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    To all of the children,  
 
    with the hope that this book might add to the fire needed to burn down the abomination that has abused them for centuries. 
 
   


 
  

   
 
    First, they came for the Saracens, and I did nothing - 
 
    because I was not Saracen. 
 
    Then they came for the Pagans, and I did nothing - 
 
    because though I was Pagan, I was in their favor 
 
    They came for the Jews and the Witches and I did nothing 
 
    I even helped them when they came for the heretics. 
 
      
 
    But then they came for me. 
Atrox of Tyre[1] 
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    The Rule of the Harlots  
 
    Rome: July, 915 AD 
 
      
 
      
 
    It had been a long day and he was exhausted from sitting, from talking, listening, giving advice, and too many meetings with people who wanted an audience, just a few minutes of his precious, holy time. Though this was his thirty-seventh summer, days like this made him feel much older than his years.  
 
    Bones ached from sitting and his mind blurred from seemingly endless requests, pleadings, implorings, and prayers. Days like this were far too tedious. Gradually making his way down the stifling halls of the Lateran Palace, he headed back to his apartment, simultaneously holding the emotions of both relief and anticipation. Almost there he began shedding vestments, trading formality for comfort, hoping no one would be waiting, just anticipating a short nap before dinner.  
 
    However, he also half expected a visitor, someone impatient to see Pope John X. It was at times like this that the pontiff wished he did not hold the office. He also realized it was probably the only reason this particular guest was here. His average looks would not have been reason enough to prompt this rendezvous. It was the power of office, and the ease of influence this one held over him, that brought the visitor.  
 
    At that moment he hated who he was. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Opening the door, John cursed himself for not leaving a window open in the morning.  
 
    In the middle of the Roman summer, his quarters were now stifling, closed in, and twilight. Across the room, next to his bed, a single lit candle burned. It was not burning when he left.  
 
    The blankets shifted, revealing slightly disheveled hair and a smoldering gaze. Deliberately she pulled the covers away from her bare body.  
 
    “Holy Father,” her voice was sultry. “I have come to confess my sins.” 
 
    He gulped, but then smiled. “Theodora, my child, when did you commit these sins?” 
 
    “Any moment, now,” she chuckled.  
 
    Eight years his senior, the years had begun to catch up to Theodora, but her raw sensuality more than made up for any fading beauty. He realized she knew this gentle candlelight and its accompanying shadows were kind to both complexion and curves. The countess’ normally swept up hair fell in loose curls around her shoulders. There would be no nap this afternoon. It would not be wise to refuse the most powerful woman in Rome.  
 
    In a few minutes she had him undressed and sitting on the edge of the bed. Even then it was too warm and he was sweating, but she didn’t seem to mind. Straddling him, Theodora rocked gently back and forth, knowing she had his full attention. There was no doubt who was in charge.  
 
    Playful kissing followed, laughing, and she whispered bawdy obscenities into his ear until his face was bright red. Knowing he was on the ragged edge of passion she now held him hostage with it.  
 
    “I almost forgot,” Theodora tipped her head, pretending to recall, “did you not meet with King Charles of Francia this afternoon?” 
 
    “I did,” answered the Pope, catching his breath and hoping that answer would suffice.  
 
    It did not. 
 
    “And how was that meeting?” she feigned interest. 
 
    “It was a most productive discussion.” That was not what she wanted to know, but he hoped the answer would be enough to satisfy her a few minutes more.  
 
    “And,” she smiled, kissing him again, “Did you ask him about the purple, the dye of royalty?” 
 
    He sighed, knowing the answer would break the mood and passion would go unconsummated. 
 
    “I did. The bastard would not divulge the secret. I reminded him the Pope is sovereign over all spiritual matters and the cardinals are the princes of the church, and we oversee the kingdom of God. The symbolism was lost on him, or at least he wanted me to believe it was. It seems no matter how much these kings hate each other they have all sworn to keep this secret. He is the fourth I have spoken to.” 
 
    The explanation was intended to provoke sympathy, but she only frowned. “Giovanni, authority, seduction and money are the means to secure what we want in this world. You must expand your vision. Obviously these kings do not truly fear your papal authority. Threaten them with excommunication unless they reveal the secret of the purple.” 
 
    “Why is this so important to you?” he asked. 
 
    “Because I wish to see the Pope and his princes arrayed in royal hue and know it was my accomplishment. I wish my legacy to be that I have broken the secret of kings.” 
 
    “Theodora, excommunication is best used a threat for the most egregious offenses. Protecting this secret does not rise to that level.” 
 
    Looking annoyed she climbed off his lap, moved toward the chair where her clothes were draped, and began to get dressed. 
 
    “Giovanni, you lack the imagination and drive to get what you want. You lack the desire to obtain what is important to me. I could seduce Charles and have this secret before I left his bed. Would you have me stoop to that level?” 
 
    “No, of course not,” the Pope answered without hesitation, though he knew not what else he could say to assure her.  
 
    Turning on her heel she strode toward the door, still only half dressed. “Let me know when you have learned this secret,” she called over her shoulder. “And do not make me wait too long.” 
 
    After the door closed he stood and kicked the leg of a small table, knocking it over and scattering the books on top of it.  
 
    Moments later there was a knock at his door. 
 
    “Enter,” he called out, throwing a robe about him. 
 
    His cook peered in. “Holy Father, is everything well?” 
 
    “Everything is fine.” The Pope looked away, but a moment later smiled. 
 
    “Are you ready for dinner, your Eminence?” 
 
    “No dinner tonight. Bring me a bottle of wine and two glasses. And summon Cardinal Lorenzo.” 
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    The Purple 
 
    Rome: July, 915 AD 
 
      
 
    “Cardinal Lorenzo.” 
 
    “Yes, Father.” 
 
    The Pope took a chair and motioned for Lorenzo to do likewise. “I met with King Charles of Francia today.” He gestured to the cardinal to pour the wine.  
 
    “And how did your meeting go, Holy Father?” Lorenzo inquired as he filled the goblets. 
 
    “It went well enough on many accounts; all except for one. I desire the church obtain the purple of royalty for the Pope and the cardinals.” 
 
    Lorenzo nodded. “An inspired idea.” 
 
    John scowled. “The fool would not tell me the source of his purple cloth. All the kings carefully guard this color as their own, and my weavers and alchemists have been unsuccessful in duplicating it.” The pontiff tossed a blue swatch of fabric in front of the cardinal. “They have tried the Indigo plant.” 
 
    And then he laid a reddish fabric on top of that. “And also the Rubia plant. They have gone to Arabia for roots, leaves and flowers,” another red fabric to cover the previous one, “and even ground up insects to search for this coveted color,” tossing another swatch on the pile. “And all their efforts have given me fabric either too red or blue.” 
 
    The cardinal picked up a swatch of the red and also the indigo. “I suppose you’ve already tried blending the dyes...” 
 
    “Yes, yes, of course,” interrupted John. “It did no good. They would not mix, it was like olive oil and water. But I will have this purple. I swear it will be the color of Popes as well as kings!  Lorenzo, just as the God of the universe established two great lights in the firmament of heaven, the greater light to rule the day and the lesser light to rule the night, so too He set two great dignities in the firmament of the universal church..., the greater one to rule the day, that is, souls, and the lesser to rule the night, that is, bodies. These dignities are the papal authority and the royal power. Now just as the moon derives its light from the sun and is indeed lower than it in quantity and quality, in position and in power, so too the royal power derives the splendor of its dignity from the pontifical authority.” 
 
    “Yes, Holy Father, well spoken.” 
 
    “And that being the case, the Church should be the guardian of this hue. Lorenzo, I have a task for you.” 
 
    “Yes, Holy Father?” 
 
    “Take as much gold as you need; go find the king’s tailor and pay him to tell you where he gets this cloth. If he refers you to some merchant, trace the path back to the source and bring me this secret.” 
 
    The younger man nodded. “Consider it done.” 
 
    Within a few days Lorenzo had located the residence of the royal tailor, not far from Charles’ castle in the city of Aachen.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The cardinal waited at the curb of the narrow street for the tailor to return home, studying each pedestrian, looking for the short, unassuming, middle-aged man his contacts described.  
 
    It was early evening and shadows were long on the cobblestones as the tailor finally came plodding in his direction. By all appearances the man seemed weary from the day, and Lorenzo hoped he would be in the proper frame of mind to hear an offer that could make his life much easier.  
 
