shall mss you!"

He took her snmall hand in his.

"Don't worry, little one. | shall be around | onger than you woul d believe.
have no intention of dying on the altar. Your priest may have to change his

t hi nki ng before we're through. Now, put out the lanp and come here. Show ne
how you woul d treat a god."

Casca was in truth a god to the people of Teotah. Nothing was denied him The
best of food and drink, a new pal ace, slaves for whatever pleasure he m ght

wi sh, they were all his. And all were eager to please him

But he had his duties, too. Every day one of the priests would cone and

i nstruct himin whatever nessages and prayers the priest wished himto take to
the gods. Each was repeated over and over until there was no doubt in the
priest's mind that Casca had it all correct.

Two nonths before the day, a weathered, wi zened little man showed hi nsel f at
Casca's door. Bowing his way in and kneeling before Casca, he said:

"Lord, | amPletuc. It is for me to nake the sacred mask that you will wear on
t he day of ascendance.™

Casca acqui esced, and Pl etuc began his labors. Swiftly, efficiently, the
little man's quick hands formed a nold in beeswax of Casca's face. Fromthis,
he expl ained to Casca, he would nake a plaster |ikeness, and then fromthat
woul d carve a spirit mask in sacred jade. To honor the occasion, after the
lord's spirit had gone to the gods, the mask would hang in the inner chanber
of the tenple of the Quetza as an object of worship so that the people would
al ways renmenber. It would give them sonmething to focus their prayers on. In
the great hall were only six masks. Each represented a speci al happening, a
great occurrence such as the ascendance of Mexilte, father of the king Cuz,
mecli, when the king Mexilte had asked to be a messenger and the rains cane.
The Lord Casca was indeed privil eged above all nen to be given the honor of
becom ng one of the great heroes of the Teotec.

Casca | ooked at the old boy.



"Carve away, little man," he said 'drily, "but I shall hang the mask in the
hall with ny own hands, for | amthe Quetza."

Casca's claimto be the enbodi ment of the Quetza was rapidly becom ng popul ar
gossi p throughout the Enpire. Al ready thousands upon thousands were maki ng
preparations to attend the greatest day in nmenory. As for Casca's claim it
was not unusual for the gods to give madness to those they had chosen. It was
wel | known that madnen, hunchbacks, and dwarfs were touched by the holy
spirits and were not as other nmen. On the other hand..

Casca spent his days in |ovenaking with Metah, and was not averse to sanpling
some of the other willing maids of the city when she was not around. Even

t hough she woul d nake no statenent about his nmessing around w th other wonen,
he had caught a ook fromher a tine or two that said in no uncertain ternmns:
If you weren't blessed by the gods your ass would be in big trouble with ne.
Teznmec brought the boy king to talk with Casca. The youngster was eager and
curious. Crossing the great square, the king and Teznmec acknow edged t he

obei sances of the people. Two Jaguar guards preceded them and two nore
followed. It was the turn of the Jaguar soldiers to stand pal ace duty.

VWhi ch brought up an interesting little matter Casca had | earned about on the
grapevine, for gossip in Teotah was no different fromgossip in Rone.

The priests of the Jaguar faction were surly enough when they were at their
best, but they had been even nore surly than usual of late. Keeping to

t hensel ves, neeting in the small hours of the night, talking in hushed tones,
whi ch becane | ouder when anyone fromthe Serpent clan was near, they were
obvi ously up to no good.

It had to do with Teznec.

Since Teznmec had beconme the teacher of the king the power of the Jaguar
facti on had been eroded. The people no | onger showed proper deference to the
Jaguar god, or so it seemed to the Jaguar priests.

But the priest, soldiers of the Jaguar god now had plans that woul d change al
that, thanks to one of their nunber, Totzin.

Totzin waited his tinme. Patience was a great ally. Like the Geat Cat, they
nmust show pati ence.

Now as Tezmec and Cuz-necli crossed the great square, Totzin was watching
their progress. Totzin's face was drawn and bitter with the bile of frustrated
anbition. To him the stranger fromthe sea was just one nore exanple of how
t he Jaguar faction was being treated. Jaguar soldiers had captured him and,
he shoul d have been assigned to themto use as a messenger. But ever nore
often the sacrifices were being directed to Tlaloc and the Quetza. And the
strongest warriors and nost beautiful wormen were being deni ed the Jaguar
priests, for these Tezmec was taking for his gods.

An inner thought caused the bitter face of Totzin to change into sonething
that m ght have been called a smle. He did not say the words, but they

sounded in his brain: Soon ... soon. After the solstice all will change. Does
not Teypetal, king of the O mecs, also worship the Jaguar? Soon, old man,
soon... . Totzin noved back into the shadows, feeding on his thoughts of

vengeance. The tine was at hand.

Inside his owmn tenple, Totzin prepared for a special sacrifice, a personal one
bet ween him and the Jaguar. Stripping hinself naked, he donned the skin of a
sacrificed warrior who had fallen into his hands, a warrior of the Toltecs.
The warrior had been skinned alive fromthe head down to the ankles. It had
taken the entire night for the skin to be so carefully renoved. Only the
warrior's hands were still attached, and they had been snoke cured along with
the rest of the skin. The problemwas as always in how to keep the skin from
shrinking and how to keep it supple. Now a novice priest |laced the skin from
t he back and Totzin sat and crossed his legs in front of a stone brazier, the
hands of the human skin dangling fromwhere his own clawike fingers extended
out of the alnmost black cured hide. The curing process always darkened the
skin. Totzin rmused briefly about how the skin of the foreigner would | ook on
him how it would fit. In that case they would probably have to let the skin
shrink sone.



The stone brazier was four feet in dianeter. A nunber of small three-I|egged
urns were placed in a circle around it. Totzin cast incense into the flanes.
Couts of rnulticol ored snoke rose-blue, then red. He breathed the fumes. Hi s
body in a trancelike state, he chanted the words of the Scroll of the Jaguar

So, while the priest of Tlaloc and the Quetza tal ked with Casca, Totzin talked
wi th his god.

He was ready.

The god mnust be fed.

The girl was brought to him

Her breasts were not yet full. They were now nmere ripe buds of what they were
to be. Her eyes were wide with fear and uncertainty. Naked, she was thrust by
the novice priest into the presence of Totzin. She was nade to kneel first,
then lie down in front of Totzin.

Totzin's teeth grinned eerily frombehind the face of the skin he wore. His
fingers ran over her expertly, efficiently. He quickly nade sure she was
virgin. "Good. Good. You are a blessed child," he intoned. "The first |over,
and the last, you will knoww |l be the Jaguar. You will be his bride."

She opened her nouth to scream but no sound issued forth. The novice's hands
choked off any attenpt at sound. He held her tightly, forcing the breast bones
out, tightening the skin and thrusting her nubile breasts toward Tot zi n.
Totzin moved with catlike speed. Careful not to scar the breasts, he sliced
deep and renoved her heart. It was imrediately offered to the gods by way of
the flames, and his quick, experienced hands then renoved all those things
that made her a woman. Breasts and sexual organs were in their turn fed to the
hungry flanes. The sacrifice was over. Totzin cursed that he nust performhis
holy duties in private, in a place that people could not see. But when Tezmec
deni ed hi m proper sacrifices, then he nust nmake them where he coul d, even away
fromhis own people. Two warriors entered on signal and haul ed the carcass of
the girl away. That night Totzin and a few privileged officers and priests
woul d be permitted to feed on that which their god did not consume. The Jaguar
was an eater of men; it followed therefore that his servants nust al so feed on
the flesh of humans.

Meanwhile, in the cooler interior of Casca' s new pal ace, Tezmec and the king
Cuz-necli, having entered the doorway unnoticed by Casca, were watching,
nmystified, a scene strange to them The stranger fromthe sea was | eaping into
the air and throwi ng his arnms every which way, and then freezing into sl ow
nmoti on, his hands and body taking on awkward positions that neverthel ess
seened quite natural when done by this strange man. They had unknow ngly
interrupted Casca just as he was finishing the set of open hand conbat

exerci ses taught to himby the great sage Shiu Lao Tze when he and Lao Tze
were both slaves on their way to Rone, Shiu to teach at a great house of the
Enpire, Casca consigned to the arena as a gladiator. It was this art that
Casca had used when he won his freedom surprising the giant Nubian Jubal a,
and destroying Jubala with his hands and feet after dramatically throw ng away
his own hel met, shield, and sword and thus appeari ng hel pl ess before the
ast oni shed crowd. Shiu had told Casca that the art of open hand fighting had
cone fromKhitai, fromacross the great nmountains, that it had been devel oped
by a sect of priests who used it as an aid to their powers of concentration
Casca now caught a glinpse of his two visitors and finished. He took a bl anket
and began to dry hinself. The perspiration had given himan oily sheen. Wping
off the results of his labors, he smled his crooked grin and sai d:

"Wl come, young king. | wondered if |I would ever get to see you. Ad Tezmec
nmust have decided that | was safe enough.™
Cuz-necli overcame his uncertainty. After all, he was the king. He advanced

slowy toward Casca, his eyes wide in his face as he tried to count the scars
on Casca's overnuscied hide. He |l ost count, tried again, finally gave up

Casca sniled as he saw what the boy was trying to do. "Gve up, little king,"
he said. "I have lost count of themnyself. There are only a few that | can
recall, only those with special neanings." The face of the G eek whore who had



left himwith the scar running fromthe corner of his mouth to his left eye
passed quickly before him Never oiu to shortchange a whore or out -argue an
Arab, he thought briefly. Then he turned his attention back to Tezmec.

"Wl come,” he said. "Am | due nore instruction today, or is this a social
cal | ?"

Ginning his gap, toothed snile, Teznec responded, "It is tine for the king to
nmeet you, to see the one who will be the greatest nessenger since his father

chose the road to heaven hinsel f and saved the people from starving when the
rains did not cone.

Casca was all formal courtesy.

"Regardl ess of the reason, | am pleased to nmeet your nmjesty.”

The young Cuz-necli's brown eyes sparkled. He could contain his curiosity no
longer. "Tectli Quetza," he asked, "what was it that you were doi ng when we
ent ered?"

Casca chuckled. "Little king," he said, "nore years ago than you woul d
bel i eve, or even Tezmec, for that matter, | was taught what you saw ne doi ng
by a man fromKhitai, a very wise man froma very distant land. Here. | wll
show you how some of it is done." Casca was not above a little showi ng off.
Besi des, a denonstration mght be to his advantage. Wrknen had earlier left a
pile of rocks in a corner of the roomthey were refurbishing, and now Casca
went to these, selected a rock about twenty inches long and ten wide and three
i nches thick. He put this rock down on a pile of others, in effect fornmng a
st one sawhor se.

Kneel i ng on one knee, he drew his breath in and let it out slowy between his
teeth. He inhaled again, forned his fist, and then with an expl osi ve
exhal ati on sent his hand crashi ng down and through the rock, leaving it in two
separ at e pi eces.

Cuz-necli stared in amazenment, his nmouth open. Three guards rushed in, weapons
at the ready, having heard the sound of Casca's exploding "Kiyi!" breath burst
out. Tezmec signaled for themto | eave, but their |eader cast a wary eye on
Casca and then on the stone pieces. Finally, munbling to hinself under his
breath, he left, shaking his head in confusion

Cuz-necli quickly nade a sign to ward off evil spirits.

"I't's not magic, little king," Casca explained. "You could learn it if you
wi shed, but it would take many noons, many seasons.
Teznmec shook his head. "No, Tectli. You have not that long to remain with us.

The day of your ascendance draws near." The brightly painted murals depicting
the glory of the gods and the glory of the Teotec nation seened to add to
Tezmec's words fromthe walls of the pal ace.

"As you say, priest," Casca said drily. "But enough of this. Wat can | do for

t he ki ng?"

"Answer my questions, Tectli Quetza. That is what | wi sh. Tell ne where you
cane from Are all of the people there gods? And do they all |ook as you do?
And where did you find the serpent ship on which you came to us to fulfill the

| egends of our peopl e?"

Rai sing his hand, Casca stopped the torrent of questions pouring fromthe
nmout h of the young ki ng.

"One at atine, nmy lord. First, | cone fromacross the great water. It is
many, many days' sail to reach ny land. It would take the sanme tine as it
takes for a field to be planted and to grow ripe. That is, if you were not to
stop and tarry anywhere.

"And, no, all the people do not | ook as | do. There are people of nany
colors-fromal nost gold to bl ackest black. There are even nany who have the
same ruddy conpl exi on as your people.

"And, no, all are not gods, though many have thought that they were. Another
qui ck flash went through Casca's mnd, and Gaius Nero's face flickered before
hi s brain.

But at that monent, |ooking at the young king's face flushed with excitenent,
out of the corner of his eye Casca caught Teznec wat chi ng hi mthoughtfully.
Uh. oh, he thought. Better play the gane.



He et a slight tone of majesty begin to slip into his voice, as though he had
somet hing of inmportance to inpart.

"As for the ship, it cane fromthe great god Quetza, and it was he who gui ded
me to this place. It was not until | |earned the use of your tongue, though
that the neaning of nmy conming was made clear to me and the nessage the great
god Quetza w shed delivered made plain for ne to speak.

"I amhere to give your people a great nessage, as | have already told the
priest Tezmec."

Teznmec raised his winkled hand to stop the conversation. He did not want the
young king to be confused by Casca's contradictions of what he hinself had
taught the king.

"Enough tal k, Tectli Quetza," he interrupted firmy. "It is time for the king
to attend his other duties. W will neet again another tine." It was so

obvi ous that he was thinking that they would not nmeet again until the
afterlife that Casca smiled broadly, irritating the old priest as he hustled

t he young ki ng out of the presence of this stranger with the possibly

danger ous words. Teznec | ooked back over his shoul der and said testily, "The
day comes soon. Prepare yourself and your thoughts. And renenber ... behave
with dignity."

Met ah devoted the remai ni ng weeks not only teaching Casca all she could of the
Teotec culture, but also figuring out ways she coul d keep the other wonen away
fromhim He might be holy to them but to her the time he had spent with her
made himnore of a man than a nessenger of the gods.