    “Excuse me, Enrico Bianco?” the cardinal called out.  
 
    Startled, the man turned at the sound. Seeing a man of the cloth seemed to bring relief. “Your Eminence, you wish to speak to me?” 
 
    “I do. I am Cardinal Lorenzo dei Conti di Segni. Is there somewhere private we may have a conversation?” 
 
    “Of course.” The tailor reached for his keys. “Please come in and we will talk.” 
 
    A short time later the tailor was staring at the table, his face solemn. “I cannot. I have sworn an oath to my king and even his father before him.” 
 
    “Do you not consider the Pope to be the Lord’s representative on the earth?” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” Enrico nodded. 
 
    “You owe him your allegiance,” the cardinal insisted. 
 
    “In this matter, how can I serve two masters?” 
 
    “The Pope will never implicate you, Enrico Bianco. He has been trying to discover this secret for some time. The official story will be the Lord inspired him with the answer. I’m sure this is something that he would eventually discover anyway.” 
 
    “No,” Bianco chuckled, “he would not. Your Eminence, if you desire I give you this information, the cost will be very great; not because I wish to extort money from our Pope, but by giving you this information I put myself and all my family members lives in danger. I will lose my profession and my home. I will be hunted down, not only by Charles, but by other kings who possess this secret. As soon as I reveal this I must flee, far from here; start a new life and take a new name; for the name of Enrico Bianco will bring me only death. If you truly desire this information then the price is every bit of gold you now carry with you.” 
 
    The cardinal slowly nodded. “So be it.” Reaching into his cloak Lorenzo pulled out three ample bags of gold, setting them on the table. Attentively, he set his gaze on Bianco.  
 
    The tailor nodded. “Let me tell you of snails.” 
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    Mother and Daughter 
 
    Rome: July, 915 AD 
 
      
 
    Theodora relaxed on a couch set up on her balcony, holding a half empty goblet. The morning was late and warm. The wine relaxed her as she laid back, semi-reclined, eyes closed, with the sun shining on her smiling face. There was a slight noise in the doorway leading out onto the balcony. 
 
    “Good morning, Marozia,” she answered the sound, eyes still closed. 
 
    “Good morning, Mother, may I join you?” 
 
    “Of course, my darling,” the older woman sat up and opened her eyes. Marozia slid into a nearby chair.  
 
    “Have some wine.” Theodora took another sip. “It is a particularly good bottle.” 
 
    “Thank you,” the younger woman poured her goblet half full.  
 
    “What brings you here today, my daughter?” 
 
    “Do I always have to have a reason to visit you, Mother?” 
 
    Theodora took the last sip and chuckled, setting the glass down on a small table. “No, but you always do.” 
 
    “Actually, you are right,” Marozia smiled. “I’d heard a story and thought someone was disparaging you.” 
 
    Theodora raised an eyebrow. “What did you hear?” 
 
    “That someone saw you half-naked, leaving the Pope’s apartment.” 
 
    Her Mother smirked. “Excellent. I hoped someone noticed.” 
 
    Marozia frowned. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Daughter, I did not become the most powerful woman in Rome by being coy and batting my eyelashes. You’ve become the second most powerful woman in our city by following my example. You must realize what motivates people and use it to your advantage.” 
 
    Marozia took a sip of the dark red wine. “My curiosity waits for your counsel, Mother.” 
 
    “The person who saw me undoubtedly told others. The bare-breasted senatrix leaving the Pope’s chambers; such a secret is impossible to keep. A scandal of this magnitude brings status and admiration to the one who reveals it. Am I worried about such things getting back to your father? No, I am not. I know he is not faithful to me and he affords me the same leeway, as long as my actions do not cause too much embarrassment. Should he ever bring it up I will simply laugh at the invention of such a preposterous rumor. 
 
    “But others, including Giovanni, do not know this. By the way, he thinks I call him Giovanni as a pet name, an endearment. But this is not true. I call him by his old name because I have no respect for him as Pope.” She smiled and swirled the wine in her glass. “But I digress. The Pope is afraid of your father. Giovanni is Pope because of our family’s influence and he does not want to jeopardize his office. So, he keeps our liaisons quiet and lives in constant fear of gossip and discovery. He does not want this affair to end because I satisfy all his lusts. He does not want this affair to continue but is afraid, with good reason, of what I would do if spurned. We have carried this on far too long. The status quo keeps him off balance. I literally have him by the balls.” She chuckled, finishing her wine with a last gulp. 
 
    “Still,” the younger woman replied, “this is dangerous. When we were both bedding Pope Sergius I always felt in danger.” 
 
    “You lack experience,” Theodora waved off the remark. “I am prodding Giovanni to find the secret of the purple, just as I did Sergius. That one never took my request seriously enough either. Finally the weight of his mistakes made me so weary, I had no further use for him.” 
 
    Marozia’s eyes showed surprise. “I thought he slipped and fell from a balcony. You had him killed?” 
 
    “Oh, my darling, I thought you knew. I always thought it bizarre that he was one of the judges in that macabre Cadaver Trial, where the body of Pope Formosus was exhumed and put on trial. Just his participation in that strange event made it difficult for me to be with him. Were you also not tired of sharing his pillow? The man’s wild imagination never came into the bedroom with him.” 
 
    “I was almost tired of him,” Marozia smiled, “but not quite. Really, Mother, you should have at least let me know. We did have a son together.” 
 
    “Well,” the older woman’s eyes flashed excitement, “I shall make it up to you. When your son, my grandson, is old enough, we will make sure he becomes Pope.” 
 
    Marozia's eyebrow raised slightly. “You are confident enough in our power to make that happen?” 
 
    “Marozia, do you know why I fucked Sergius and now John? Because it is the most wicked thing I can think to do. It gives me a thrill to know I can corrupt the most holy man the church has to offer. I have the power to make the Pope choose me over his god, and his god does not even seem to care.” 
 
    “It appears not,” answered Marozia. 
 
    “So, I embrace what no one else has the courage to do. I sanctify Popes and bed them, and no one dares complain. Political power gives one great advantage, but to wield power over the souls of men, to whisper my wishes into the pontiff’s ear and hear those words flow from his lips or pen and know they will be obeyed by all of the faithful throughout the world … there is nothing more gloriously satisfying. My daughter, this city and church holds no power I do not possess. If you want to continue your life in the manner to which you have become accustomed, Marozia, do not flinch. I have not too many more years. Take what is yours and do not lose what I have bequeathed you.” 
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    In the Garden 
 
    Rome: July, 915 AD 
 
      
 
    Tuesday morning, walking through the cool garden Theodora wondered if he would be here. On this day of the week the Pope often strolled through the grounds near the Lateran Palace, among the flower gardens.  
 
    It had been over a week since their last conversation and she was impatient to know if Giovanni had been sufficiently motivated to fulfill her request. A fair amount of thought was spent this morning deciding what to wear, and she finally chose the deep-red dress.  
 
    Some women might simply pick out the day’s clothing on a whim, but her choices always had purpose. This dress was one of his favorites, yes, but she also wanted its color to subtly remind him of her desire for the purple. This color would make Theodora stand out as she casually meandered the garden path. If he was there this morning, Giovanni could not help but notice her, and if he was taking her wishes to heart, would approach her with good news. If not, then he would avoid her, somehow pretending not to see his scarlet lover. And then the symbolism of the color would have a different meaning. It would be the color her cheeks flushed from indignation. It would also portend his growing discomfort as she made him pay for ignoring her. 
 
    She was ready for any of those outcomes as he rounded the corner of the garden and came into view. But a warm smile lit up his face, and the Pope moved slowly but purposefully toward his mistress. This was intriguing and she smiled back. What could he have possibly set in motion to give him this much confidence? 
 
    Both paused in their footsteps when the distance between them narrowed to just over two feet. Even though no one was close by and nobody seemed to be watching, proper decorum was a necessity.  
 
    “Countess Theodora, such a wonderful surprise to see you today.” He used her noble title, rather than her political one. In spite of her gender she was a senator. However, the word was masculine, and senatrix, the female form, had become a title of derision, used by her enemies and those who resented her power. Even though she sometimes infuriated him John would not demean her by addressing her thus. There were other, more subtle ways. 
 