Hal f a dozen tinmes the masknaker cane for fittings, to check on small details.
The mask assumed an eerie quality as the features of Casca' s face in the jade
became nore pronounced. The maskmaker was an artist who woul d have stood up
agai nst the best of the Roman Enpire and of the G eeks. The mask was

ast oni shingly Casca, right down to the hairline scar |eading fromthe corner
of his eye down to his nouth. It was his face in jade, deep green jade, jade
of al most genstone quality. Only the enpty eyes of the nask seened lacking in
order to give it alife of its owm. It was a magnificent creation. Pletuc the
carver was evidently proud of his work, and justly so. He said to Casca

"Tectli, when the day comes for the mask to hang in the hall, it will live.
Already | have acquired the finest of turquoise. It is the same color as your
eyes. It will match themperfectly. It is even now being prepared, and when
the eyes of turquoise are set the mask will live. For all tine, people wll

know of your com ng, and of the honor you have done us."

Bowi ng his way out, the old carver 'left, |leaving Casca to his thoughts.

Each day drew himnearer to the altar.

Met ah hel ped himkeep fromdwelling on his fate, but, in spite of the grow ng
feelings he was devel oping for her, each day did in its turn end and bring
anot her, and another. ...

He could | earn nothing of his nen and the |ong-ships. Even when he bluntly
enquired as to themand how they were faring, he was politely but firnmy
refused information. The fact that none of them showed up in the capital of
the Teotecs made himbelieve that they might still be alive. But were they
still waiting on the coast? Wuld they still be there when the comng grisly
affair was finished? If he returned to the coast then, would they have waited
for hin? How long would they wait, that was the nost inportant thing on his

m nd.

Except for one other.

In one week he would bare his chest on the altar

When that tinme cane, how could he keep from | osing consci ousness?

He nust not pass out. The Jew s curse mght keep himfromdying in the case of
wounds great enough to kill other men-but it did not protect himfrompain. If
the pain were great enough, he woul d pass out, and certainly the sacrifice
pain woul d be that great. He usually passed out from great pain. How could he
prevent it now?

O hers went to the stone while he waited his turn.

He noticed sonet hi ng.



It mght be a possibility.

Several of them had a glazed | ook to their eyes and nmoved with sl ow,
del i berate steps, as though in a trance . . . or drugged. One even stepped on
a broken pot shard and laid his foot open to the bone and nade no sign of
having felt pain at all

"Why?" Casca asked Metah.

She told himthat sonetinmes the messengers were given a mxture of herbs and
nmushr oons. The nushroons gave them visions, but the leaf called coca was used
to stop pain. Coca was frequently used by others. It gave strength to the
runners who carried the king's edicts fromvillage to village. The runners
chewed the bitter |eaf to stop exhaustion

That may be ny answer, Casca decided. If the leaf stops pain, | may be able to
retain consciousness during the sacrifice.

Met ah, can you get sone of the |leaves for nme?" She turned her dark brown eyes

to him a question in their depths. "I suppose so, nmy lord. How rmuch do you
need?"

"l don't know. How nmuch do the runners take?"

"A small handful will last themfor several days."

"Then bring ne five handfuls. | may have to do sone testing."

Confused, she turned away. "As you w sh, Teeeth. The priests said you may have
anyt hing you wi sh."

"Good woman. Then get it for ne now.

Metah left, with the left cheek of her firmass smarting, but not all in pain,
fromthe | ove tap Casca adm ni stered when she turned to | eave.

The two dragon ships lay securely beached on the white sand, protected by a
stockade that reached around them and down into the water. The barricade had
been put in at lowtide after the ships had been dragged up as far onto high
ground as possible. daf d anson had taken command of his remaining warriors.
Ei ghty-two nen lived, and all but four were fit for action. Tine and again

t hey had beaten back attacks by hostiles, until finally their fierce prowess
had nade them nore desirable as allies than as enem es. One of the weaker
tribes had come to their aid when they were in battle with the Jaguar nen.

Bet ween them t hey had smashed the attackers, and the Vikings new allies had
enj oyed the unusual and rare pleasure of seeing how the Jaguar sol diers would
behave under the blade of their priests. First one, and then another small
tribe allied themselves with the fair-haired strangers fromthe sea. Severa
times disgruntled and weary Vikings wished to board their ships and sail for
hone, for surely the Lord Casca was now dead, or el se he would have returned
by now. These objections were quickly quelled by a blow fromdaf's fist, or
the flat of his blade. Raising his voice after the last incident, he squared
his jaw and spoke:

"W serve the Lord of the Keep. My father served him as did yours. Never did
he fail them and he shall not fail us or we him Norak, when | ast we saw the
lord as the heathen warriors swarmed over him did he not cry out for us to
wai t for hin? That he would return?”

Norak voiced his assertion that what was said was correct.

"Then," O af continued, "we wait. Renenber that Casca is not as other nen. He
is the Unchanging One. He is the Wal ker. And though these strange peopl e cut
his very heart out of him | know he will return. He is Casca, Lord of the
Keep, and our lord. Who would dare to face his wath if we left wi thout him
and he should conme upon us in the future?"

QO af's crystal blue eyes searched the faces of his warriors for a dissenting
answer .

There was none.

"Then we wait. Though it take the tine for all of us to becone graybeards, we
wait."

NI NE

The jade mask stifled Casca. It seened to inprison his brain in a green
dungeon. He wal ked slowy to the beat of the drums. The heat of the day was
overpowering. Trickles of sweat ran down Casca's back, and his arnpits felt as



t hough they were filled with wet nud. Through the eyeholes in the mask he

| ooked t hrough waves of shimrering air that distorted anything over a hundred
feet away. Through the shimering heat waves the di stant pyranid of the
Quetza, two mles away, seened floating above the earth, suspended as in a
dream .. or nightmare.

Step, step, step to the sacrifice. The throbbing of the druns beat in rhythm
with his own pulse, step by step, each step a beat of the skin-covered druns.
The reed pipes shrilled; the flutes cried. Every sound seened doubl ed,
repeat ed, doubl ed again. He inmagined he could hear the beating of his own
heart, in nonstrous rhythmw th the obscene drums. In the shinmrering heat
waves the brilliant enerald green robe of feathers that covered his shoul ders
and reached to his knees refl ected thousands of pinpoints where the sun hit

t hem

The great Serpent headdress was amazingly |ight.

Step. Step. Step. Everything had an endl ess repetition . . . step, shimer,
beat . . . beat, step, shinmrer ... through the endl ess crowd that |ined the
way to the pyram d. As he passed, all would fall and bow their faces before
him. . . endlessly repeating.

The taste of the coca distillation was bitter in his mouth. H's senses seened
to be far apart from his consciousness ... as though he were two separate
persons, but each a not-quite-conplete entity.

Only Tezmec was in front of him to the side wal ked an honor guard of |esser
priests and sol diers. The heavi ness of the day was |ike nothing he had ever

known ... or had he? That day in Judea had been oppressive, too. The imge of
that day flickered in his brain, brought back the feelings, the taste, the
sight . . . the nmenaci ng heavi ness of the hot air.

Brrrum brrum.... Over and over the druns pounded their way into his brain.

Wth each beat and step, time assumed a kind of distorted reality, as though
time. were itself a thing, heavy, dark, and solid.

Then he was there.

The foot of the pyramd.

Chanting broke its way to the forefront of his awareness. Wen had it begun?
It engulfed himin a nmolten wave of sound. He nade the first step up the
pyram d. Then another. And another. Focusing his attention on the old high
priest's back, he clinbed, the chanting growi ng di stant as they neared the

t op.

The thongs holding the mask to his face felt as if they were cutting into his
skin, but the sensation of pain was oddly renoved fromhim It was as though
it were happening to sonmeone el se

They were there.

The top of the pyranid.

The stone, black with the blood of thousands of victins, was before him The
chanting of the priests continued, seeming nowto be flow ng up the sides of
the pyram d and | ouder here at the top

At that noment a beginning wi nd tugged gently at Casca's feathered cl oak and
caused himto look at the sky. It was even darker, nore oppressive than on the
long wal k. To the west great clouds were gathering, and even fromthis

di stance they appeared to be like great cumulus stallions racing through the
heavens on sone never-endi ng odyssey that nortal man had no share in. Over the
pal ace, a bank of |ightning suddenly flickered. The wi nd freshened, bringing a
snell of salt fromthe sea.

Storm

Comi ng.

Teznmec stood, arms raised to the skies, his old voice growing in strength as
he called to his gods to accept this token of their worshippers' devotion and
| ove.

The neasured beat of the drunms that had never ceased was now echoed by the
approaching wall of dark clouds. The first distinct gusts of the rising w nd
woul d be whi ppi ng around the base of the pyram d, blending with the sudden
uneasi ness of the hundred thousand waiting worshipers, an uneasi ness so strong



it seemed to rise with the beat of the druns and be felt here on the top of

t he pyram d.

Casca | ooked back to the city below The eye-holes in the jade mask seened to
take himto the very place; he was seeing it as though he were down there. The
great square was a solid mass of humanity in all its varied forns, rich and
poor, thin and fat, weak and strong. Every square foot as far as the eye could
see was covered with waiting, expectant humanity. Even the rooftops | ooked as
t hough col onies of ants were covering them

The first of the dark clouds reached them Shadows raced across the [and. The
sky grew still darker. The wi nd strengthened again.

Storm

Li ght ni ng.

Thunder .

"It's like the day of the Jew, Yeshua," Casca said in the Latin of the
Caesars, the Latin of his youth, the Latin of That Day...

Tezmec paused in his oration, the approaching thunder having drowned out somne
of his words as though the onrushing stormwas a sign

Casca raised his face to the increasing darkness, the wind rustling in the
feathers of his brilliant robe and headdress.

The mask seened to be growing into his face

Casca felt strange forces pulling at him

Stop it, Jew his silent thoughts seenmed to screamin his mnd. This is ny

&ly. Leave nme alone. | ama better man than you, and what | will endure this
day is greater than the pain you felt on the Cross. And then thoughts and
wor ds nel ded, and he was shouting into the wind: "I am Casca, son of Rone,
soldier of the legions, and I will beat you! I will endure nore than you and

triunph. Leave ne al one!"

Tezmec touched his shoul der

"What are you screaming, ny son? In what strange tongue do you speak? Pl ease
do not spoil this great day with unseemy behavi or. Remenber your dignity!"
H s voice cracked as he chastised Casca, "Renenber your dignity!"

Casca |l aughed bitterly. "Dignity, old man? What dignity is there in death |ike
this? Death, when it serves no purpose, is not dignity. It is useless."
Abruptly the darkness was upon them as if a curtain had been drawn suddenly.
A murmur ran through the waiting thousands. The thunder runbled, and the
ground qui ver ed.

Teznmec took the helmet from Casca's head and freed the bindings of the

f eat hered robe.

"It is time, my son. The gods are inpatient. The signs and portents of this
day are great."

The two | esser priests reached to take Casca by the shoul ders and | ay himon
the altar.

"No!

Casca pushed them away. "First | must speak." He turned fromthe stone and
faced out to the nasses bel ow

Filling his lungs to fight against the thunder and wi nd, he cried:

"I amthe Quetza.

"The one whose comning was foretold.

"In this body is the living spirit of the Feathered

"The wish of the Quetza is that there shall be no nore sacrifices. Wth ne it
ends, and | shall place the nask of jade in the great hall with my own hands,
for it is not yet tine for me to die."

He turned to Teznmec, and his voice thundered:

"Priest of the Teotoc! You cannot take that which is not yours. It is not for
nortals to take ny life. Only a god can kill a god. But try if you nust."

The wi nd screaned mi ndl essly. Raindrops, fat and heavy, made puffs of dust
junp around the stone upon which so many living hearts had been cut out.

They were like that at the foot of the Cross.

The ground trenbl ed.

Is this nmy cruosifiction?



I gnoring the hands of the priests, Casca lay hinself upon the stone. The fee
of the well, used granite was cool against his back

Is it time' for me to die?

Are you com ng again, Jew?

Is it nowthat | shall be set free?

The darkness was upon them and in that darkness Teznec rai sed the shining

bl ade of golden flint. The beat of the druns was a distant nmenory. The knife
flashed, and, as it did, lightning burst fromthe heavens, sending blinding
streaks of light breaking through the darkness.

Is it time to set ne free?

Pai n.

Bur ni ng.

Col d.

The shining knife struck deep

Behi nd the jade mask Casca bit through his lower lip, his teeth grinding

agai nst each other. A coldness |ike nothing he had ever felt or imagined ran
over him

Is this death? Are you here, Jew?

A greater pain... and a tugging deep inside... and a sudden feeling of

enpti ness.

Teznmec held the beating heart of Casca in his hand, blood spurting fromthe
severed aorta. The organ enptied itself on the altar

Jew, came Casca's unspoken pleading, now | can die. The col dness reached to
the ends of his fingers and feet, his body chilling in the death spasnms. The
stormraged, and the darkness was a bl anket of black nothingness. The wi nd
screamed as if in sone terrible pain of its own.

The peopl e covered their heads and faces. Clearly this was the work of the
gods. Teznec stood, confused, as the wind tried to tear his robes fromhim

Li ght ni ng reached fromthe heavens and struck the base of the pyramd, then
wal ked its way up to the altar on which Casca |lay, his chest open to the
skies. !t struck again, enveloping the top of the pyramd and all upon it in a
crackling green inferno, the main bolt centering on Casca's body, the electric
shocks sending his flesh into uncontrolled fits of jerking. The last remants
of his life force and consci ousness asked once nore the question: Jew, can
di e now?

Wth that terrible voice that had sent Casca upon his wanderings cane the
words of the crucified

Yeshua:

"As you are, so you shall remain."

Li ght ning fl ashed continually, the thunder echoing and echoing, reverberating
over the land. The wind was as nothing he ever felt.

Tezmec stood frozen

A burni ng phosphorescence, |ike the kind seen at sea that hovers over the
masts of ships and travels along the decks, envel oped the sacrificial stone.
The jade nmask gl owed and seened to throw out rays of enmerald light. Teznec
held the still, beating heart in his hand. It was throbbirig and nmoving as if
trying to get away, twisting in his grip, slippery and bl oody. The gol den

kni fe dropped from Tezmec's grasp when anot her hand covered his.

Casca, his body enveloped in the green fire of the sea, stood holding Teznec's
hand stationary over the altar fire in which the heart was to have been
burned. And then Casca took his own beating heart out of the priest's hand.

"I told you |l was a god. It takes a god to kill a god, and my time is not yet
cone.
Tezmec was paralyzed with fear. Then, like a puppet with its strings cut, he

fell on his face in front of Casca.

Casca turned to the terrified masses below, his chest cavity agape and

bl eeding fromthe ragged, serrated edges of the golden knife. Holding his
beating heart in his hand above his head, he cried out:

"Look and see that which none has seen beforel” The nultitude trenbled as they
obeyed, as they watched Casca take his own heart and put it hack into his



chest.

"I amthe Quetza!" he screaned.

He put his hands on either side of his open chest and pushed the edges

toget her, sealing them Hi s heart back where it bel onged, still beating, the
terrible pain seened to be a distant echo. Raising his arns to the ragi ng sky,
he cried out in Latin. The rain beat on his face and washed rivul ets of bl ood
down through the hairs of his chest and onto his legs, until the life essence
of Casca ran red on the floor of the pyram d. Rage filled his words:

"You win again, Jew, and | amwhat you nade of ne. | am Casca. | amthe

Quet za. "

H s voice rose to conpete with and to beat down the scream ng of the storm
and in Teotoc he thundered:

"l am CGod!".

TEN

The pain was terrible.

Step by step Casca nmade his way back down the long flight of steps, past the

i ntertwi ned carvings of serpents, past the goggle-eyed rain god Tlaloc.

No chanti ng.

No cerenony.

This time the only sound was that of the stormraging around the tenple and
the pyram d. The people and the priests were silent. Mtionless. Stunned. Less
lifelike than the stone carvings.

As though tinme had stopped for them

As though they were fromin a nightmare.

And only Casca noved.

Casca and the storm

He and the storm were one.

Step by step

Casca fought away the tremendous pain. Nausea boiled within himas fiercely as
the stormwi thout and threatened to throw the insides of his stomach to the
ragi ng w nd.

Sweat ran freely down fromthe inside of his mask. H s throat constricted and
ti ghtened. M ndl ess of the peopl e about himhe noved. The greater the pain the
nore powerful becane his step until he was striding, head erect, a proud

i mge, a god indeed. They bowed. They prostrated thensel ves before him

Step by measured step he proceeded past their prone bodies toward his
quarters, hinself now the full and only enbodi ment of cerenony, the thundering
stormhis only escort.

But, although to them he might be a triunphant god riding the wind, to himthe
effects of the coca | eaves were wearing off, the pain was intensifying, and he
was beginning to feel the real world around him conscious now of the rain
starting to fall, rain that would be a curtain of water in nmoments, l|ike the
curtai n of unconsciousness rapidly overtaking him He had only seconds. He

m ght not reach the safety of his quarters. Yet he knew he nmust not let them
see their god collapse in the nud so near to security. H s hands and feet felt
nunb, distant. The aching throbbing in his chest was all, present, the pain

t here overshadowi ng all el se. He could not endure...

But in the |ast few seconds before he was certain the end was upon him he
found hinmself at the doorway of his quarters. Turning, he took the jade mask
fromhis face.

"Hear me!" Hi s voice boomed out with all his remaining strength, one

t remendous super human sound, for the |louder he cried out the nore bearable the
pain seened to be. H's voice overrode the storm "Let none disturb nme until |
next cone forth! Only the woman Metah will attend ny needs. | repeat: Let none
disturb me until | amready!"

Wth that final roar, he turned to the interior. But the effort exhausted him
Once in the shadows he barely had strength to make it to the couch. In the
very act of falling on the bl ankets he was unconsci ous.

The coca | eaves had done their job.

Now it was tine to heal



For the next two weeks only Metah dared to enter the quarters of the living
god. Chills and fever racked Casca's body. Metah would lie with him hol ding
hersel f close against himto give himher warnth to fight off the terrible
deat hcol d envel oping him She fed himas a nother feeds a child, spoonful by
spoonful. Alone in the shadows with himshe would cry and kiss tenderly the
great wound on his chest. To her he was not a god. He was a man. A man she

| oved. Everything el se was secondary. Even to the priests when they questioned
her woul d she say nothing but that the lord Tectli Casca, sleeps, and when he
is ready he will cone forth.

Tezmec had a problem He spent the |ong days, and even | onger nights,
qguestioning hinmsel f. He had been shaken to the roots of his being. Al the
days of his life he had been taught obedience to the gods and their |aws. He
had t hought he knew all. Now. ..

True, Casca, the one fromthe sea, had performed a miracle.

But all that Casca had done was contradictory to Tezmec's teachings. And the
pal e stranger could not be right concerning the command that there be no nore
nessengers.

The gods nust have sacrifices.

I nsi de, Casca's body changes were taking place. MIlinmeter by mllimeter his
heart was returning to its proper function and position. The severed bl ood
vessel s and arteries were repairing the damage, seeking again their accustoned
channel s. Unknown to Casca in his deep sleep, other blood vessels had taken
over the job of circulating his blood through his system each mnutely
expandi ng and contracting and thus punping the |ife-giving oxygen and
nutrients to the places where they were needed nost. In effect, his entire
circulatory systemwas one diffuse tenmporary heart, adequate to sustain life
while, bit by bit, his body took the steps needed to repair itself.

Casca woke.

The first thing he saw was a mass of thick black hair covering his chest.
There was confusion for just a monent, then the mass of hair noved. Metah. She
was |ying on his chest, her hair covering him and she was sleeping. Gently he
rai sed his scarred hand and stroked her hair as he would a sl eeping child.
"Little girl," he whispered, his voice ragged and unfamliar fromlack of use,
"I love you.

She snuggled .........

The next few days brought an amazing change in him Wth every breath he now
drew, with every beat of the nowfunctioning heart, he grew stronger

Totzin the priest wondered about the progress of the stranger. Casca,s

m racul ous survival he attributed to an alliance between this foreigner and
the hated priest of the Serpent, Teznec.

Once Casca recovered he found hinmself in control of the city and the peopl e,
and every day he increased that control. The miracle of his survival and the
godl i ke speed of his recovery would have set the stage for himin any event,
but the way he was now twi sting Teznmec around his little finger speeded up
matters greatly. Sonething had happened to Teznmec since those incredible
nmonents at the altar. He had no will to resist Casca. H's thoughts were
confused, but he watched in silent bew | derment as Casca stopped all human
sacrifice and did nothing to hinder him He did come in private to Casca and
protest that surely disaster would strike his people, the rains would stop
and pestilence would stalk the land as it had done in the days of Cuz-necli's
father. But when the Tectli Casca would hear nothing of his reasons but nerely
stated flatly that the sacrifices must stop, Tezmec bowed his old head in
obedi ence.

Even the warriors of the Serpent foll owed Casca's |lead. They firmy aligned

t hensel ves with the living god that wal ked anong them Casca had nore than
adequately shown his superiority to all the warriors in the matter of conbat
and had defeated any who dared to face himin tests of strength and ability.
He was firmy in control

Except for Tot zin.

Only Totzin did not followthe will of Casca in all things. And there were



runors. It was said that young girls who had di sappeared were being offered to
Teypetel the Jaguar under the bl ade of Totzin's dagger. Rumors, though. No

pr oof .

The | aw concerning sacrifice was clear. Only captives in war or those who cane
voluntarily fromanong their own people could be used as nessengers. To take
mai dens agai nst their will was unthinkable, and, though Totzin was hostile to
Teznmec, surely he would not break the |laws of their people. No, the

di sappearance of the young wonen rmust be accounted for as the acts of raiders
fromsome of the savage tribes living about them young braves sneaking in to
steal brides. It had happened before. Perhaps even the Toltecs could be
responsi bl e.

Meanwhi l e, Totzin carefully avoided any confrontation with Casca. Wen they
did chance to neet, Totzin showed deference and servility. But deep behind his
honeyed words his heart was black with hate, hate for this pal e-skinned one
who had by sone conspiracy taken over control of Totzin's nation and
procl ai med hinself a god. Totzin had seen the runners sent by Casca to the
coast where the rest of the accursed foreigner's nmen waited.

Twi ce before, Casca had sent runners, but Totzin's Jaguar soldiers had stopped
them and offered their hearts to Teypetel. But the |ast runners had succeeded.
Now nmore |ike Casca would come. And with them Totzin's power woul d decrease
even nmore. The tinme was now. He must meet with the king of the O nmecs. Between
themthey could crush this evil that had cone and deprived them of their just
dues and respects. Soon the great jaws of the jungle hunter, the killer of

men, woul d have all the bl ood he needed. The god Teypetel would feed to the
fullest, and he, Totzin, would hinself offer the body of Casca to the god, and
if the stranger's heart still beat after the blade, then he would slice him
into a thousand separate pieces and feed themone by one to the vultures. That
woul d take care of even the Quetza

Totzin sent runners secretly to the stronghold of the giant king of the

A necs. Following Totzin's instructions, they offered their master's
allegiance if the great A nec king would conme to their aid and rid their city
of the foreigner, for surely, was not the great king of the A mecs the only
one powerful enough to stand agai nst the blue-eyed one in combat? And if he
did this, would not the wealth of the Teotec nation be his? And, with Totzin
as his suzerain, there would be sent himan unending stream of victins for the
gl ory of the Jaguar.

Casca had grown used to being a god and was beginning to enjoy it. On his
tours around the city he gained an ever greater appreciation of what these
peopl e had acconplished. They had no weapons of netal to speak of. The only
ones they did have were poor things beaten out of native raw copper ore. They
apparently | acked the know edge of howto refine the ore itself. But gold and
silver were plentiful and they used these netals for the glory of their gods.
The netal gold seemed to themto have no value other than its easy pliability
in the manufacture of sacred artifacts and art objects.

Casca di scovered what many anot her innovator had before himand since-that it
is not easy to change a people's technol ogy. For the children he had nade a
cart of clay with wheels that rolled. The children were delighted. Casca
decided this would be a good way to teach the people the use of the wheel for
heavy transport, for, although the idea of the wheel was known, it was not
used here for the obvious purpose. Casca denonstrated the ability of the whee
to haul heavy | oads. Denpbnstrated, but that was all. God or no god, he got
nowhere with the people; they merely sniled, agreed, and went back to doing
thi ngs as they always had, hauling their |oads on their backs with a strap
about the forehead to keep it in position

Whi |l e Casca busied hinself with the | oad-carryinng activities of the people of
Teot ah, however, in the land of the O necs quite a different kind of traffic
was goi ng on. The | oads being brought into the Qnec cities were not food nor
articles of trade. They were tribute fromthe villages in the A nec domain,
tribute in the formof weapons: spears and axes and clubs sided with flint;
deer horn shields; and quilted suits of cotton armor. The king of the O necs



had arrived at a decision: he would march on the city of Teotah. H's ego had
been bruised by the reports he had received of the Quetza's great strength.
That and the opportunity to have warriors loyal to his cause already within
the city was too nuch to pass up. He would prove to all that he was the
greatest warrior in the world. After Teotah he would march agai nst all who
opposed his divinity. He would | eave his nonunments behind: the great heads of
his and his father's |ikenesses, fat |lips sneering in a grin that showed teeth
filed to needle points, as the teeth of the jaguar were pointed, so nust his
be. The deci sion nmade, the king rose fromhis throne and gave orders to his
captains to nake ready. Wen the moon was full they would nmarch

And on the coast, other men were already narching.

The runners had finally gotten through to the dragon ships. The Vikings had
the word from Casca and had set out to rejoin their |eader. They were not

aware of what a strange sight they made in this land ... large nen with tanned
skins and hair of many colors, their arnor gleaning in the sun, helnmets with
the horns of beasts on them .. strong nen who cursed at every step that took

them away fromthe security of the sea and their only link with their hones,

t he dragon ships that had brought them safely thus far. But their master

call ed, and they obeyed, |eaving the dragon ships in the care of warriors
bearing the enblem of a snake and of such few Vi kings who were too ill or too
injured to make the journey to the city where Casca the Wal ker was a god.

a af d amson, however, relished the change, and the chance for action. H's
high spirits and laughter did much to dispel the gloomthat many of his
countrynen felt in these forbidding jungles.

Every step took themcloser. Wrd of their coming reached Casca while he was
wi th the young king. Casca and the king were fast beconing great friends.
Casca liked the young man for his spirit and courage. The youngster was eager
to neet these approaching strangers, for the Quetza had said that with them
cane a new order. And Cuz-necli, though he had believed in the need for it
since that was his teaching, had never really liked the sight of nen's hearts
being torn fromthem Now, if the gods were all like the Quetza, surely it
woul d be better for his people. He had seen no disaster befall them since the
sacrifices had stopped. The rains still came, and the peopl e prospered and
were content. They gloried that only they, of all peoples, had a god living
with them

As for Metab, she gloried in her man. Casca took no ot her women and seened to
be content with her. She was always at his side. The cl ose associ ation brought
a subtle change: she grew nore beautiful every day, carrying herself as if she
had to the royal manor been born. She was the consort of a god .. . but she
knew hi mas a nan.

The days were warm and good. Casca wal ked anong his peopl e, watching the wonen
spin, watching themturn the spindles to convert the cotton wool into thread
for cloth. The young children were learning the arts of their fathers . . . to
be either warriors or priests. But the ones who really made the city live were
the farmers, merchants, and artisans. Casca took a special delight in the

wor kers of stone and gold. Watching a goldsmith refining his precious netal
Casca noted that there was no difference in the nethod here fromthat of his
own horel and, Rome. The gold was stacked in earthenware plates and placed in a
pot, each plate separated by powdered stone or brick dust. Then the pot was
covered and heated until it glowed red. The smith would build up the heat with
a blowi ng bellows until the gold was hot enough to nelt. The inpurities would
conbine with the dust, and when the process was finished the gold was purified
and ready to be worked.

Casca was thus absorbed in watching the gold-snmith when the runner cane and
fell to his knees before the Quetza.

"Lord," the runner reported, "they conme! The giant and the ones with the

shi ning skins hne as you ordered."

The Vi ki ngs had reached Teot ah.

ELEVEN

The sight that greeted the Vikings was one that they knew they woul d | ong



remenber Those who |lived would tell and retell to their children and
grandchi l dren what they saw that day. To begin with, they were properly awed
by the size of the great city, and by the buildings. But that was only the
begi nni ng. When they reached the great square and were surrounded by pal aces
and pyram ds, the sight left themall with their nmouths hangi ng
open-unfortunately an invitation to the Teotec flies. Ten thousand warriors
lined the square, each in the brilliant plumage of his sect. Forenpst, by
virtue of their allegiance to Casca, were the Serpent nen. Then the Jaguar

sol diers. Less prom nent were the Coyote troops and the Puma sect, but even

t hese were grouped together in a brilliant rainbow display of feathers and
skins. Their faces were painted, their weapons edged with obsidian and flint,
their shields bearing designs strange and wonderful to the Vikings and tassled
with exotic feathers.