    It was wonderful to see her today. In spite of how difficult she was, Theodora was wearing her garnet-red dress, his favorite. It reminded him of a particular night of passion they had shared and he was certain she’d worn it today in expectation of this ‘chance’ meeting. The color was close enough to the shade she coveted so much. The choice had been made with great purpose.  
 
    She nodded and smiled. “Holy Father, it is such a blessing to find you in the garden today.” The acknowledgement was sincere. She could tell by his unguarded greeting that he must surely have good news for her.  
 
    “My child,” he continued, choosing the preferred slight, “I’ve been pondering the question you posed to me the other day. After a good deal of prayer I believe I’ve come to an answer, and have sent a messenger to gather additional ... information.” 
 
    She seemed to ignore the condescension and smiled even wider. “This is wonderful news, Your Holiness. I hope my question wasn’t too much of a distraction from your many other duties?” 
 
    “Not at all. Perhaps when he returns we could make an appointment and speak more of this?” 
 
    “I would be most grateful for that.” She nodded her head as a show of respect. “I shall look forward to the meeting.” 
 
    Surely it grated on her to make such an obligatory gesture of deferment. But it made him smile. “And I as well.” 
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    The Shell of a Mollusk
Tyre: August, 915 AD 
 
      
 
    Lorenzo never could have imagined the quest for purple would have taken him across the sea to the very edge of the Holy Land. But a ship had brought him to Tyre, the place Enrico Bianco promised would yield the coveted secret.  
 
    The tailor refused to write the directions down, so Lorenzo had done so, praying he’d got them correct, and Enrico had been so nervous he was loath to repeat them. As soon as the ship arrived he must find his way to the nondescript building near the docks where the mollusk shells were taken. 
 
    The chief guard was angry. This had been his job for three years now. Starting out simply as a sentry, he had risen through the ranks and was now in charge of all the other guards who worked here. He had been given much responsibility, including access to all areas of the building and was the only one authorized to watch over the finished dye. This was an honor but also a curse, because it forced him to make this place his home. Unable to leave, he was always on call; forced to be available.  
 
    Crushing the shells was the first step in processing them, and from that point they emitted a stench that roiled the stomachs of anyone unfortunate enough to be in the vicinity. Somehow, he’d acquired a degree of tolerance to it, but simply being subject to that rank odor justified more money. Just yesterday he decided it was time for a raise, since it had been two years since the last one. He went to the overseer, confident of his worth. 
 
    “Adad, I have need to talk to you.”  
 
    “Atrox, speak.” 
 
    “Overseer, I have been in your employ for three years. You kindly gave me a higher wage two years ago. However, I have now been chief guard for some time and must stay here almost constantly to guard the dye, I feel I deserve more money, perhaps even twice as much for all my responsibility.” 
 
    “I understand, Atrox, and I agree. But I do not have the authority to give you additional pay. I must request this from those who own the purple, those kings who wear this color.” 
 
    “And who are those you must ask?” 
 
    The overseer looked away for a moment as if to recall the names of the kings, and then back to Atrox. “Kings Charles III of West Francia, Conrad of East Francia, Simeon of Bulgaria, Sancho of Pamplona, Ordano of Leon, Zoltan of Hungary, Rudolph II of Burgundy, Cnut of Denmark, Petar of Serbia, and emperors Constantine VII of Byzantium, and Berenger of Italy.”  
 
    “And how would you ask this of them?” 
 
    “I must send messengers with written requests, and the approval must be unanimous.” 
 
    “Surely this business of the purple is most profitable. I have no doubt these monarchs can afford such a minimal extra cost.” 
 
    “That is not for you to question.” 
 
    “Will you make this request for me right away?” 
 
    “I will. But do not expect an answer soon. Kings do not give such things much priority. That is all I can promise.” 
 
    Now he felt insulted and unappreciated. It seemed obvious these rulers would not consider his request to be either urgent or important. And even if they did, it might take many months before approval was given. It was true his current pay was more than many of the other local jobs, but this Tyrian dye was worth more than gold. Surely there was money to pay him more. 
 
    His anger made him want to fight someone. At six foot five inches tall, two hundred fifty pounds, and solid muscles from years of moving freight down at these very docks, he could break the overseer in half, but that wouldn’t get his extra money either. It appeared this was a situation where brute force was of no value. 
 
    “Excuse me,” a voice came from his left and Atrox whirled around, startling what appeared to be a man of the cloth from the Catholic Church. 
 
    “What do you want?” Atrox growled.  
 
    “I have some questions about the purple…” 
 
    “Leave now, or you die.” 
 
    The nervous cardinal backed up quickly until he was about fifteen feet away. “It is quite apparent I’ve caught you at a bad time, but I am willing to pay for answers to my questions.” 
 
    When the big man only glared, the cardinal continued. 
 
    “I am Cardinal Lorenzo, special envoy of the Pope. He has sent me to ask about the beautiful purple dye you make here.” 
 
    This was the sort of question that usually provoked a very angry response and threats of death, but the Tyrian was not feeling particularly loyal at the moment. 
 
    “Come with me.” Atrox started walking back to his quarters. After a few steps he looked back and saw the frightened cardinal frozen in place. “Your caution is wise. But come. It is not safe to speak here. If you say things that please me, I will not harm you.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s reassuring,” Lorenzo mumbled, starting to walk, trying to catch up. The large man ahead of him stopped at a door, opened it and gestured for him to continue. They both entered. Atrox closed the door, leaned against it and motioned to a chair. The visitor sat and hoped his trembling wasn’t too noticeable. 
 
    “Speak,” commanded Atrox. 
 
    “As I said, I represent the Pope. For some time now he has desired to dye his vestments the color of purple worn by royalty. The Pope is the ruler of God’s kingdom on Earth, and it is appropriate this be his color.” 
 
    “So why doesn’t he use this color then?” 
 
    “The kings you serve will not allow him access to the dye. This is why I come to you, willing to pay for this color. Sell me an ample quantity of this dye and I will pay you handsomely.” 
 
    Atrox laughed heartily. “And I shall be a rich dead man. All of the kings I serve will see your Pope in his new purple robes, know where he got the color, and will have my head. I like your proposal, except for the part where I get killed.” 
 
    “What if I can guarantee your safety?” 
 
    “You cannot guarantee my safety.” 
 
    “What if I could, on behalf of the Pope? Would you do it?” 
 
    The big man gazed at the floor for what seemed like a very long time. Finally he looked up. “Yes.” 
 
    The cardinal smiled. “Get me a large flask of the purple dye. For that I will give you two bags of gold. Come with me back to Rome. I will give you another bag of gold when we arrive and introduce you to the Pope. By his word you will be protected and offered a well-paying job in his employ.” 
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    The Tyrian 
 
    Rome: August, 915 AD 
 
      
 
    Pope John sat upon the papal throne, anticipation causing him to fidget. An hour earlier he had received word of the return of Lorenzo. And now, he saw the guard enter the expansive room, two soldiers escorting the cardinal and a very large, roughly dressed stranger, who bore an expression bordering on surly.  
 
    As they approached the Pope’s forehead wrinkled in slight concern, puzzled as to who this other person might be. Ten feet away, they stopped. The cardinal was smiling, the man next to him, half a foot taller and a hundred pounds heavier, was not.  
 
    “Lorenzo.” John smiled back. “It is so good to see you again. Please introduce me to your friend.” 
 
    “Holy Father, John X, this is Atrox of Tyre, the man without whose help I would not be able to bring you such good news.” 
 
    “With his assistance you bring me good news? Then Atrox, I am very pleased to meet you. Welcome to Rome.” 
 
    “Thank you … your Holiness. I am happy to meet you.” The Tyrian bowed ever so slightly. 
 
    The excited Pope turned back to the cardinal. “What is this good news you bring me, Lorenzo?” 
 
    “Father, after much effort I located the king’s tailor. In fear of his life, I had to pay him well to learn where to journey for the secret you sought. The money I paid him enabled his family to leave the country to protect their lives. I sailed to Tyre to find what he revealed to me; that this dye comes from the shells of mollusks living in the local waters.” 
 
    “Mollusks? That is absurd. I fear the tailor lied to you and took your gold.” 
 
    “Holy Father, he did not. The tailor spoke true.” 
 
    “Then did you bring back these mollusks?”  
 
    “No, Father. I found where this dye is made. Atrox was the chief guard of this place. With his help I was able to bring you this large flask of Tyrian purple dye.” Lorenzo pulled it from his shirt. The Pope gasped and held out his trembling hands to receive it. 
 