Nor was the sight alone all. Then came the sound of drums and reed flutes. The
group of Serpent soldiers to the west drew back to forma | ane, and the

Vi ki ngs gawked in amazenent. Here cane a giant litter carried by fifty nen
their faces black and each naked as the day he was born. They noved and
chanted in step, carrying their enornous burden. The litter was protected by a
canopy. Seated on a throne under the canopy was a nonstrous figure ingleam ng
feathers, his face covered by a green stone nmask, his hands hol ding a spear
and one of the wooden clubs edged with razor-sharp obsidian

Peopl e by the tens of thousands stood lining the thoroughfares as far as the
eye could see. They were all quiet and well-behaved. Wen the pal anquin
approached, they would prostrate thenmselves to it.

The litter was definitely the center of attention. As it drew closer, the

Vi ki ngs could see that it was covered with sheets of gold and decorated with
bl ue and green stones. An ancient priest preceded it. His staff of office
aided himto wal k. H s head was erect and proud beneath his coating of red and
bl ack paint. Coser the giant litter came. The drumring and the fluting
reachi ng an ear-piercing crescendo as they neared. Ten feet fromthe Vikings

t hey stopped. The sudden silence was inpressive. It was broken for the ViKkings
only by the sound of their own breathing. Then a voi ce booned out at them

"Wel come!" it said in the | anguage of the Norsenen. "Wl cone to the | ands and
city of the Teotec.
A af stared in amazanent. "ls it you, lord, behind the green mask? Aye. It

nmust be. None of these people has eyes of your color. By Qdin, lord, you | ook
like sonme great green bird in all those feathers. Surely you sit in a strange
nest. But we are glad to see you, lord, and, as you have ordered, we have cone
to do your bidding."

In the Roman manner taught them by Casca, the Vikings drew their swords at

A af s command and with the wi nd whi pping through the blond and red nustaches
cried out as one man: "Hail, Casca, Lord of the Keep! Ave! Ave!"

Casca signaled, and the junior priests lowered their burden carefully to the
ground. He stepped to the front of the litter

H s barbaric splendor was a sight to see. On his arns and wists he wore
bracelets of gold in the |ikeness of serpents eating their tails, while around
his neck a massive pendant of beaten gold inlaid with jade pictured the

hi story of the Teotec.

He renoved the mask. It was beginning to cranp himanyway. His faniliar
scarred face, red and sweating, smled at his men.

Sweeping A af up in his arnms, Casca roared with obvious pleasure. He thunped
A af on his back until the young d anson thought his ribs would give way.
"Pray, lord," he pleaded, "if you would have ne in any condition to fight

| ater on, go easy now.

Casca's rolling laughter echoed around the square, and the sound of his mirth
set the native people to smling. All was well. The Tectli was pl eased.
Passi ng through the ranks of his men, Casca called each by nanme. He asked
about the faces that were nissing and frowned at their loss. But the life of a
soldier is death, and they had died |ike nen. Wien the living returned to
their home fires even the dead woul d becone immortal in the telling and



retelling of great feats.
Returning to his litter, Casca called out to the city: "These are ny nmen! They

are to be your friends! They shall live anmong you! But, renenber, they are not
of your ways and custons. Be patient with them and they will learn. If any

of fends, you tell nme, and | will administer justice. These are ny words. So
let it be. | amthe Quetza."

Turning to A af, he said, "You will be made wel cone. Quarters are prepared.
You and your men nust rest after your journey. Come to ne for the evening
meal . Bring your officers, and we will talk of what nust be done here."

A af was properly astounded. He bowed his head. "As you wish, nmy lord." Then
he turned to his hairy band, and his voice boonmed out in comrand, very much

i ke Casca:

"Let none here offend our hosts by bad manners. Though these peopl e appear to
be savage, | think we could learn nuch fromthem The first one of you who
gets his ass in trouble, particularly over a wonan, will find hinmself singing
his death song a helluva | ot quicker than he thought. Understand? Good! Then
follow these men." He indicated the priests who had stepped forward at Casca's
bidding. "W will rest.”

Once at their assigned quarters, the Vikings settled down to an excited
chatter about their new surroundi ngs and about what had happened to Casca.
While this was going on a group of women sl aves, heads bowed, demure, entered
Each went to one of the warriors and put a necklace of gold and turquoise
about his neck, then a bracelet of gold set with jade on his wist. Shy and
fearful, they then withdrew. After getting a good | ook at the asses of the
slave girls, several of the Vikings were imedi ately ready to trade their
gifts for a quickie.

Al right, settle down." O af s voice cane through the excitement. "You nen
hit the sack. But before you go to sleep, nmake sure your weapons are clean and
ready for use. Also, | want three nen posted at the entrance at all tinmes. W
may be guests here, but we should be careful as always."

Tot zi n had watched the proceedings with the bile bitter in his nouth. Wl
enough, he thought. Mre of these paleskins for the altars. Hi s eyes caught a
glinpse of Metah as she joined Casca on his litter for the return to the

pal ace. Totzin ran his tongue over his lips as he watched the rich sway of her
hi ps and the bounce of her ripe breasts. Wien | am done with the Quetza, |
shall take her for ny own as |ong as she pl eases ne. Wien she no | onger anuses
me, | shall feed her to the Jaguar ... except for those parts | take for
nysel f

A af followed his painted priest guide across the way to the pal ace of Casca.
H s quick gaze missed nothing. He was taken past guards in el aborate
headdresses and wi th strange weapons. The walls were covered with nurals
depicting the life and culture of the people of Teotah. Behind O af his
officers followed himin awe. Finally they cane to a nassive door of carved
wood. Two Serpent sodiers opened it and ushered the Vikings into a nore
fam | iar presence.

Casca stood in the center of the huge roomwearing only a loincloth. His arns
and wists were covered by massive gold bracelets. Casca wel comed t he Vikings.
They stood for a nonent |ooking around the room In the center were benches
and a table covered with many foods-even the flesh of the small dog that these
peopl e prized so nuch.

"Before we talk, eat and drink," Casca commanded. He indicated for themto
take their places with a sweep of his nuscled arms. The novenent of his arns
focused attention on the jagged scar on his chest, the raised red welt that
had not yet had tine to pale into the many other faded scars that |limed his
body. O af eyed the jagged wound but said nothing. Casca would tell of it when
he was ready, but now for the food. The Norsenen fell to with their normal

vi gor, though nost of them carefully avoided the red peppers and spices. They
had met those on their journey, and just |ooking at themthey could remenber
how t hey had burned their nouths ... and even later the burning was renewed
when the chiles nade their exit. The nmeat they favored npbst was that of a



large bird resenbling a giant chicken, but with drunsticks tw ce the size of
that famliar donestic fow.

The nmen showed a definite liking for the local wine, once they got used to the
taste. Casca told themit was called octli. There was al so the nmore pungent
mezcal . A few of the Vikings even swore to its good effects. Both, Casca
expl ai ned, came froma fleshy, long-leaved plant with sharp spines that was
known as the magucy.

A af swallowed a | ong draw of pul que, w ped his blond rmustache clean with the
back of his hand, and said, "Well, Lord Casca, it may not be beer or nead, but
it does set your head feeling as if all were well. Is it?"

The question cut through the clanor.

"Well enough, daf danson.”

They all stopped eating. Casca | ooked around at the waiting, expectant faces
of those who had followed himso far fromtheir hone waters. One by one he
gazed into their eyes, into the faces of these, his officers. They were rough
men with the bl ood of heroes in their veins, not the refined cultured officers
of the Roman nobility nor of the princes of the East. These nmen coul d spend a
lifetime without sleeping under a roof and feel no sense of deprivation. They
could eat anything that wal ked, flew, dug, or swam or that could eat them
and they'd even take that on if they got in the first bite. Their form of
courage was basic and primtive in its origin. They had been raised on a
steady diet of what they believed to be the manly virtues. Courage and | oyalty
to their own came first. Their own lives were |less inportant to themthan
being faithful to what they considered to be their honor as warriors.

Beside O af sat Vlad the Dark. His hair was coal black, with traces of blue
lights init. Hs skin was deep bronze fromthe sun. He could al nbst have been
taken for one of the Teotecs had it not been for the piercing blue eyes that
wat ched all about himin quiet study. Quiet he was, and the nost mannerly of

t he barbarians seated here. Seldom did he get into the piss-binding drunken
stupor that his conrades seened to enjoy so nmuch. Nor was the Viking habit of
boasting his. He never sang his own prai ses nor boasted of his prowess with
the great axe. Yet few intentionally offended him The foolish ones who did
soon found thensel ves wi thout their uppernost appendage, for Viad' s quiet
manners belied his swiftness with axe and sword. Only to O af-whom he | oved
like an el der brother-and to Casca, the Lord of the Keep, did he show

def erence.

The other Vikings were cut nmore fromthe cloth of rude viol ence and boi st erous
spirits. Bjornson, Advir, and Swey were very mnuch |i ke Hol dbod t he Berserker
When Hol dbod fought, the rage would cone over him His lips would froth. He
woul d screamin what seened an unknown tongue, literally crying for nore to
cone, and slaughtering those who did with his great two-handed bl ade that was
| arger than one nost hal f-grown youths could even raise to the waist. Wth
this great sword he could split a man fromcrown to the wai st as clean as a
but cher woul d carve beef.

Casca conpleted his nental survey. These, then, were his nmen. He addressed

t hem

A af, we will soon have work to do. Messengers have come to ne that the king
of the lands adjoining Teotah is preparing to march against us. And, while
have the loyalty of nost of this city, there are sone whose nout hs speak well
but whose eyes and actions lie."

A af broke in, "But, lord, ' why should we involve ourselves with these people's
fights? Wiy don't we just take what we will and set sail for home? Surely from
what | have seen here there is gold and silver enough to' make us all rich as
ki ngs. What are these people to us?"

Casca caught hold of his tenmper. Hi s voice dropped a register

A af, | love you for yourself and for your father. But this is ny will. These
people and this city are now mne and they are ny responsibility. They have

t he maki ngs of a greater nation than any | have ever met, but they nust have
time to grow. Here | have stopped the sacrificing of human beings to their
gods, and they look on ne as a god. | have taken away from them sonethi ng they



hel d sacred for centuries. And nore ... | have found a worman. There are other
reasons, but these will suffice.”

Casca's gray gaze forced daf s eyes down.

"Aye, lord. W have sworn to obey you in all things. If this is your w sh,
then so it be. W are your nen," d anson replied.

Pl eased, Casca responded in gentler tones: "Oaf, after the fighting is done,

t hose who wi sh may take the I ongships and sail for honme. And, as you say, each
man wi Il have enough gold to nake himrich as a king. But before that tine,
each must earn his reward. Wien the O nmecs are beaten, | will rel ease you from
your oath of fealty."

"Very good, ny lord. But, if there will be slaughter, then perhaps you will
have need of this."

Reachi ng under the table, O af pulled the sack he had been carryi ng when they
entered into full view It was bulky. It clanged as he set it on the table,
sweepi ng aside trays and plates with his arm clearing a spot.

A af reached inside the bag and pulled out, one at a tine, itens that each
evoked a nenory of Casca's past. First, there was a full set of Roman arnor.

It was the set Casca had in his pack when he and A af's father, old dam had
fought for and won the keep in which Oaf was born. It was well-used arnor,

but it had been even better cared for

A af held up each piece of the armor for his |eader's appraisal. The only new
pi ece was the tunic of white linen with half sleeves and a skirt reaching to

t he knees. The cuirass was of three parts. The shoul der epaul ets and the chest
and back covering were all made of boiled, formed | eather on which were sewn
circul ar pieces of iron. The shoul der pieces were nmade of four plates, smaller
than those of the cuirass to which they were fixed on the ends and passed over
the shoul ders |ike straps. Fromthe waist were two thick borders of | eather
plated with strips of iron reaching al nost to the knees.

As each piece was brought out and presented, Casca felt a rush of menories.
"One last item lord," Aaf said. "This was dropped when the cat soldiers took
you captive. For sone reason they left it where it lay."

Reachi ng deep into the sack, O af w thdrew Casca's famus short sword. The
weapon had been neticul ously cleaned and sharpened. Not a spot of rust would
dare make itself known on the shining surface. The bl ade had been honed on
both sides to razor sharpness. There were, however, several deep notches in
the blade that gave it a slightly serrated appearance. They had been too deep
to renove w t hout danagi ng the rest of the sword.

Casca took the weapon in his calloused hand. The grip felt alive. He had
carried this weapon ever since he had left the battlefield in Parthia where
the city of Ctesiphon had been put to the sword. How many years had it been?
Fifty? Sixty? Mre?

Casca put his free hand on the forearmof O af. "Thank you. This weapon is
nore than a tool. It is the story of ny life. It and ny destiny are one. Thank
you, O af d anmson. Now | must go. Even a god has duties, and several await ne.
You and the others, eat and enjoy yourselves. Tonorrow we begin to ready for
the battle."

That night, while the Norsenen slept, they were closer to war than they

i magi ned. Even now, while they were tossing in their sleep and dreaning of the
worren they had left at home, Teypetel was being borne on a giant litter
carried by eighty slaves at the front of his arny. Thirty thousand strong the
eneny marched. The litter bearers were changed and replaced by fresh sl aves
every three mles. Less if the going was rough

In Teotah, the city of the Teotec, only Totzin knew what was transpiring, and
he slept the best sleep of all. Victory was soon to be in his grasp, and the
city and its people would be his. The few foreign devils who had conme coul d
make no possible difference in the outcone. Five days, and the king of the

A necs and his arny would be at the doors of Teotah. Then the god of the
Jaguar would feed to the fullest. He, Totzin, would see to it that the one
calling hinmself the Quetza performed no further tricks or illusions. He smled
as he slept. Awarm wet flash ran down his leg fromthe groin as he dreaned



of what he would do to the woman of the Quetza. Not all his excitenent was
sexual in nature; the thought of feeding hinmself on her flesh was as strong a
stimulant as the sex act itself.

Dawn brought no indications of the com ng viol ence.

Casca sat and breakfasted with the king and Teznec.

"Priest," he asked, "why do your cities have no walls for defense?"

Teznmec smiled and spoke in the sane tone of voice he used in teaching novices.
"The jungles and hills are our walls. W have scouts out on every trai
leading to our city. If an enemy approaches, it is fromthe walls of the
jungle that we neet and strike them before they can reach us. In the event
that the eneny manages to break through to the city itself, then our people
use those same jungle walls to hide in, taking with themtheir itenms of nopst
val ue.

"The eneny takes an enpty city. Fromthe hills and jungles we will strike down
and attack his warriors. Wien they learn the cost is too great they wll
return to their own lands, and we will conme back. At the nost, they will have

taken the itens |l eft behind, but these are of no real value. Wat use can they
make of cooking pots? The value is in the peopie. Wthout themthere can be no
real victory. If they destroy our tenples, then we will sinply build greater
and | arger ones when they are gone, and when the tinme is right. W wll avenge
oursel ves. Qur people would never accept a foreign king. He nust be one of our
own. "

The young ki ng nodded in agreenent. "lIs it not so in the |ands you said are
across the waters, Tectli Quetza?"

Casca shook his shaggy head in denial "No," he said, "it is not. Perhaps your
way is better for you, but the people | know are different. There we need the
wal s to defend oursel ves. Perhaps even here you will one day find a need for
them™

The A necs and their grotesque king were now only four days away from Teot ah
On. this day the passes leading to the city were guarded by Serpent soldiers.
Tomorrow t he guard woul d change; the soldiers of the Jaguar woul d take over
the duty of watching the far passes through which the eneny nust pass.

Casca paid ever increasing attention to his troops the next days. Mre and
nmore he drilled themin new methods of fighting, methods new to them but old
to the | egions of Caesar. H s Vikings would be the anvil against which any

i nvader woul d smash thensel ves; his regular Teotec soldiers would be the
hanmer .

Totzin smled, especially when he saw Casca with Metah. Enjoy the wonan while
you can, he thought. Soon it will be the ttrust of ny loins that screans out
for.

Teypetel entered the valley, his arnmy strung out behind, not yet in battle
order. Cautiously his scouts proceeded and returned, prostrating thensel ves
before their king and giving the word that the way was cl ear; the Jaguar

sol diers of the priest Totzin had honored their word and were even now com ng
down to join the arnmy. Their remaining brothers in the city would strike from
the inside when the tine was ripe. The way was open, and soldiers of the

A necs poured through, faces painted for war. Many had the same flat |ips and
noses of their king, for he and his fathers had spread their seed wherever
they could. The cast of brutality was clearly stanped on them

Casca sat late in his roons. Metah wal ked softly so as not to disturb him She
knew t hat he had many things on his mnd. He sat al one | ooking out over his
city. The flat roofs and the tenple pyram ds seenmed frozen in the light of the

brilliant noon and the cloudl ess sky. Hi s thoughts reached across the dark
waters, far, far to another land, Rome. Rome . . . It has been |ong since
saw the city of Caesar Augustus. He still referred to it as the city of the

man who sat on the throne of the world' s nost powerful nation when he, Casca,
was young and first served in the |egion. Wwo was enperor now? How nuch | onger
woul d Rone endure? O had she already fallen to internal rot and the bright
swords of the nore vital people surroundi ng her?

Rome.. . . Now he understood a little of what the Caesars nust have endured.



The wei ght of responsibility is heavy for a ruler. | wonder why they, the
power seekers, crave it so nuch?

There were, of course, things that Casca could not know. While he ruled the
Teotec not as king but as god, Rone was noving ever closer to her final days.
It had been 253 years since the so-called "Mssiah" had died on the Cross.

Val erian was once again trying to stabilize the frontiers of the Enpire. He
had made his son Gl lienus enperor of the west while he nmarched to the east to
try and restore order. He was too |late. Ever increasingly, better organized
and nore violent rebellions had sapped the spirits of the |egions along the
Danube. They were now facing the new confederation of the Gothic Enpire. The
borders were crunbling. The Goths laid to the sword much of Asia M nor and
even northern Greece. Valerian was taken prisoner by the persians.

This same night Valerian's son Gallienus sat with the thoughts of disaster
forempst in his mind. He had retaken the Bal kans, but his strength was so
l[imted that Gaul, Spain, the Rhineland, and even Britain, paid homage only to
their autononous rulers. Gallienus sighed deeply. The wei ght of Rone was
heavy. He pondered the responsibilities of power as he poured another draught
of the fanpus Falerian wi ne, sipped slowy, and cut it with a touch of spring
water. Finishing his cup, he called for his masseur to cone and rub away sone
of the tensions of the day. Rome may be fading, but that is no excuse to live
i ke a barbarian...

TVELVE

Casca clicked his eyes back open. He shook his head. He had been asl eep and
dreaming.... O had he? What was the matter?

Shit! | know sonething is wong. Totzin is wal king around |ike he is the cat
that lust swallowed the nouse. Sonething is rotten. Tomorrow |I'l1l send out ny

own scouts to take a | ook around the countryside.

Casca slept, the warm body and soft hair of Metah his only coverlet in the
warm ni ght. Munbling in her sleep, she snuggled closer

The first light of dawn saw Casca up and about, waking his nen and sending the
runners out to the far passes. Teznec, too, was up early. On a tenple, unseen
he was praying for forgi veness and di vi ne gui dance, bow ng | ow before the sun
rising fromthe basin surrounding them He was singing the ancient songs of
his race. The carved figures of the Serpent and Tial oc seened to nock him He
recei ved no answer. Weary fromhis long vigil, he took his old bones back down
fromthe pyranmid to his home. The day was al nbst upon them

Casca's Vikings were rousing thenmselves fromvarious stages of sleep and
stupefaction. Those who had chosen wormen were running themoff so they could
be about their master's work for the day. Platters of venison, half-cooked,
charred on the outside, were being gul ped down, along with the flat cakes
called tortillas.

Casca stood with the young king instructing himin the use of the short sword,
expl ai ni ng that weapons didn't just happen; they were designed to serve the
style or battle and other accouterments of the user. Patiently answering
Cuz-necli's questions, he explained that the short sword was designed to stab
around and beneath even when the opponent had a | onger weapon and greater
strength. If he could be forced to close with you, the shorter blade would
gi ve good service while the | onger blade of the enemy was al nost usel ess.

Thi s di scourse was broken up when the bl oody figure of a Serpent soldier
stunbled into their presence and threw hinself down before Casca and the king,
a feathered barb protruding fromhis back. Bloody froth on his |lips showed
that he was shot in the |ung.

H s painted face was raised painfully.

"Tectli Casca .. .. They canme . . . the A necs. They are through the pass and
even now are |l ess than an hour fromthe city. Their king, Teypetel, the
nonster, |eads them

The man shivered as if froma sudden chill, gave one short cough, and was
still. He was the first victimof the war between the Teotec and the d nec.
First blood was the Otriec's, but, swore Casca, not the |ast.

Teznmec stepped in front of the king and Casca. He had been conming in the



entrance to the king's chanbers when the runner appeared.

He pointed a withered finger at Casca. "I knew di saster would befall us," he
accused. "You have betrayed us! Because of you, many of my people will perish.
It istoo late to hide in the hills. W nust have sacrifices to appease the
gods and prevent this disaster frombefalling us!"

Casca faced the old priest.

"No! By all the hounds of hell, no! There will be no nore hearts cut out on
your bl oody altar for your bloody gods!" Pushing roughly past the startled old
priest, Casca strode to the bal cony and bellowed |ike the nythical bull of the
German forest, "daf!"

"daf!" he thundered, the narrie echoing around the great plaza. "Bring nme ny

men!" Men. . . nmen ... nmen. . . . The words repeated and faded.
The arny of the Teotecs was gathered. Not all could nake it in tine, but
fifteen thousand nen stood ready, brilliant in their war dress and painted

faces. They stood in silent ranks waiting for the one who would |l ead themin
battle. In the city were daf and the Vikings, and the indication that today
was different fromothers was mrrored in Vliad's face, which seemed a little
dar ker. Hol dbod fingered the edge of his great sword a little nore frequently.
They all waited like faithful hounds for their master's appearance.

Then he was before them

The great Serpent helnet of feathers and gold seened to set off the arnor of
Rome that he wore. Casca, Lord of the Keep, the Quetza of the Teotec stood

bef ore them

The sil ence was oppressive.

And then, all at once, fifteen thousand voices

cried out:

"Quet za!"'

"Quet za!"'

"Quet za!"'

The roaring thunder of the name increased with each breath until it seenmed the
very force of their calling would bring down the walls of the buildings even
before the A nec had a chance at them The Vikings, too, were taken up in this
out pouring of fervor. Banging their steel swords against their shields, they
tried to drown out the cries of the Teotec warriors with their even | ouder
"Ave, Casca! Lord of the Keep! Ave, Casca, Lord of the Keep!"

Casca raised his recently reacquired short sword above his head and notioned
for silence. He was obeyed. In the | anguage of the Teotec he gave the command
for the captains to cone forth for orders. Gathering his | eaders to him he
first ordered the captain of the Jaguars to 'take up positions behind the
pyram d of the sun. Fromthere they would strike on the signal given by a

gi ant conch shell. Dismissing the Jaguar soldier, and waiting until he was out
of earshot, Casca then turned to A af and his nen.
"Vi kings," he ordered, "you will place yourselves in the rear of the Serpent

sol diers and hold your position."

A af started to grunble, but was quickly cut short by Casca's terse "Cbey!"
"Yes, nmy lord." Oaf funed at the idea that the Vikings mght be |left out of
the main thrust of the coming battle, but he followed his orders.

Casca then ordered a squad of Serpent nmen to take the king to the hills
outside and not to return until he sent known runners to bring the word that
all was well. Those who could would follow from anong the wonen and chil dren
but all nmen rmust stand ready to fight whether they were capabl e of standing on
their owmn two feet or not. These would nmount the rooftops with stones and

anyt hing el se they could throw down on the heads of the invaders.

The Coyote soldiers were to be on the right flank with the remaining

m scel | aneous troups covering the rest of the right. The Serpents were to hold
the center; theirs was the place of honor. Casca dism ssed his captains. He

wi shed that he had Avidius Cassius here to borrow his brain for a nonent.
Avi di us m ght have been a butcher, but the son-of-a-bitch knew how to plan and
organi ze a battle. Shit, I'"mokay for small unit actions, but | never had to
deal with anything like this.... Self-doubt afflicted Casca. Well, all | can



do is the best I can, but it won't be anything fancy.

The A necs were coming into sight. Fromthe tops of the highest buildings the
faint, hearted already had begun their death wails, which Casca soon stopped
with the order to cut the throat of anyone who made a sound he didn't

aut hori ze. Separating a few of the toughest, |ooking troops, he positioned
them on the exits and avenues | eading off the plaza. He wanted the A necs to
stay where he could keep an eye on them Where the Hades are Tezmec and Tot zin
Part of his question was answered as he saw the high priest of the Jaguar
standing in full regalia watching the proceedings fromhis tenmple top. Wl
enough. That's a good place for the shriveled-up little bastard. But of Tezmec
t here was no sign.

Gving orders right and |left, Casca raced around the square checking on his
men and their |eaders. Making sure his Vikings were in position, he gave his
final orders... leaving Oaf with a smle on his face.

Teypetel sat on his litter, an obscenely fat, royal gargoyle. He wore only a
robe nade fromthe hide of the great spotted cat he held holy. O herw se he
was naked. The eighty slaves carrying his nonster litter strained and sweated
under the lash of his priest soldiers. They crested a small rise, and there
before themlay the city of Teotah

Teypetel's fat lips pulled back fromhis gums, exposing the needle teeth. He
ran his tongue over the sharp teeth as if already tasting the blood that woul d
flow so freely fromthe bodies to be slaughtered by his soldiers and himthis
day.

Teypetel gave his orders to his commanders. The O nmecs spread out on the
plains facing the city, formng an arc tapering to the ends but thickened in
the center. The A nmec plan was to use the points of the arc to encircle and
outflank Casca's forces while the strong center smashed into the Teotec and
kept them concentrated there until the horns of the arc reached each ot her and
the encirclenent was conpl ete. Teypetel knew he had numerical superiority on
his side; that and the aid of the Jaguar soldiers loyal to the woul d-be
priest-king Totzin were enough to guarantee victory.

Now, surely the Teotec nust be aware of his presence. They would be in a panic
to get their troops organized and ready for fighting. That conbi ned with what
must surely be the panic of the civilian popul ation would greatly hinder the
efforts of the city to defend itself.

Smiling at the thought of the panic that his approach rmust be bringing,
Teypetel ordered his drums to begin, drunms so large it took six slaves to
carry each. The druns were positioned every two hundred feet in the rear of
his troops. On his signal, they beat as one, a terrible rolling sound, like
thunder in the valley.

The sound of distant thunder reaching the defenders in the city confused them
The skies were clear. Was this an ill onmen?

Casca | ooked to the sound, the sun sparkling off his brilliant feathered robe,
t he sane robe he had worn on the day of his sacrifice. Shading his eyes with
his right hand he watched the soldiers of the A necs spread out and begin to
nmove in toward the city. Fromthis distance the invading arny | ooked |ike the
horns of one of the African bulls he had seen in the arena at Ronme. To the
rear of the soldiers he could just nake out the huge druns and their
attendants. So that's what's going on. Relaying to his nen below that the

t hunder was only caused by giant drunms, he ran down to the square. Taking a

t housand warriors with him he raced to the city's edge where the broad avenue
stopped and the | esser trails began.

The enemy was approaching through the tall fields and the rows of cultivated,
spi ked maguey plants. Lining his warriors in three ranks, Casca waited. The
drumm ng sound was al nbost over powering. Steadily the O nec approached. One
hundred of the thousand warriors Casca had taken were archers. By his
standards they were nothing to conpare with the archers of the Scythians and
Part hi ans. They | acked the | am nated bows of those fanous fighters. The Teotec
bows were lighter, and they were shooting arrows of cane fromthe narshes,

ti pped with sharpened bits of stone. But they were what he had, and he pl anned



to use them He had the archers stationed behind the rear-nost rank of
warriors.

Carefully, Casca watched his nen for any sign of panic. They were standi ng
fast, the ruddy, square faces conmposed and placid. Never had a Ronan comranded
an army of such brilliance. Wth their feathered headdresses and pl uned w cker
shields, the warriors seened nore like terrible beasts or birds than nmere nen.
They carried deadly weapons. Their |lances were tipped with flint and obsidian
Their clubs were edged with the same razor-sharp stones. The nobl es anong them
each vyed with the others in their el aborate war suits. Many wore enough gold
and precious stones to set even an avaricious Caesar's nouth watering with
envy. They waited, confident. After all, they had a god with them

The A nec stopped their approach one hundred yards fromthe soldiers of the
Teotec. Their druns were silent. The sudden stillness had a strange, eerie
quality.