    “It is a wondrous dye. Very little is needed to dye a garment, and with the passing of time its color grows brighter and does not fade. I would have brought the means to make more, but the process creates a horrible stench and it takes an unbelievable number of shells to make this dye. Atrox, how many shells would you say it would take to make this much dye?” 
 
    The Tyrian eyed the flask. “This much dye would require a pile of shells ten feet in diameter and five feet high.” 
 
    “Oh, my word,” the Pope was still quivering with excitement as he held the flask up. “I can certainly see why you could not bring back the shells. This, however, will do nicely. I hope you paid Atrox handsomely for his help.” 
 
    “I paid him a partial payment in Tyre, but promised him another bag of gold coins once we arrived.” 
 
    “Certainly, a well-deserved payment, sir,” the pontiff could not look away from his treasure. 
 
    “And, Holy Father, since he also imperils his life by his actions, I promised him the safety of the church and a well-paying job.” 
 
    “Excellent. We shall make this happen. Guards, take Atrox to the treasury for the rest of his payment and then find him a fine place to stay until we can get him a suitable position.” Finally, politeness caused the Pope to turn back to his guests. “Atrox, thank you for your service. You will be blessed.” 
 
    “Thank you.” The Tyrian bowed slightly and turned to leave with the guards. 
 
    When they were some distance away, the Pope looked back to the cardinal. “Lorenzo, I am so very pleased you have brought me the purple. I will make sure you are amply compensated for your efforts.” 
 
    “Thank you, Holy Father.” 
 
    “However, I am somewhat annoyed at the problem you have brought me with this Tyrian. What am I supposed to do with him, Lorenzo? What possible use could he be to me or the church?” 
 
    “Father, why not employ him in the Trinitarian order? He might be quite successful in soliciting funds to ransom Christian travelers. He might also be quite intimidating in negotiations with the Saracens.” 
 
    “Lorenzo,” the Pope’s eyes lit up, “an excellent idea.” 
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    The Gift of Purple 
 
    Rome: August, 915 AD 
 
      
 
    Even though she had long been hopeful, Theodora received the summons with surprise, an invitation for an afternoon visit with Pope John. Her company was requested; no other meaning was stated or implied.  
 
    Was this a preemptive move, meant to be delivered before her further promptings, some vague encouragement he was still trying? She frowned. That would not do at all. Or, perhaps he was going to give encouraging news worth embracing? That was better, but still not what she wanted. It scarcely seemed possible he had actually procured the dye, but she decided on cautious optimism. 
 
    And now they were in his quarters, at his table, enjoying a glass of wine. He was making smalltalk, seemingly not nervous at all. His banter was like an enticing foreplay of power and she reluctantly accepted the postponement of gratification. But it was time.  
 
    Theodora gulped the rest of her wine and set the goblet down hard on the table. “Enough with this teasing, Giovanni. What did you bring me here for? I am on the edge of my seat with expectation.”  
 
    But he only smiled, pouring her glass full again. “On the eastern shores of the Mediterranean Sea,” he began, putting the cork back in the bottle, “there is an ancient city, called Tyre.” 
 
    “Yes...” she played along. This behavior was new for him. He must actually have what she wanted. He would not dare entice her otherwise. To do so now and then let her down would unleash her wrath. Taking another sip of wine she gazed at him over the top of the glass, leaning forward slightly. “Go on...” 
 
    “In the waters off the coast of this great city lives a snail, a mollusk with a curious shell.” 
 
     “Dammit, Giovanni!” She wasn’t sure whether to laugh or be angry. 
 
    Gently he placed his finger on her lips and the gesture had her back in the game. “My love, the dye you seek…” 
 
    Her eyes seemed to grow a little wider. 
 
    “The color you desire, comes from the shell of this snail.” 
 
    “A snail?” she scoffed. “Show me this snail.” 
 
    Slowly he shook his head. “I made the same demand. But thousands must be crushed just to get enough dye to fill your goblet. And the stench is unbearable. No, I will not show you the snail or shell. I will do better than that.”  
 
    Reaching down behind his chair he brought up the flask and set it upon the table, letting the afternoon sunlight shining through the window give the treasure a deep purple glow.  
 
    Theodora’s jaw dropped and she gasped, holding out trembling hands to receive it, and then pressed the flask against her bosom. “It’s true! Giovanni, you have done it!” 
 
    She began to work the stopper out. 
 
    “Even the dye does not smell very pleasing,” he warned. 
 
    Dipping her little finger in, she cautiously raised it, the odor crinkling up her nose. 
 
     “I don’t care. I say it’s wonderful.” As if it were perfume, she smeared a purple line down her throat. And then, picking up her white napkin, Theodora lowered the tip into the bottle, barely touching the cloth to the liquid. It wicked up the fabric and slowly she held up the napkin, the end now dyed brilliant Tyrian purple. 
“It’s so beautiful.” Looking back up, her eyes promised seduction. “What are your plans for the rest of the afternoon?” 
 
    “Well, I have two meetings this–” 
 
    “Cancel them,” she purred. “This afternoon I am going to show you how happy you have made me.” 
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    The Trinitarian Order 
 
    Rome: September, 915 AD 
 
      
 
    The priest balanced on the top step of a stool in front of the Tyrian, so he might reach the top of this huge man’s head. Cardinal Lorenzo stood nearby. 
 
    “Brother Atrox,” began the priest, “before I anoint you a new member of the Trinitarian order, do you agree to take upon yourself the vow of poverty, forsaking all worldly goods in the service of your God and the rescue of Christian captives?” 
 
    “I will help rescue Christian captives, but I will not take a vow of poverty.” 
 
    “Well then you cannot...” began the flustered priest. 
 
    “Albani, just continue.” Lorenzo sighed. “The Pope has given dispensation.” 
 
    The priest looked annoyed, but cleared his throat. “Do you agree to take upon yourself a vow of celibacy and chastity?” 
 
    “No. Who would be stupid enough to do that?” 
 
    “Brother Atrox, purity is required in service to the…” 
 
    “I said no and I mean no.” The Tyrian looked angry now. 
 
    “Cardinal Lorenzo, I cannot continue to administer vows of the order under these circumstances. This initiate is not suitable.” 
 
    “Look,” Atrox growled. “Your order needs funds for the ransom of Christian captives. You will soon find I am capable of getting the nobles to make generous donations. I assure you, I will be equally successful in getting the Saracens to accept reasonable offers.” 
 
    The priest was fuming. 
 
    “Albani,” Lorenzo cut in, “I assure you, this initiate will bring prosperity to your new order. If he does not, that will be the measure of his suitability.” 
 
    Albani sighed. “Very well. Brother Atrox, please tip your head forward.” 
 
    The Tyrian looked suspicious and glanced in the direction of the Cardinal. Lorenzo nodded and winked, and Atrox obliged.  
 
    Albani dipped the fingers of his right hand in a bowl of water he held with his left and let the water dribble onto the top of Atrox’s head. 
 
    “Brother Atrox, I anoint you with this Holy water in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Ghost, consecrating you to the service of the Order of the Holy Trinity for the ransom of captives. May God protect you as you are about his business.” 
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    Donations 
 
    Sardinia: September, 915 AD 
 
      
 
    The priest was supposed to have left at the break of dawn for Sardinia. But Paolo, his companion, became very ill in the middle of the night and now Vincenzo had no one to accompany him. The bishop had promised a substitute and so he waited outside his door, nervously pacing and watching the road. 
 
    Half an hour later two donkeys came into view, plodding in his direction. Hurriedly Vincenzo ran back inside and gathered a bundle containing clothes and food, hung a wine sack cord over his shoulder and went back outside. Within moments the two riders were quite near and Bishop Maisano was waving to him.  
 
    Vincenzo did not recognize the other man. Though dressed in the traditional brown robe of a monk, the man did not look like a typical monk. He was huge in stature and his dour expression did not seem suited to one who did this work.  
 
    As they walked toward him, the bishop smiled nervously. 
 
    “Brother Vincenzo, I would like to introduce you to Atrox, an initiate who has just recently joined our order.” 
 
    Not knowing what else to do, Vincenzo extended his hand in greeting. “I see you are not wearing a tonsure. Are you indeed a monk?” 
 
    “What’s a tonsure?” Atrox turned to the bishop. 
 
    “Well, it’s the hairstyle worn by Brother Vincenzo.” 
 
    Atrox looked aghast. “Damn … 0the only way you’ll get me to wear my hair like that is if you held me down to shave my head. And I think it would take a lot more than two of you to do that.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about the hair.” The Bishop turned to Vincenzo. “I understand you are to go to Sardinia to collect funds from the nobles for the ransom of the Christian captives?” 
 
    “We are. And we must leave now, or we will miss our boat.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They finished climbing the steep steps up to the small castle of Arborea and Vincenzo knocked on the heavy wooden door. 
 
    In a moment a servant opened the door just wide enough to look out. “What is it?” 
 
    “Please tell the Guidice Peter, the pope’s messengers from the Trinitarian Order are here to see him.” 
 
    “I don’t know if he wishes to be disturbed...” 
 
    “We’ve come a long way,” growled Atrox. 
 
    The servant’s eyes opened wide. “Please come in,” he stammered. 
 
      
 
      
 
    At the end of the next day the two were walking down the dock toward their waiting boat. 
 
    “Atrox, I must say, you were quite persuasive in getting the judges of Sardinia to donate to our cause. I thought Peter was generous, but Ittocorre of Logudoro and William of Cagliari gave more than twice as much as they have ever donated.” 
 
    “You beg for money, Vincenzo. It makes you look weak. Men of power do not respect weakness.” 
 
    “It’s called humility, Atrox. It is an admirable quality. Perhaps you should try it.” 
 
    The Tyrian snorted. “I see no use for it. It causes them to pity you, and they give you a pittance for a donation. But when you expect them to give you money, when your insistence requires it and your confidence demands it, then you compel them to your will. They gladly support this cause.” The monk was silent, and so Atrox continued. “Are we going back to Rome?” 
 
    “No. We have collected enough money to do great good. We sail past Constantinople into the Black Sea to the port of Trebizond.” 
 
    “For what purpose?” 
 
    “We visit the slave markets, to ransom Christian captives.” 
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    Trebizond 
 
    Trebizond: October, 915 AD 
 
      
 
    The market was crowded, noisy and confusing. The monk and his companion wore street clothes here, and Vincenzo covered his head with a hood to hide the monk’s tonsure, a feature that would surely have given away their identity. 
 
    “Over here.” The monk pointed toward a raised platform. On it stood a dark skinned auctioneer. Next to him was an anxious woman and two small children. The auctioneer began his pitch.  
 
    Atrox looked down to his companion. “Can you understand him?”  
 
    “A little,” Vincenzo shook his head. “And you?” 
 
    “Yes. He says even though the husband has already been auctioned off, the woman and her children will still make valuable servants. He asks 50 for the woman, and 25 each for the boy and girl. There are no bids yet.” 
 
    “I can see by their frightened faces these must be Christians. They would not auction their own as slaves. Wait till the bidding slows, then we will make the final bid and win their freedom. It is good we are not dressed as priests. They would drive the price up against us.” 
 
    A moment later the auctioneer raised his hand and the bidding began. After a moment Atrox raised his hand and shouted, “Sixty, thirty and thirty.” 
 
    There were a few more bids and then the shouting slowed down. “Sixty-five, forty and thirty-five!” No voices answered Atrox’s this time. 
 
    The auctioneer pointed at Atrox and shouted a single word. 
 
    “We won the bid.” Atrox nodded. The frightened little family was escorted toward him.  
 
    As they moved closer, Vincenzo stepped forward. “What is your religion, lady?” 
 
    “Please sir, we are Christians from Cyprus.” 
 
    “Have no fear, you have been ransomed by the Trinitarian order on command of the pope.” 
 
    At that the woman frantically grabbed his coat. “My husband was just sold not a quarter hour before us. Please find him and bring him back also. A Saracen merchant named Aban took him away. They say he sells rugs in the old part of the city, down by the docks.” 
 
    Atrox looked at Vincenzo. “Take them back to the ship. I will pay Aban a visit.” 
 
    The woman touched Atrox’s arm and looked into his eyes. “Bless you sir, you are a good Christian.” 
 
    “I am no Christian. I do this because it is the right thing to do.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Vincenzo took the woman and her children to their ship and Atrox made his way to the old part of the city, looking for Aban’s shop. He found it in the early evening, just as the sun was going down. Most of the customers had gone and the large musty rooms were now only dimly lit, oil lamps the only illumination. He pretended to look at rugs until a man approached him. 
 
    “What type of rug are you looking for?” 
 
    “I am here to see Aban.” 
 
    “He is not available until tomorrow.” 
 
    “I have a business proposition that will bring him a profit. I suggest you inform him of this. Otherwise he might be quite upset with you.” 
 
    “Does he know you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “What is your name?” 
 
    “Atrox.” 
 
    “The nature of your business?” 
 
    “Is for his ears only.” 
 
    The shop clerk narrowed his eyes. “Wait here.” 
 
    Atrox nodded. 
 
    A short while later the clerk returned. “Follow me.” 
 
    They walked to the back of the market place, past many stacks of rugs, until they came to a dimly lit door with a guard. The clerk knocked and a voice came from the other side. 
 
    “Enter.” 
 
    The Tyrian walked in and the door closed behind him. The room had just one small lamp, but a large man was sitting at a table. He motioned Atrox to sit. 
 
    “What is this proposition you speak of?” 
 
    “You are Aban?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “At the market today, you purchased a slave named Andrew.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “You paid eighty pieces of silver for him. I will give you ninety.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    The Tyrian shrugged. “I bought the rest of his family. It serves my purposes better to keep them together.” 
 
    “You speak somewhat like the monks who come here to ransom Christian captives. But I do not think you are a monk.” 
 
    “You would be right.” 
 
    “Or a Christian.” 
 
    “Right again.” 
 
    “One hundred pieces of silver and he is yours.” 
 
    “Not a Christian, or a monk, but not stupid either. You gain ten pieces of silver for little work, Aban. Don’t try to take further advantage of me. That would make me angry.” 
 
    “At my word, the guard comes through the door wielding a sword.” 
 
    Atrox leaned back and chuckled. “Summon him, we’ll see what happens. It may be your guard will lose his sword and his life and I will simply take your slave.” 
 
    A pause, and then Aban chuckled as well. “You are too serious, my friend. I’m jesting with you. Ninety pieces of silver is very fair. I accept your offer.” 
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    Bishop Resta 
 
    Jaffa: 916 AD 
 
      
 
    They had visited two other slave markets, successfully ransoming a few more slaves and now Vincenzo and Atrox were on yet another errand. Before leaving Rome, the Cardinal nephew had given them a summons for Bishop Resta of Jaffa and Lorenzo had advised caution. There was concern of Resta’s loyalty; Jaffa was on the border of Arab lands and the area was not always safe for Christians.  
 
    And now the two stood in Bishop Resta’s office, having been escorted there by one of the local priests. Both the priest and the bishop seemed to be looking upon them with suspicion. 
 
    “You say you are about the pope’s business,” said Resta. “What does John ask of me?” 
 
    Vincenzo pulled the sealed document from beneath his robe. “I know not, Bishop Resta, only that he would summon you to Rome.” 
 
    Resta grabbed the extended document. “This is absurd.”  
 
    He broke the seal and opened the parchment, read silently and then nodded, his face becoming red. He finally looked up, tossing the summons on the desk. 
 
    “Take the message back,” he fumed, “I do not have time to answer the pope’s inquiries about my loyalty. I am busy doing God’s work in Jaffa. It grieves me just as much as it does him that Christian pilgrims are being kidnapped and killed. I am trying to solve this problem. He insults me with his accusations.” 
 
    The outburst had Atrox fuming, but Vincenzo simply smiled and nodded. “As you wish, Bishop Resta. I pray you would excuse us now to take your reply back to Rome.” 
 
    “Get out of my sight.” Resta waved them off. A guard opened the door. The two monks nodded, turned and exited. The guard closed the door again and faced the bishop. 
 
    “Bring the commander immediately.”  
 
    The guard nodded. 
 
    A short time later the Arab captain sat across the desk from Resta. 
 
    “Nadir, they grow suspicious of our business arrangement. This pilgrim business has been quite profitable for both of us. I lead you to the wealthy pilgrims, you kidnap them, ransom them back to the church and we split the profits. But my friend, I am in jeopardy.” 
 