Casca advanced out fromhis line of warriors to where he was clearly visible,
escorted by only one Serpent soldier, the escort carrying one of the spears he
had been given by Vlad the Dark when Vliad | earned he was to be one of Casca's
bodyguards. VWVl ad had insisted on the nan taking the Viking spear

Casca wal ked slowy. The Roman cuirass seened to be a second skin, except

there was still one place over the ribs on his left side where a knot of
thread holding the netal discs affixed cut into his skin, slowy wearing a
sore spot. Shit, he thought, | nmeant to have that fixed. The damm thing's
going to hurt all day.

Filling his lungs with air and raising his right armin salute, Casca bell owed
out :

"Teypetel! Dog king of the kknev! Come forth!"

Casca's voice clearly reached Teypetel

Stunned, with surprising agility Teypetel |eaped fromhis litter. Dog! He
dares call me a dog! Never in all his life had anyone dared to insult
Teypetel. Not even his mother. For she knew full well that he would have cut
her heart out and eaten it as he had done to his own brothers when they
contested his right to the throne.

Pushi ng his way through to the front ranks, Teypetel stood there, gross, huge,
his breasts like those of a fat wonan. He towered over every one of his
warriors by at least a head. His arns were |larger than the thighs of his

bi ggest and strongest warrior. His skin was oiled. In his right hand he
carried a battl eaxe of native copper, hand-beaten, and as | arge as the skul

of a deer. Using the instrunment to bash the brains out of a soldier who was
too slow in noving out of his way, he reached the forenost rank and stepped
out .

Casca took a | ook at his opponent. Shit, he thought, that is one |arge hunk of
suet .

A distance of two hundred feet separated them

Teypetel, too, sized up the man confronting him Fromthis distance Casca did
not seemso godlike ... even if he did wear strange arnor..

Teypetel's white pointed teeth sparkled. "Are you the one called the Quetza?"
H s speech had a slight sibilance to it caused by the sharpened teeth.

Casca stepped out a few nore steps.

"Yes, nolester of small boys and dogs, | amthe Quetza."

Taken aback by the repeated offense and wonderi ng, How di d he know about the
dogs? Teypetel paused. But quick anger rose to his face, making his head fee
as though he had drunk too much pul que, and in that anger he caved in the
skull of his own nearest guard. The brains splattered on his feet. He roared:
"Come forth and fight! Let us do battle here." Even in his rage he was

rati onal enough to note that in the open his troops could easily butcher the
fewwarriors with the one called Quetza

Casca | aughed, his voice sneering as he replied:

"No such deal, lard ass. You cone to us. If you have the guts. And from here
can see that you have enough for at |east six fat wonen.

Enraged, Teypetel broke the neck of a novice priest who had cone too close to



hi s massive right hand. Summoning his captains to him Teypetel began to give
themexplicit orders that the foreigner was to be taken alive.

While this was going on, Casca took the spear fromhis aide. It was a good
weapon, iron-tipped, stout ash stock. Expelling a deep breath in a |ong
controlled burst as the shaft left his hand, Casca hurled the spear. It arced
across the distance between himand the O nec king.

Teypetel |ooked up in time to see the shaft arcing toward him giving hima
hell of a fright. He threw the | eader of his center forces in front of him
The iron bl ade went into the warrior's back and protruded a full arms length
fromhis chest, the point of the spear stopping just short of the O nec king
who quickly sctittled back to the rear ranks. No one could throw a spear that
far. Not one that heavy...

Aw, crap. Mssed him Casca thought.

As Teypetel retreated, Casca's jeering voice followed, taunting: "Wat's the
matter, lard ass? Afraid?"

Reaching the safety of his rear ranks, Teypetel screamed in blind fury: "Kill
them Attack!"

The | egions of the O nmec obeyed. They raced to overrun the few pitiful
sol di ers who confronted them their voices rising in animal cries. Predomn nant
was the call of the hunting jaguar. The druns urged them on

The center of the A necs noved in to crush Casca's force, and the horns began
their pincer novenent. But Teypetel had m scal cul ated. The wings were in
confusion. They could nove-but to where? They could not surround the whol e
city. The buildings would break up their formation. So they waited.

The center closed to one hundred feet, and when they did, Casca gave the order
for his men to fall flat on their faces while the archers behind | oosed waves
of arrows over themstraight into the faces and bodi es of the overconfident

A necs. The thin reed arrows found their way into the eyes and open nouths of
many scream ng warriors. The O mecs paused. Casca |l eaped to his feet and
ordered his nen to conduct a fighting withdrawal. They |l ed the O mecs deeper
and deeper into the confines of the city along the broad, buil ding-banked

t hor oughf are. Casca and his nen would run back to get ahead of the A necs for
a space, then fall to the prone position as the archers let fly another wave
of arrows. Leapfrogging in this manner they hurt the O necs, not enough to
stop them but enough to drive themw ld with frustration

Gradual |y Casca | ed back to where the main hody of his arny waited. The d necs
woul d have run two or nore mles, while his own troops would be fresh for the
fight. It could make a difference, equalizing Casca's disadvantage of snaller
nunbers.

An arrow bounced off the back of Casca's arnmor. Several of his nen had fallen
As the O mecs reached Casca's casualties, those seriously wounded were speared
to death; those who would live were held for the com ng sacrifices.

As the A mecs poured into the city their ranks were ever nore congested by the
wi dth of the streets, forcing themto crowd in on one another in a great,
uncontrol | abl e mass.

The A nec officers screamed in frustration, trying to get control of their
men, but it was too late. The units were mixed. They were follow ng only those
directly in front of them Behind the nelee, riding his enornous litter
Teypetel entered the city bellowing for his nen to kill, kill. In his
excitement he took the whip fromone of his slavemasters and | ashed the backs
of the litter slave into bloody ribbons as they struggl ed and gasped through
open mouths, |l aboring to carry the tremendous load of the litter with its
obese passenger.

Casca's men had fallen back nowto the front ranks of the waiting Serpent

sol diers. Breathless, they found their way to the rear as the ranks opened to
| et them pass, then closed again. The on-coning wave of the A necs net the
closed wall of the Serpents. The O mecs stood for a moment frozen in tine,
face to face with the Teotec, unable to nove. The oncom ng ranks of the O necs
t hen pushed their brothers against the Teotec line. The screans of the
fighting nasses of nmen flooded the air, drowning the death cries of those who



fell.

The Vikings stood firmin the rear, their weapons ready. Hol dbod the Berserker
was al nost beside hinmself with frustration. Swayi ng back and forth on his
heel s, he cried for Aaf to let himgo, that he would kill enough for
everyone. Tears running down his face in anguish, he obeyed A af's order to
stand firm but the strain on himwas terrible.

The sheer weight of the O mec masses was nore than Casca's men could

wi thstand. Step by step the A necs forced the Teotecs back, but now a rain of
m ssiles began falling on themfromthe rooftops, fromthe force Casca had
stationed there; the old ones were lending their support. A chamber pot stil
filled fromlast night's use broke the nose of an A nec captain who broke into
a frenzy as the filth ran into his nmouth and down his chest. The old nman
responsi bl e cackled and junped up and down in glee. The protesting O nec's
agony was stilled by a flint-tipped spear pushing out the back of his skull
Casca stood in the front ranks for a nonment to let his soldiers see him and
with the aid of his G.adius |berius he chopped off the heads of a dozen
weapons and sl ew even nore of the O mecs, the thickbladed Roman sword slicing
through the thin arnmor of the O mecs, |aying chests and heads open

The A necs in the front were sucking air through open nouths, laboring to
breathe. The long run was taking its toll, but to the eyes of Totzin it
appeared that the A necs were winning. After all, they were in the center of
the city. He signaled to his men to join the A necs. They did, but these
traitorous Jaguar soldiers of Teotah soon found thensel ves inextricably m xed
with the A necs. Hundreds were cut down in the confusion by their new allies.
Tot zi n di sappeared. ..

The tine was now.

Casca suddenly screaned orders above the clanmor of battle.

The ranks of the Serpent soldiers immediately fell back on thensel ves, running
to the rear to regroup, leaving a vacuumthat the confused A nmecs filled.

The A necs halted, transfixed by the sight before them the totally
unexpect ed.

G ants.

G ants with shaggy faces and light-colored hair, wearing a shiny skin the

A nec's stone-tipped weapons bounced off wi thout doing any danage. Terrible
bei ngs wi th shining weapons that sang above their heads and sliced through al
who got in their way.

The Vi ki ngs.

Casca's "anvil," they stood rockline and solid and carved the nmen opposi ng
theminto unrecogni zable facsimles of humanity. The O mec spirit broke at the
i ndestructibility of these fearsonme apparitions who uttered strange cries to
strange gods ... "Qdin!™ . . . "Thor!" and shouted "Casca! Casca! Casca" as
they noved forward, a knot of steel before which everything died. In their
terror the O mecs broke and began to fight their way back down the |ong

t horoughfare, anything to get away fromthis place of slaughter. In their
frenzied rush to get away, those in front killed those behind. The panic
spread like wildfire. The A nec units collapsed in on thensel ves. Thousands
were tranpl ed undeffoot as their brothers fought to get away fromthe horrible
shi ni ng ones behi nd them

The Vi ki ngs were magnificent. Forenost in the field of slaughter were d af and
Vlad. They bl ocked the thrusts of spears and stone-edged clubs with their
shields. They parried and thrust and chopped and sliced through everything in
their path.

And then Hol dbod the Berserker leaped in front, junping over a pile of dead

a necs.

The mani ¢ rage was upon him Nothing could stop himnow in his desire for

bl ood. He raced out into the heavy mass of retreating O necs crying for Thor
to give himstrength to kill nore and nore. His great sword rained a
destruction upon the A necs such as they had never imagined could exist.

Endl essly he killed. An A mec captain leaped in front of this nonster to stop
hi m Hol dbod wrapped his greaf arms around the man as he would a child and



through tearfilled eyes thanked Odin for this gift, alternately crying and

| aughi ng, he snuggled the smaller formof the A nec against his chest and
squeezed', unmindful of the A necs trying to tear himloose fromtheir
captain. The A nec chieftain gave a long ululating strangling cry as his ribs
col I apsed and crushed in on thenselves, his head back in an arc of pain.

Hol dbod squeezed the life out of him not feeling the cuts fromthe obsidian
bl ades or the hal f-dozen arrows protruding fromhis hack. He dropped the

A nec, regained his sword, and the great blade began to swing again ... up and
down ... up and down... endl essly.
Casca joined him his short sword doing equal, if not quite as bl oody, work.

Casca was sparing in his strokes, nmaking each one count, while Hol dbod fought
m ndl essly. He even turned on Casca, knocking his |eader to the ground and
standing over him his great sword rai sed above his head ready to slice this
fallen foe to separate pieces. A hand grasped his wist. "Brother, hold." Vlad
the Dark's quiet voice broke the blood fil maround Hol dbod's mi nd. Looking
down at Casca and recogni zi ng him Hol dbed began to sob uncontrollably.

Casca got to his feet and hugged Hol dbod's hairy shoulder. "No fear, brother
It's not my time. Now, go and rest. Leave some of themfor the rest of us."
Still sobbing, Hol dbod wal ked unseeing to the rear. The rage had conme and
gone. Only his wounds were unfelt. The arrows in his back waved and bobbed up
and down |ike some obscene gesturing.

Once to the rear, he fell unconscious.

Viad took his place in the forefront, his great axe doing at |east double
duty. If anything the quiet intensity of this deadly stranger struck even
greater fear into the hearts of the already panic-stricken A necs. Al

senmbl ance of order disappeared in their ranks. Blind panic rul ed now Teypete
had | ashed his bearers until they had collapsed, spilling their load into the
street of death. Rising, the greasy, bul bous nonster tried to stop the blind
retreat of his legions, cutting down nman after man with his copper bl ade, but

to no avail. They streanmed past himin nindless terror

"Dog fucker, | amhere."

Turni ng, Teypetel, god and king of the O necs, faced Casca the stranger and
god fromthe sea. A chill ran through his bowels. Was this a god? Before he

could answer his own question, Casca was upon him his blade slicing away the
haft of Teypetel's axe. Teypetel, god of the A nmecs, wet hinself as he turned
to flee. Casca threw his Roman short sword at the back of the terrified king,
knocking himto the earth already sticky and claylike with the bl ood of

t housands of his followers.

Casca grasped the bald head of the downed king and raised himto his knees.

Pl acing his own knee in the A nec's back along the spine, he pulled the

grot esque head back. "Well, you piece of shit, it's time for you to neet your
ancestors." Casca placed his scarred, sinewy hands together, interlocking the
fingers. The butt of a hand on each side of the obese king' s tenples, he began
to squeeze. As he pushed in, taking ever deeper breaths, the nuscles in his
own back snapped and crackled with the strain. But the trenendous pressure was
being transmtted to the king's brain case. Teypetel squirmed and sobbed,

prom sing anything if only the Quetza woul d stop squeezi ng.

H s answer cane, quicker than he had expected, but not in the way he wanted
it. Wth one great expulsion of air the skull of the king of the O necs
cracked along the fracture lines-like the shell of a turtle, and began to cave
in upon itself, sharp pieces of the brain case knifing into the living brain
itself. The the whol e skull gave way and Casca's hands were holding only a
reddi sh gray, bleeding mass of bone and ruptured brain tissue.

Several O nec captains had been | ooking back, already terrified by the
pursuing Teotec and their fearsone allies. Wen they witnessed Casca's
gruesone dispatch of their former king, that was the nal straw. No | onger
trying to maintain even the senbl ance of cohesion, they fled blindly back the
way they had conme, every man for hinself, |eaving thousands of their brothers
dead or in the process of being put into that state by the avengi ng Teotec.
Even the old nen and ol d wonen had descended fromthe rooftops to aid in this



effort. The ol d wonen especially seened to delight in bashing the brains out
of wounded O mecs. Conpassion was a comodity reserved for their own.

W ping his hands on his cuirass, Casca grimaced distaste of the clinging

pi eces of hone and brain tissue. The Vikings had stopped follow ng the
retreatng eneny and were now involved in looting the bodies of the fallen

Thi nki ng not hi ng of such activity, since it was standard battle practi ce,
Casca decided he had better find Metah and see how she had rmade out. He had
lost all thought of her when word of the advancing O necs had reached him

St eppi ng over the bodies of both O mec and Teotec soldiers he started to make
his way back down the thoroughfare. Periodically he would bend over the body
of a fallen Viking, inprint the man's name and face in his menory, close his
eyes for a noment, then nove on. They had died the way they woul d have w shed.
It was fortunate that no nore had fallen than had. Entering the great square,
Casca automatically | ooked up the pyranid where only a few nmonths before he
had felt the golden flint knife cut into him Involuntarily he shivered, and
turned to go to his own pal ace.