    The Arab shrugged. “Let my men kill the monks. Word will not get back to Rome and this will diffuse the situation for quite some time. Their deaths will not be tied back to you.” 
 
    Resta nodded. “Let it be done as you say.” 
 
    ** 
 
      
 
    “Let us stop and rest, Atrox, I am weary,” sighed Vincenzo. 
 
    “We are less than an hour’s walk from the ship.”  
 
    “I know. Just for a moment.” The monk sat down on a rock, but almost immediately the Tyrian looked startled. 
 
    “On your feet, Vincenzo,” Atrox barked.  
 
    “I just sat down...” 
 
    “Now. We are under attack.” 
 
    “I don’t see...” 
 
    Just then two Arab soldiers appeared in front of them, blocking their path. Two more appeared behind them.  
 
    “We are poor monks,” complained Vincenzo, “It does no good to rob us.” 
 
    “We are not here to rob you,” said one, slowly pulling his sword. “We are here to silence you. You will not be taking word of your meeting with Resta back to Rome.” 
 
    “Vincenzo,” said Atrox, “use your staff to fight. Block their swords; strike back.” 
 
    “Atrox, what about you?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about me.” He pulled a sword from beneath his robes. The Tyrian glared at the Arab who had spoken. “Kill us then, and make it quick.” 
 
    The four rushed, from both front and back. A scimitar cut through the air and Atrox ducked, spinning and swinging his own blade, cutting deep across his enemy’s chest. Fearfully, Vincenzo managed to block a swing with his walking stick and with the other end managed to connect hard into another soldier’s face. The blow staggered him and he fell, but the one whose strike had been parried thrust his blade and ran through the monk. 
 
    Atrox ran through his second attacker and then spun just in time to avoid the blade of the one who had killed Vincenzo. He swung, the Arab parried and thrust. Atrox did a feint and the Arab overextended. Atrox swung hard again, slicing through the Arab’s leg and the man fell to the ground screaming.  
 
    A downward thrust from the Tyrian ended the shriek. The soldier Vincenzo had struck in the face was finally up on his feet, and seeing the carnage began to run in the opposite direction.  
 
    Atrox pulled his sword from the dead soldier, lifted the blade over his head with both hands and hurtled it at the running man, the steel running him through. He fell face down into the sand.  
 
    Retrieving his weapon, Atrox scoured the area for any evidence of more enemy and found none. In minutes everything had changed. The new role he was struggling to learn was upended. Though he projected far more confidence than Vincenzo, the priest has still been the one in charge, the one familiar with protocol. Out of his element, Atrox knew not what to do but take the time to bury his friend in a shallow grave and cover it with stones. 
 
    The Tyrian stood, brushed the sand off his hands and glanced over at the bodies of those who attacked them. 
 
    You’re not done. 
 
    Ripping sword from scabbard he held it at arm’s length and slowly turned in a circle, looking for another assailant. 
 
    “I’m not going to bury those who killed my friend,” he called out. 
 
    That’s not what I’m talking about. 
 
    “Where are you?” he shouted. “Come out of hiding and face me!” 
 
    “I’m behind you, Atrox. No one is hiding.” The Tyrian spun around and saw a woman standing in the sand, about twenty feet away. She wore a red tunic, had shoulder length dark hair and both hands held the hilt of a sword, its tip in the sand. She looked about thirty years of age.  
 
    “Do you fight alongside Resta’s soldiers?” he demanded. 
 
    “No, I do not.” 
 
    “Who are you, and what do you want?” 
 
    “I am vengeance and retribution. My name is Nemesis. I said you were not done because although these men killed your friend, the one who ordered them to attack was Resta. He is the one ultimately responsible, and yet he still lives.” 
 
    Atrox frowned. “I do not start unprovoked battles. I defend myself against threats. These men tried to kill me, and by defending myself they died. I see nothing wrong with that.” 
 
    “Of course there is nothing wrong with that,” Nemesis answered, “But there is more to it.” 
 
    “Resta sent men to kill me. They did not succeed. The threat has been resolved. Resta never raised a sword against me.” 
 
    “But by his word, these men did.” 
 
    “I am done with this and want nothing more than to return to Rome.” 
 
    “If Resta knew you were still alive, he would send more soldiers to hunt you down.” 
 
    “Perhaps. But he does not know this. I will be long gone before he discovers what happened.”  
 
    “Atrox, the Pope had suspicions about Resta’s loyalty. You proved the Pope right. He will continue to defy the Pope and will not come to Rome to be held accountable. There have been no consequences for his behavior. This means Vincenzo has died in vain.” 
 
    “Vincenzo died, and four men paid for that with their lives,” the Tyrian insisted. “The Pope gave no order to kill Resta.” 
 
    “Because he didn’t imagine Vincenzo would be killed, or imagine the depth of Resta’s treachery. None of these men would have attacked without orders from Resta. Their actions are an extension of Resta’s will. There is a law of justice at stake here. By Resta’s word, your friend is dead. The scales of justice must be balanced.” 
 
    “Resta will have guards. To get to him I will have to kill them.” 
 
    “That may be the case, but the blood of Vincenzo cries out from the earth for justice. You must avenge him. Full payment for Vincenzo’s death must include Resta’s life.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Late in the afternoon, Bishop Resta was finishing up some writing and was preparing to retire to his quarters to take dinner. Just as he rose from his desk the door to his office was kicked in and a very large and angry man stood in his doorway. 
 
    “Guards!” he shouted. 
 
    “They will not hear you. They are dead.” 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “Atrox.” 
 
    “The monk from this morning? Where are your monk’s robes?” 
 
    “I wrapped my friend Vincenzo in them when I buried him.” 
 
    “Vincenzo is dead?” 
 
    “Yes, on your orders, so he would not take word back to Rome.” Atrox slowly drew his sword. 
 
    “You are a monk! You do not solve problems with a sword. Put it away!” 
 
    “You do not order me. You killed my friend and I am no longer a monk.” 
 
    “You cannot cast aside your vows like that. Vengeance is not your right,” the bishop was scolding, shaking his fist; but there was fear in his eyes. 
 
    “And to sentence death is not yours. I will hear no more of your words.”  
 
    The sword sliced through the air and the room was silent. 
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    Three Score and Ten 
 
    Rome: 916 AD 
 
      
 
    Upon returning to Rome he found and met with Lorenzo, relaying the delivery of the summons, the attack by Arab soldiers and his angry retaliation against Resta. The cardinal turned white with horror, but kept his composure. Atrox did not regret his actions, but he did fear losing this new job since it paid well and allowed him to travel. He was therefore somewhat nervous to be summoned to meet with the Pope a few days later.  
 
    “Atrox,” the pope began, “I sorrow with you regarding the death of your friend, Vincenzo. He was a good man.” 
 
    “He was. And I feel my retribution, while rash, was justly deserved. I hope you do not dismiss me from my position because of this.” 
 
    A slight smile crept onto the Pope’s face. “Do you like your position, Atrox?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “I do not dismiss you, my friend. Resta was a difficult problem, one which has now been resolved. Perhaps others who harbor rebellious thoughts might think again before they act foolishly against God and his church.” 
 
    “I hope so.” 
 
    “Atrox, I have need of your services in a larger capacity. The pay and rewards are great.” 
 
    “I’m interested, of course. What do you wish?” 
 
    “Sometimes I need messages delivered and the task is dangerous. Sometimes I would need you to detain someone and bring them to Rome. There are others who present the church with problems. They rebel and their hearts are hard. These will not repent or recognize my authority. I would ask you to be my personal enforcer of doctrine in these cases. When one of these have hardened their hearts so much they will not hear the commandments of God, I would ask you to end their life.” 
 
    “This assignment intrigues me. The work sounds interesting and if the pay were good … However, I have no quarrel in defending myself and killing someone who threatens me, but to simply kill someone with whom I have no argument, this goes against my will.” 
 
    “What if it were God’s will, Atrox?” 
 
    “How would I truly know it is God’s will?” 
 
    “Because God will make a covenant with you – if you will take this holy assignment. How old are you, Atrox?” 
 
    “I am thirty years old.” 
 
    “The scriptures say the life of a man is three score and ten years, but many do not survive that long. Disease takes many before their time. Accidents happen, and then sometimes unfortunate souls like Vincenzo are cut down in the prime of their life. This work I offer you comes with some degree of danger, but if you embrace this calling God will covenant that you will surely survive until at least seventy years of age. No accident will befall you; no disease bring you low; no sword cut you down.” 
 