"Quet za!"'

The boom ng voice of Tezmec froze Casca in his tracks. Taking off his pluned
hel met, he shaded his eyes and | ooked to the source of the calling.

On the tenple at the top of the pyram d Tezmec stood in full priestly dress,
hi s robes whi ppi ng around himfromthe breeze, his body painted coal black
bright carnelian red circles drawn around his eyes.

"Quetza!" The old man's voice boonmed stronger than Casca had ever heard. "You
have brought this upon us.” The old man waved to the nasses of dead bel ow
"You have brought this tragedy to ny people. You are a false god. | told you
we nust have nessengers to go to the heavens and deliver our prayers, but You
woul d not have it so. Instead ny people lie dead in our streets. This is your
doi ng. You are no god. You cannot even protect your own wonman. Totzin has

taken her." Tezmec indicated the road | eading to the high nmountains. "False
god, you will stop nme fromdoing nmy duty no longer. The gods will have a
nmessenger, and perhaps then our curse will be lifted."

Teznmec hel d above his head the sane shining blade that he had used on Casca.
The Roman noticed for the first time that the altar fires were |lit and snoke
was rising fromthe flanes.

"I shall do ny duty,"” the old man repeated.

In less than a heartbeat's time the ancient priest slashed his own chest open
exposing the cavity. Casca felt a pain in his own chest. He knew exactly what
the old priest was feeling. The old man raised his face to the heavens and
cried, his voice breaking in agony for his people: "Ch gods of ny fathers,
Quetza, Tlaloc, hear my prayers and forgive your children for they know not
what they do. Accept nme in paynent for their sins." The old man threw his body
onto the flanes of the altar. H s open chest, right over the center of the
fire, sizzled and crackled. Teznec screanmed not once, for he was dead before
the fire touched him There was only silence as the flames consuned the

i nsides of his body and turned his old heart into a shrivel ed cinder

Silence lay over the city. Al had stopped. Casca was stunned. What had the
ol d man sai d about forgiveness and sins? Were had he heard that before?
Metah! Did he say that little runt Totzin had Metah? Not stopping, Casca began
running in the direction Tezmec had pointed, out past the city's edge, out

t hrough the spiny maguey fields. He ran one step after another, eyes straining
to see ahead.

That poisonous little shit had Metah..

TH RTEEN

Met ah' s hands were bound behind her with a strip of rawhide. A leash of the
same was around her throat, cutting off her breath every time she stunbled or
faltered. Totzin jerked and cursed as he dragged her along, relentlessly
trying to reach the hidden sanctuary in the distant nountains, the sanctuary
only he knew of. There he woul d be safe and gather to hinself the | oyal
survivors of his cult. Fromthere he would build his own city and grow in
strength until he could return and take vengeance. Everything had gone w ong.



How coul d the O nmecs have | ost?

Met ah stumbled and lay still. Viciously jerking her | eash, he commanded her to
rise and wal k. The cord twisted itself and cut a thin red line in her brown

fl esh.

Struggling to her knees, she | ooked the Jaguar priest straight in the face.

"No I will go no further, eater of filth, traitor."

Totzin struck her with the back of his hand. "Silence, you she-slut. You will
obey. "

Met ah' s tongue touched the cut in her nouth, tasting salty bl ood.

"No further. I will go no further. Casca will come for ne."

Instinctively Totzin | ooked back down fromthe ridge they were on. H s body
was ol d, but he had the eyes and vision of youth. A nmoverment in the corner of
his eyes caused himto focus on sonething in the distance. At first he thought
it mght have been a deer, but light sparkling off the body told himit was
Casca. The strange arnmor was what was shining. The bitch is right. The devil
cones. How did he know which way we had gone?

Smiling a snaggle-toothed grin, he said, "Well, enough. | will give himwhat
he wants and sl ow hi mup enough that | may escape.

Pulling Metah to himby the sheer force of his jerking on the |eather |eash,
he dragged her across sharp stones and cactus spines. Taking her by the back
of her long black hair, he forced her head up and faced her toward where Casca
was com ng

"You're right, bitch. He cones, and | shall see that he is not disappointed,
for surely he wants you nore than | do. There will be plenty for ne to satisfy
nmyself with when | am away. Therefore | |eave you to him™"

Met ah gasped as a burning pain set her abdonen on fire. Consci ousness
mercifully left her.

Totzin wi ped the bl ade of his obsidi an dagger across his tongue, tasting the
sweet salty richness of her blood. He had an extraordi nary know edge of

anat oy due to the thousands he had sent to his Jaguar god. He had stabbed her
| ow, just above the pubic hair. It would take long for her to die, perhaps
even days. The foreign devil, her lover, would surely stop to care for her

and he woul d make good his escape to his sanctuary. Leaving the injured Metah
behi nd, he gave one nore | ook to where Casca was easily visible now |eaping
over bushes and rocks in his path, closer than Totzin woul d have thought. The
priest ran, losing hinself in the scrub trees and brush,. trying to get away
fromthe devil fromthe sea. He ran as fast as his thin legs could take him
away fromthat butchering madman.

Casca al nost stepped on the huddl ed nass that was Metah. Hi s heart stopped for
a nonent, and with a cry of angui sh he dropped beside her body and gently
turned her over. A small coughing like that of a hurt child brought a rush of
relief to him She lives.... Cutting her bonds, he cradled her in his arns and
began to wal k down the hills. No thought of Totzin or vengeance was in his

m nd, only Metah and her pain. Quickly, swiftly, careful not to jar her as he
wal ked, he brought her home. The sun had gone behind the rim of nountains
surroundi ng the valley when he brought her to his palace. None spoke. One | ook
at his face was enough to stop all questioning.

That night while he sat watching her, cooling her face with a danp rag, he
suffered again the pains of |osing sonmeone he loved. H's silent care and

t houghts were interrupted by a presence. A young shaman of the Coyote clan
stood in the doorway. Silently he wal ked across the tiled floor to the bed.
Gently he took the rag from Casca's hand, and bendi ng over he | ooked at the
wound. He inspected the point of entrance. Gently his fingers touched and
probed around the area of the wound. Only once did Metah nmoan when he touched
her. Hs wist was quickly locked in a steel vise as Casca grabbed and held
him The young priest gently and determ nedly took Casca's hand from his

Wi st.

"Tectli Quetza, she dies."

The young priest's voice was soft but certain.

"The cut is deep inside. For years | have watched and studied. It has cone to



me that when one has lost too much of his blood, he dies. | have seen nany

i ke her. When the blood | eaves the body or fills the abdonen, they weaken;
the heart beats faster, but weaker. They go into a deep sleep as she has now
and do not wake. She will die before the dawn."

Casca groaned at the young man's words.

"I's there no hope? No way to save her?"

The young priest nodded. "One perhaps, Tectli. But before | explain it to you,
let me say that | do not agree with the priest Teznec. The O necs woul d have
cone sooner or later. Under torture the Jaguar priest Totzin's nen have
confessed their treachery."

Casca nodded. "Well, that's something at |east. Perhaps then all the blame is
not mne. But still this is. She is ny woman, and what has happened to her is
my responsibility. That | do know. If you can do anything to save her, young
priest, then do it now, and do it before she | eaves ne.

"As you commrand, Tectli. My name is Sactle. Al my life | have wondered what
is death and what is the cause of death. There are many things that cause it,
but one, as | told you, is when too nmuch of the body's blood is |ost.

believe that the blood is the life force of all. | have experinmented with many
ani mal s, including nonkeys, whoi se bodies are amazingly like man's in their
construction. | once let the blood out of one and put back in the bl ood of

anot her when the beast was close to death as is your |ady Metah now The bl ood
of the second nonkey kept the first fromdying. The secret of life, Tectli, |
believe is in the blood."

Casca thought for a nonent.

In the ~ Perhaps he is right. It was the blood of the Jew that caused ny
condition, nmy being condemmed to |live and never age. Perhaps if | gave Metah
some of my blood the life force that sustains me would save her also.... Hope
rose in him She m ght even becone as me! At last | would have someone to wal k
t hrough the ages with ne until the Jew sets ne free! Not to be al one
anynore... to be able to stay with one person and not to have to | ook for
signs of fear in their faces when their hair turns to gray and winkles show

t he passage of tine and | remain the same.... Yes, it nust be the bl ood.

Al oud he said: "Do it, priest. Do it now before she is too weak to hel p. And
use ny blood to fill her with life."

The Coyote priest bowed. "As you wi sh, Teeth. But know that | can promni se
not hi ng. Never have | tried this on humans. It may not succeed. But she will
die if nothing is done. That |I swear to."

"Tijen be about it, man." Casca's voice rose. "Make haste while we still have
tinme. You said she would die before dawn. That | eaves us |ess than an hour if
we do not hing."

Sactie took fromhis pouch a long thin flexible strip of materal

"What the Hades is that?" Casca demaned in irritation

Sactl e answered, "It is made fromthe sap of a tree that grows to the south.
W also make a ball fromit that we play with in the courtyards. | take the
sap and snear it over a small reed. It is hardened in the fire, in the heat
fromthe smoke. When it is ready, it is pulled back and rolled off the reed
leaving a flexible tube. It is through this that your blood will pass from you
to your |ady."

He reached again into his pouch and took out two gol den needl es, show ng them
to Casca.

"These, too, are hollow. They will fit into the ends of the sap tubing. | wll
insert one of the needles into your arm into one of the channels through
which your life's blood flows, and the other into that of the Lady Metah. Your
body being the stronger, your blood force should push its way into her

weakened system Now, Tectli, |ie down beside your |ady."
Casca did as the priest said, putting his thick-muscled body next to the
slight frame of the woman he | oved. She | ooked even tinier... as though she

were fading away. There were holl ows under the eyes he renenbered as having
sparkled with life. Her cheeks had a starved | ook
"CGet on with it, priest.”



"Patience, Tectli. It will take but a noment." Taking another strip of the

flexible sap tubing, Sactle wapped it around Casca's armand tied a knot in

it above Casca's elbow "It will stop the flow of your blood to your armunti

the needle is in your blood channel. Then the tube tie will be rel eased, and

the blood will flow again." He worked swiftly. Deftly he entered the needle

into Casca's vein. Turning to Metah, he searched for a while, probing gently

with the needle until he finally had it inserted in her.

"Now, Teeth, we release the tie."

Casca nodded. Watching Metah' S face, he never noticed the priest letting the

tie around his upper armloose. It was~ until he felt the tingling that meant

the bl ood flow was returning that he noticed it. The priest held the open end

of the tubing away from Metah. It had not been attached to the gol den needl e

in her arm Drops of Casca's bl ood began to drip out of the end of the tube.

Then a smal|l steady stream

"You fool!" Casca cursed the priest. "Wiy haven't you attached the needl e?"

The priest nerely | ooked quietly at Casca. "Because, Tectli, | have found that

I must wait until the blood fills the tube before transferring it. Gherw se a

quantity of air will be transmtted in front of the blood. For sonme reason

do not know, this is a fatal thing to have happen. Now " He attached the open

end of the flexible tube to the needle in Metah's arm

Casca wat ched her face intently, concentrating on willing her to live. He saw

the progress of the blood, watching the flow i ncrease the weak pul se in her

throat. Seconds passed. Metah stirred. Slowy the pulse in her throat

qui ckened.

"I't's working, Sactie! It's working!"

Met ah stirred nore strongly.

Her eyes snapped open

She screaned.

She screaned over and over, ever |ouder and |ouder, then weaker

A dark flush ran up her face, turning her once-beautiful features into a

contorted mask. She screaned once nore, one final cry that faded into

not hi ngness as her face turned bl ack and she di ed, nouth open, eyes unseeing.

"No!" Casca cried. "What's wong? Wat's happened? Wiy did she die?"

Sactl e backed away from Casca, fear witten in his face.

He nade a sign to ward off the evil eye.

H s voi ce quivered

"Your blood ... it's poison. Deadly poison. | have seen the sanme thing happen

when one has been bitten by a poi sonous snake. You are the Quetza! Your bl ood

is poison, for you are a god!"

The priest prostrated hinself.

"Forgive ne, Tectli, for |I had doubted your divinity. Now no one can deny it.

Forgive ne....

Unnoti ced, he crawl ed out of Casca's presence.

Casca wept, tears running down his face He cried as a child woul d,

uncontrollably, as if tring to purge hinmself of grief and pain in one

t remendous out pouri ng of anguish

"I have killed you, Metah! My blood has killed you! If another had given it to

you, you would have lived. | gave you nine seeking to give you eternal life,

but | gave you hell. Forgive me, Metah!"

Totzi n clinbed higher and higher. He was in the pine forests of the nountains.

The thick trees let the light of the noon break through, casting beans of

silver on the forest floor. He made his way toward safety. Dawn was al nost

upon him By noon he would be safe. He paused by a pine to catch his breath
and a fam liar sound canme to him

The coughing roar of a hunting jaguar.

But not as nen might inmtate it. This was the full, vital, deadly cry of the

jungle master, the killer.

Totzin froze, eyes wide. He searched the bushes around him The jaguar was

close. Silence. No sounds reached Totzin except that of his own | abored

breathing rasping in his ears. Then there was the soft whisper of brush



cracki ng.

He saw it.

In the shadows, a spotted hide mottl ed bl ack agai nst the bushes.

The Jaguar.

The huge cat's eyes gleaned in the nmoonlight as it lowered its body to the
ground, the tail whipping slowy back and forth. Nose bl ack and shiny, the cat
gathered itself, the great muscles bunching. It | ooked Totzin in the eye.
Totzin could not nove. H's nouth opened.

"Mcht tl ley cotzli, Teypetel. " he whi sper ed.

The cat cocked one ear, |istening.

Agai n, |ouder, Totzin began the ancient chant of the cat god: "Mht tl ley
cotzli, Teypetel." Repeating the chant, Totzin lost his fear. After all, this

was his god, and he its servant. He stepped forward, chanting |ouder, the
beast seemi ngly understanding the ancient words. Totzin was el ated. The god
heard and understood.. ..

The thought that the god with the spotted hide listened was still in his mnd
when the great cat sprung, but the words on his |lips seened far away; the
sound of his bones being cracked between the cat's teeth was nuch | ouder

Much | ouder. .