    “You are able to promise me such a thing?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “What if you die before that time?” 
 
    “I will leave instructions with my successor. Your work will continue until you reach your appointed number of years. The promise will remain in place.” 
 
    The Tyrian looked at the ground and pondered for a moment. “All right. I accept.” 
 
    “Very good, my friend. Now, kneel before me and I will confirm this blessing.” 
 
    Atrox knelt in front of the Pope and the pontiff slowly laid hands upon his head. “Atrox, I, John X, the Servant and Prince of God’s Kingdom on the earth, do confirm the blessing included in Psalms 90:10; the length of our days is numerated to be threescore and ten years, and for your service to the church, in the name of God, I promise you will be given all of those years, neither to be cut short by any manner of death. Disease will not bring you low or compromise your health, nor will your vitality diminish with the advancing years. Amen.” 
 
    The Tyrian took a thoughtful breath and stood. “How do I know this is truly in effect?” 
 
    The Pope smiled. “Hold out your right hand.” 
 
    Puzzled, Atrox did what he was asked. John’s left hand slowly reached out, but then there was a flash from his right and the Tyrian’s wrist was slashed and bleeding. 
 
    “What have you done?” he raged. 
 
    “Patience, my friend. I’m sure it hurts –” 
 
    “Damn right it hurts –” 
 
    “Wait, but a moment.” The pontiff’s tone was gentle. 
 
    Atrox watched his wrist in alarm, knowing a wound like this could be fatal simply from such rapid loss of blood.  
 
    The cut bled profusely but a moment, then slowed to a trickle before stopping. The throbbing quieted and dulled, and he could do nothing but watch in fascination for minutes more, in awe as the wound closed. Seconds longer and it was a pink scar. A minute later, just a faded line on his tan skin.  
 
    Atrox looked up and nodded. “I believe you.” 
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    First Test of Mortality 
 
    Benevento: 916 AD 
 
      
 
    Atrox strolled leisurely through the market, his attention drawn to some of the knives and daggers on display. He’d just set one back down and was walking away when he heard the voice off in the distance. 
 
    “Atrox of Tyre.” 
 
    There was some familiarity to the sound. It made him pause involuntarily and he swore under his breath, knowing the action gave him away.  
 
    “Halt!” Another voice, one with some authority shouted. Turning around, about twenty feet away, he was surprised to see his old overseer, accompanied by a half dozen soldiers.  
 
    “Adad,” he nodded politely. “What a surprise to see you here.” 
 
    “Not a surprise to see you, Atrox. We’ve been searching for months to find you.” 
 
    “Why would you do that?” the Tyrian called out.  
 
    “You left my employ rather abruptly.” 
 
    “I asked for a raise and was not encouraged by how long it would take to happen. I was disgusted and left. Are you here to pay me unclaimed wages? If so, thank you, but since my leaving probably caused you problems, I hold no claim on further pay.” 
 
    “That is not why I am here.” Adad was seething. “I will leave further explanation to the captain.” 
 
    A horseman rode a few steps closer and stopped next to the overseer. “I am Lambert, Captain of the guard for the Duke of Spoleto, servant of Berenger, King of Italy and Holy Roman Emperor. You are under arrest. Lay down your sword.” 
 
    “Under what charges?” Atrox cautiously replied. 
 
    “Berenger had ordered a flask of Tyrian purple. After you left Tyre it was missing. We have every reason to believe you took it.” 
 
    “Most unfortunate it has gone missing,” Atrox nodded. “However, as you can see, I do not have it.” 
 
    “He probably sold it,” answered Adad. 
 
    “That would have brought me great wealth,” Atrox countered. “Considering my clothes and where I am shopping, does it look like I have great wealth?” 
 
    “Enough.” Lambert cut him off. “I have orders to arrest you. Anything beyond that is none of my concern. Now, for the last time, lay down your sword.” 
 
    For a moment Atrox pondered his situation. This was all counter to the favor he had gained with the church. If he submitted to the Duke’s captain, he would likely be thrown in prison to rot and not be able to continue in the Pope’s employ.  
 
    If he did not submit, there would be a sword fight, six against one, and he’d never beaten more than four at a time. However, there was the promise he’d been given by the Pope; a full life of seventy years. And counting on that covenant meant they could not kill him. In a battle against even six soldiers, he would prevail. It would not be painless, but he would survive.  
 
    Reaching over his shoulder Atrox pulled his blade. Instead of dropping it he took a battle stance. Looking over his opponents, he took a deep breath and slowly exhaled. “No.” 
 
    The captain looked amused. “No? Do you think you have a choice?” He made a quick hand motion and the half dozen formed a circle around the Tyrian. Just because of his size they were exercising some caution. 
 
    “Try not to kill him,” said the captain.  
 
    Two moved in to attack, swinging steel. Atrox flipped his sword up quickly, deflecting one blade and then the other. Swinging low, his blade opened up a gash on one soldier’s leg. That one shrieked and fell and Atrox gave him a quick kick in the gut before the other five moved in.  
 
    Scooping up the fallen soldier’s blade he turned to face them. Shouting, they rushed into an attack. Slashing, Atrox caught one of them in the side. It wasn’t a serious wound, but it would slow the man down. Momentarily distracted, the Tyrian felt a sharp pain in his left side as a blade stabbed two inches deep. Shouting, he spun away, pausing for a moment.  
 
    His enemies watched, obviously waiting for him to fall over, or at least surrender. This sort of wound was familiar. Shock would set in, and the loss of blood would make him disoriented and lightheaded. This sort of injury stole the will to fight. 
 
    But then a curious thing happened, not unlike his experience with the Pope. The sharp burning pain faded within a few seconds and the bleeding stopped. A dull ache remained, but it too began to diminish and this emboldened Atrox. His opponents looked astonished as Atrox drove into their midst, catching one in the neck with the edge of his sword. The man fell and then there were four.  
 
    They had some ability; he had to grant them that. But these were guards who knew just basic skills. They were by no means accomplished swordsmen.  
 
    The one on his left got careless, a little too close. Atrox slashed with the left blade and it cut the back of the sword hand. Startled, the man dropped his blade and the Tyrian pivoted and ran him through. Three left. But two of them were standing far too close together. Atrox parried one blade and its tip raked across the face of the other guard. In two quick slashes one fell, bleeding from a deep gash across the chest and Atrox ran the other through. But he was not quite fast enough and earned a deep gash on the left calf before the man fell. 
 
    One left. Atrox turned to face his last opponent. This one sized him, saw the deep gash and flowing blood on the Tyrian’s leg and grinned. It was deep and it felt on fire. Atrox was limping, teeth clenched, circling, slowed by pain.  
 
    When he’d run the last one through, Atrox hadn’t pulled out the sword. He didn’t much care for fighting with two blades. But now he was limping and two blades would have been an equalizer. But again, the stinging burn was fading and the bleeding almost stopped. Testing the leg, the limp was half healed and he faked a lunge at his opponent. The remaining guard seemed baffled an opponent could heal on the battlefield and some of the confidence appeared to fade from his face.  
 
    They circled each other, probing, shuffling feet, barely touching blades. The guard got bold and unleashed a flurry of swings. Though Atrox countered, the attack caught him unprepared.  
 
    The guard’s pommel struck him in the face, staggering him, splitting his lip and his sword got knocked away. There was a flash of steel and Atrox ducked, though not quite fast enough, and the delay earned a cut on the chin.  
 
    The quick succession of injuries should have broken his will, but he spun into his opponent, too close for swords and yanking a dagger from his belt, buried it in the man’s side. The guard, an astonished look on his face, staggered away and fell. Casting his glance about, Atrox located his sword a few feet away.  
 
    Lifting it high he glared at Adad and Lambert, bellowing a challenge. “Do you still want this sword? If so, you still must take it from me.” 
 
    Silence answered and his accusers looked too frightened to speak.  
 
    Atrox pointed the tip of his blade at them. “Trouble me no longer, or you will meet the same fate as your soldiers.” 
 
    The limp all but gone, he turned and strode out of the town square and down an alley. 
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    The Goddess of Lies 
 
    Rome: 916 AD 
 
      
 
    The goblet exploded when it hit the wall, splattering red wine. Hardly able to control her fury Theodora paced the room and stopped, grabbing another glass.  
 