So Totzin, high priest of the Jaguar, served his god well to the very end. Hs
god enjoyed himto the fullest. Then, licking the blood fromits nmuzzle, it
dragged the remai nder of the carcass to its lair where its cubs waited to be
fed.

FOURTEEN

During the foll owi ng days the Teotec captains consolidated their gains against
the A nec, taking hostages and having the successor to Teypetel swear

al | egi ance and send tribute to pay for the damages the A nec had done to the
city. The Vikings buried their dead under massive stones in the hills, facing
themout to the distant sea. The nen's arnor and weapons were not buried with
them as was the normal custom Steel was too precious a commodity to | eave.
Instead, the men were buried with weapons of the chiefs of the Teotec.

During this time Casca was not to be seen. He was sunk in black, deep grief
and refused to be consoled by anyone. Only during Metah's funeral did he
appear, to see that she was treated with the care of a queen. The entire city
turned out in nourning for the occasion. The wonen wail ed and sl ashed their
faces with their nails. The nen wore ashes on their bodies and sonberly |ined
the funeral procession. She was taken to a hill outside where a tonb had been
prepared filled with all the things she would need in the afterlife . . pots
and clothes, jewelry and toilet articles. At the burial, each article was in
its turn broken so that its spirit could travel to the spirit world with her
Even the clothes were torn so that they could performthe same purpose. Twenty
of the bravest of the A nmec warriors slain in the fight were laid in a
semcircle at her feet, to be her slaves forever in the afterlife. A silver
mask covered her face, and her hands were crossed over her bosom Massive
stones were laid about her, and their area swept clean. Trees were planted on
the spot so no one could find it again.

Casca observed all this silently, rigid, wthout enotion, for he had been
drai ned of all feeling.

The night follow ng the funeral he made a deci sion

oing to the chanmbers of the king Cuz-nmecli, he called for the wi se nmen and
priests to hear his words. They gathered in one of the larger vaulted roons of
the pal ace, a roompainted with brilliant frescoes.

St andi ng before the ones he had assenbl ed, Casca gathered his thoughts, slowy
pi cking every word he woul d say.

"Your majesty, wise nen of the Teotec nation, listen to my words and pay heed.
It has come to nme that nmy time with you is at an end. The circle is conplete.
As | came to you fromthe sea, so | mnmust return again to the sea. It is ny
fate, and the will of the gods."

Cuz-necli started to protest.

"No, young king, it nust be so. Now hear me. As | have said, everything is a



great circle, and all that was shall be again. So it shall. One day | will
return. Watch for ne to cone fromthe sea. | brought you messages fromthe
gods. (bey them There shall be no nore human sacrifices on your altars.
Rermove fromall the paintings and artwork of your city any sign of human
sacrifice. It is not needed. Though you rmay be sorely tried and tenpted to
resort to the old ways when bad tines cone upon you, do not fall to that
tenptation----if you fear the gods and my vengeance. The bad times will test
to see if you obey."

One ol d shaman was noddi ng, his head apparently filled with the sleep of age.
Suddenly his eyes snapped w de open, and he strai ghtened, his rheunmatoid hands
clenched in gnarled fists. In a thin, crackling voice he spoke:

"Tectli, | have seen that what you say is true. You will come again with
others, but the ships will not be of the dragon. They will have many sails,
and the men will appear different, with skins of shining light. Marvel ous
beasts will do their bidding and carry theminto battle so that they wll
appear to be half nmen and half animal, able to run like the wind and travel
far. They will spread fire and death anong those who still sacrifice on the
altars. The people of the valley will be destroyed, but they will not be our
people. Qur city will long since have been covered by the forests and deserts,
but our city will die peacefully and will obey your |aw

"You shall return to the valley of the Teotec, but we shall be gone. Yet you
shal |l be remenbered. We shall send out holy nen to tell of you and your

com ng. As you have said, the circle will be conplete, and those who have not
honored your command will perish. As a people and as a nation they shall be as
dust. New ones will inherit all that was in the valley. In one reed, Tectli

It is so, and shall be."

The old man dropped into silence, his cheeks hollow, exhausted by his vision
breath rattling in his body chest. As Casca watched him for just a blink of
an eye a shadow seened to settle over the Teotec shanman, and the features of

Shiu Lao Tze seenmed to smile out fromhim... then they vani shed.
A weary Casca prepared to | eave the chanbers. But before he left he said, "In
the norning, then, we, shall leave. Farewell, and rule well, young king, you,

have the soul of greatness about you

The Vi ki ngs cheered when Casca told them of their returning. Loud shouts of
"Avel" and "Hail, Casca!" rang out as they scurried to gather their
possessi ons and | oot .

The norning rose and the feel of the day was auspicious. The Vikings gathered
as a conpany at the foot of the great pyranmid that had known so much bl ood and
pai n. They waited, packs on their backs, weapons slung and scabbarded.

The great square was filled not only with the city people but also with those
fromthe surroundi ng countryside. Shoul der to, shoul der they waited, fathers
hol ding their children on their shoulders so that they m ght see and renenber
this day for all their years.

Casca appeared on the pyranmid in his feathered robe, Serpent headdress, and
wearing the jade mask. He notioned with one hand. A line of two hundred
porters advanced, each caim~ a straw basket. These ivent before the Vikings,
and several porters opened their |oads to show the contents, gold, silver,
jewels, and precious stones filled each basket to capacity. Just one basket
woul d have nade each Viking richer than his w | dest dreanms, and here were two
hundred of them

Calling out in the Norse tongue, Casca said to the nmen bel ow

"There is your reward as | prom sed."

The Vikings started to break and run for the precious baskets, but were

qui ckly snapped back in ranks by a harsh word from Q af.

The drums began to beat, a sharp, distinct pattern. Wth each stroke Casca
took a step and began his descent fromthe pyranid. The bindings of the jade
mask again felt as if they were cutting into his face. He peered out the
eyeholes as if through a tunnel. The scar on his chest burned. He reached the
bottom and the people of the city bowed in homage to the god Quetza. One
small child, about three, ran forward and took his hand, bright, fearless eyes



| ooking up into those of Casca behind the mask. The boy's nother canme forward
to jerk the boy back, but was stopped by a sign from Casca. Bendi ng over, he
pi cked the boy up and put himon his shoulders, and the three-year-old Teotec
squeal ed with pl easure. The sound of the child s | aughter broke the tension
and all began to cheer and sing in happy voices. The day had changed from one
of sorrow to one of prom se

Casca strode along, his steps picking up speed as if by the trust of the child
he was being relieved of the pain that was Metah and the grief was put to
rest. He went to the entrance of the great hall. Setting the boy down and
taking the child's small hand in his |larger paw, he wal ked insi de past
braziers burning incense to where the only decorations were the six masks
hangi ng on the walls.

A bent figure stepped forward and bowed. It was Pletuc the carver. Now Casca
renenbered himas the one who had broken the O nmec captain's nose with the
chanmber pot full of night soil, and he smiled. Taking the mask fromhis face,
he wal ked to the place prepared for it on the day of his sacrifice. Slowy,
carefully, he set the mask with the others and stepped back, |ooking at his
own face in notionless, tineless jade. . . true to the smallest detail. Even
the hairline scar left on himby the Geek whore was perfect. He gl anced at
the old carver.

"I told you I would hang the mask in the hall with my own hands."

The carver chuckled. "So you did, Teeth. And it does | ook very good there
hanging with the others."” The old man wal ked to the display with pride. As if
he personally owned the nasks here he pointed to each one and called it by
nane. H s great-grandfather had carved the first twd, his father the next
three, and he had been honored with the duty of carving the |ikeness of
Cuz-nech"s father, the king-and the even greater honor of carving this |ast
one, this likeness of the living god, the Quetza. He paused, and then spoke,
his reedy voi ce piping:

"Somet hing is mssing."

"What's that, old one?"

"These." Pletuc showed two gray-blue ovals.

Taki ng the mask of Casca down, he worked with the jade for a nmonent and then
put it hack on its hanger. "There. It is conplete.” The jade nask seened to
have taken on life. The old man had inserted two carved eyes of the same shade

and hue as Casca's. The jade mask lived. "It needs eyes to watch over your
city, Tectli. Nowit shall see all."

Pl eased with hinsel f, Casca grinned. "It's good, old man, but I'll wager you I
shal | wear the mask again when this city is gone from nmenory.

Cackling, Pletuc |aughed. "No, Tectli. | do not wager. You won the last tine
you said you would do sonething. | did not get this old by wagering on things

| could not collect on

Casca | aughed with himand swng the young boy back on his shoul ders. Tousling
the child' s hair, he said to him "I would give all the years of all the
centuries and the wealth of great nations to one such as you to be nmy son

WIl you be ny son?"

The three-year-old sniled tinmdly, and though he did not understand the
meani ng of Casca's words, his trust in this strange man was so conpl ete that
he bobbed his head in an affirmative manner

"Good. Then so it shall be. For am|l not a god? And are not the words of a god
| aw?" He carried the boy out into the bright day where the masses of Teotah
wai ted. Raising the child above his head, he booned out: "Hear me! This is ny

son. | adopt him" The boy's nother had a | ook of confused panic. Was she
going to | ose her son?

Casca | ooked her straight in the eyes and said gently, "Fear not. | |eave him
in your care. Take himback to the city. But fromthis day this child shal
carry nmy name. He will be called the Quetza

Ncaorte ao god, himbut a man. Renenber, he is mine. Take

Striding to where his Vikings waited, Casca took from hinself the feathered



robe of green and gave it to Cuz-nmecli. "Gowinto this, young king, and rule
wi sely, for | shall be watching." He touched the boy's cheek with approval.
Then he put on his Roman arnmor, drew his sword, and pointed east.

"To the ships! W sail for the Hold... and hone." The Vikings roared in
approval . O af stepped forward, the first step, and they all followed. They
mar ched escorted by a guard of one thousand Serpent warriors. Hol dbod refused
the litter ordered for him Even with his sore back he narched beside O af and
VIad. "The way to the sea is for nen to wal k, and not be carried |ike babies,"

he grunbl ed.

The way to the sea was pl easant. Casca and his nen were honored wherever they
stopped. Food was al ways ready, and willing nai dens added sone bl oodlines to
their tribes. Casca, though, refused all wonmen. Metah was still too close.

The hills gave way to jungle. And flnally to one last rise. Here Casca |l ed the
way and pointed down. "The sea. W are here."

H s men spent that night in revelry, telling the story of their adventures to
those | eft behind on the ships, filling themw th envy that was soon

di spersed. when those who had to remain behind were shown the baskets of wealth
of which they would receive a full share. The next norning the ships were

haul ed back into the surf and |lay at anchor. Supplies were |oaded all that day
and the next. The ships swung on their anchors as if eager to be off from
these strange waters and to return to the nore faniliar fjords where they were
bor n.

When the ships were | oaded and the tide favorable, Casca bade farewell to the
escorting Serpent soldiers and sent them back to their city where so much had
happened to himand to them then he returned to the ship. The Vikings were
ready. The cargo was stowed. Casca stood at the tiller. The sun reflected
silver spots on the small waves.

"Set oars and begin the stroke!" he ordered. "W sail for hone."

The oars sliced into the water and the dragon shi ps began to nove, slowy at
first, and then with greater speed. They entered the open waters and turned
north. North, back the |long way they had come. Many of their brothers would
not make this voyage with the Vikings, but surely they were already in

Val hal | a drinking and boasting of their feats in this strange |and of tenples
and birds. Wassail would be sung for the dead when the Vikings returned to
hone fires. The striped red and white sails were set. They filled. The wi nd
was now the master. The dragon ships rode like well-trained stallions, sliding
and slipping through the waters, honmeward bound.

The night was warm but the sails were filled, and the bows of the dragon

shi ps cut through the phosphorescent water. In the |eading ship, Casca,
forward, |ooked across the dark waters.

Home ... he thought. Where is hone for nme? Everyone eo~e has a place to which
he belongs. | do not....

Beyond the silver phosphorescence of the bow wave the sea waters were bl ack. .
like ....... in...."" me forever. and ny

Wuld that | could | ose nyself Wuld that the wetness m ght cover Surely
everything nmust end in tinme time cannot be nmuch ~

Moyi ng his hand against the snmooth railing, he muttered al oud:

"When will it end?"

A shiver ran over himas the Jew s unbi dden:

"Till we meet again ..

Voi ce came

FI FTEEN

"Sir . . . sir!" The voice was insistent. It was as if the lights had been

turned on. Goldman turned to the voice. He saw Johnson, the nuseum guard,
standing there with a confused | ook on his face.

"Are you all right, sir?" Johnson asked. "You've been standing there for
hours. Your friend said that you weren't to be disturbed, that you were
studyng the article. But it's closing time now, and we have to shut up unti
tomorrow. You can cone back then if you haven't finished exam ning the nask."
ol dnman's nmouth was dry. Cdosing time. That neant he had been here seven



hours. "Yes. Thank you. He read the guard's nmetal narne plate. "Thank you,

M. Johnson. Yes. I'mquite all right, thank you. May | have just one nore
nmonent, please-alone? Then I'Il |eave."
Johnson nodded. "All right. But five minutes nore is all | can let you have."

Leavi ng Gol dman, he shook his head. What the hell could be so Interesting
about an old jade nmask from Mexi co?

Thase brain types. I'll never ftgure themout. How can they stand In one spot
for hours | ooking at sonmething that doesn't nove or tal k? Just sits there.
Vell, that's their ~

Not waiting until the guard had |eft, Goldman had turned back to the mask.
Where had Casca gone this tine? Wuld he return? Sormehow, Casca, | think we
will neet again. | don't believe you' ve yet finished what you started.

He gave one |l ast | ook at the jade mask. It seened to nock him The thin
hairline scar running fromthe corner of the left eye to the nouth gave the

i mobile jade the sanme slightly sardonic look as Casca . . . as if it knew a
secret ... some as yet untold joke.

ol dnman straightened, twisting his head to ease the stiffness in his neck

He | eft the museum the closing doors separating himfrom another world.

As CGol dman was | eaving, another man was standing in a line waiting to get
airline tickets that would take himfrom Boston to Johannesburg and fromthere
to Salisbury in Rhodesia. As he stood, patiently, he checked his papers,

i ncl udi ng the Spani sh passport identifying himas Carl os Romano, of Sevilla.
Everything was in order. He nodded wearily. Several people in the line tried
to put sone di stance between thensel ves and the man with the scarred face, but
he didn't notice.

The End (for now)