    Baron Ratti, that insolent bastard! She’d expected him to cower today, just like always. But he’d insulted her, in public, within earshot of others. It was outrageous; it was inexcusable and could not go unpunished. The petty little prick would have to die, not just because he deserved it but because if she did nothing then others might also lose their fear of her. 
 
    But this one would prove difficult. He did not reside in Rome and was thus somewhat outside her most direct influence. And neither her husband nor her lover would approve of this retribution. She emptied her glass with a gulp. 
 
    You need a bigger lie. 
 
    Yes, that went without saying. But what sort of a lie would do? 
 
    The Tyrian could be helpful. 
 
    Yes, that was … wait … where were those suggestions coming from? 
 
    “Marozia? Darling, is that you?” 
 
    But the shadowy room only answered with silence. Slowly, Theodora walked over to her bed and slipped her hand under the pillow, bringing out her dagger and hiding it in her sleeve. 
 
    “Who’s there?” she called out.  
 
    “Gaze at the grayest gloomy corners if you want to see me,” a female voice answered. 
 
    Theodora studied the shadows for a moment and finally saw a woman, wan and pale. Her eyes were deep and black, and gave no hint of expression. The stranger wore what once looked to be an elegant gown and headdress, but now they looked wrinkled and old, almost tattered. Her shoulder length hair was dark, in matted ringlets.  
 
    “Who are you?” Theodora asked cautiously. 
 
    “I am called Apate.” 
 
    “Apate?” Theodora poured the goblet full of wine. “Ah...one of the old gods. Well, I don’t believe in the Christian god and I don’t think I believe in you either.” 
 
    “You should. We believe in you.” 
 
    The countess took a sip of wine. “Why do you call yourself Apate? Shouldn’t your name be Fraus? After all, this is Rome.” 
 
    A chuckle came from the shadows. “Apate is the old name, the one I use. You Romans, you always steal things, rename them and then claim them as your own. It’s one of your most endearing qualities.” 
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    The Senatrix and the Tyrian 
 
    916 AD 
 
      
 
    Atrox strolled down one of the corridors of the Lateran Palace, fascinated by the richness of the furnishings. Pausing from time to time, he studied different pieces of art or furniture.  
 
    For a moment he thought someone called his name and it caused him to slow a bit and listen more. And then he heard it again, a female voice.  
 
    A few days earlier he’d overheard the pope having a surprisingly familiar conversation with a woman. There was no opportunity then to see who was speaking, but whispered gossip said it was his good friend Theodora. Now the one he’d overheard was calling him.  
 
    Looking over his shoulder he saw Theodora, the woman who owned the voice, and he stopped as she walked toward him, a warm smile on her face. The way she was approaching made it clear she wanted a conversation. A few feet away she spoke. 
 
    “Ah, Atrox, the mountain of a man I’ve heard so much about. Finally we meet. I’ve been looking forward to making your acquaintance.” She extended her hand. “I am so very pleased to meet the one who fulfilled our Pope’s inspired wishes that he and the cardinals be arrayed in the royal purple.” 
 
    “Senator Theodora, the pleasure is mine.” He gently took her hand and nodded slightly before releasing it. 
 
    “Such a gentleman you are.” She smiled warmly. “I was under the impression your culture was perhaps a little less concerned with such formalities.” 
 
    It was a slight dig, but of little consequence. “I have learned much since I arrived here, Senator.” It seemed she reveled in his deferment.  
 
    “Please,” she implored, “call me Theodora.” 
 
    “As you wish.” 
 
    “Atrox, I have heard of your assignment from our Pope. I am glad he has found a way to resolve difficult issues without protracted negotiations.” 
 
    “I do what I can to help...Theodora.” 
 
    “Of course. Atrox,” the volume of her voice decreased slightly, and she glanced about. “I wonder if I might share something with you in confidence?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Please walk with me.” She motioned down the hall and they continued at a leisurely pace, until it was clear they were away from curious ears. 
 
    “One of the nobles has a grudge against our Pope. Several people have even heard him make threats after this matter.” 
 
    “Hmmm, this is concerning,” said the Tyrian. 
 
    “I am worried he may carry out some immediate violence against the Holy Father. It seems as if the best course would be to strike him down before that happens.” 
 
    “I serve the Pope and while in Rome I protect him, Theodora. No one shall harm the Pope while I am nearby.” 
 
    “And yet, right now, he is out of your sight and protection, and thus in danger.” 
 
    There was annoyance in her voice, and he wasn’t sure what he had done to earn it. “Only because I have just learned of this threat. I suggest we both go find him right now and warn him of this plot.” 
 
    “Do you doubt my word, Atrox?” 
 
    “Of course not. I am only attempting to follow the Pope’s wishes. I’m certain you could provide him with far more information of this plot than I could.” 
 
    “The formalities of protocol are not a luxury we can afford in this situation. Atrox, the conspirator is Baron Ratti. I want him dead before the end of the day. The life of the Pope is dependent upon your decisive and immediate action.” 
 
    “And I am telling you, Theodora, I shall go find the Pope this very moment and confirm his wishes before I take such action.” 
 
    “I am good friends with the Pope, Atrox. He may not be pleased you are resisting my actions.” 
 
    Now she was irritating him. “I am aware of your relationship, Theodora.” Perhaps he shouldn’t have said that, but it felt as if she was goading him. 
 
    “I am a senator of Rome,” she seethed, “and thus by duty I wish to protect our Pope.” 
 
    “As do I, according to his direction, not yours.” 
 
     “Do you defy me?” 
 
    She’d pushed him to a place where there was no other answer. “I do,” he answered plainly.  
 
    There was a blur of motion and he gasped from pain, seeing she’d stabbed him under the ribcage on his left side, her steel seeking his heart.  
 
    “No one defies me,” her voice was cold. “I was aiming for your heart, but if my blade missed the mark it does not matter. If I punctured your lung instead, you will be gasping for air in moments. If my steel cut your liver, you will be seized by excruciating pain. Any of those outcomes will satisfy me.” 
 
    Staggering back a step, it appeared he was going to collapse. Instead, the Tyrian took a slow breath and clutching the dagger hilt with his right hand, Atrox pulled it out and dropped it; the bloody blade splattering on the marble floor.  
 
    “I defy you,” he answered. “Apparently our Pope has not told you everything about me.” 
 
    Mouth agape, she looked up from the floor just in time to see his fist before it connected. Theodora’s neck snapped back and the force of the blow sent her sprawling onto her back; her head making an audible crack as it hit the hard marble floor. 
 
    Atrox staggered against the wall, still holding his side. Two priests were briskly walking toward him.  
 
    One called out. “We saw the whole thing. The woman over there on the floor attacked and you simply defended yourself.” 
 
    “You are in need of a doctor, friend,” the other priest stated.  
 
    “It’s really not that bad,” Atrox waved him off. “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    The first one had hurried over to see the woman on the floor. “Brother Timothy, come here,” he called to the other. The second priest walked over, took a look, and motioned for the first to converse with him a little ways off. 
 
    “It is Theodora.” 
 
    “I know. What shall we do? She’s still alive, although injured badly. Should we leave and allow her to die? Perhaps this is God’s punishment for her cruel temperament.” 
 
    “No, stay with her, but give no aid. I shall go find the Pope, though without any great urgency. Whether she lives or dies, that is in God’s hands.” 
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    Betrayal
916 AD  
 
      
 
    By the end of the day Atrox was recovered from the wound. The doctor had come to visit Theodora in her room and Marozia stood nearby, feeling helpless while the doctor conducted his examination. After a few minutes he stood and motioned daughter away from the bed to the balcony, where he joined her. 
 
    “Your Mother’s injuries are serious, but probably not life threatening. Her cheekbone is broken and her jaw is cracked. Two teeth were knocked out. There is a large bump on the back of her head and she is only semi-conscious. She seems to have limited use of her right side. You must soak cloths in cold water and apply to the swelling for the next few days. She needs much rest and will probably be more comfortable if the lighting is not too bright in her room. She is undoubtedly in considerable pain, so somniferous wine will help.” 
 
    “Somnif...?” Marozia asked. 
 
    “Somniferous … wine with ground up poppy seeds. The residue dissolves quite well. It makes the wine somewhat bitter, but it diminishes the pain and will help her sleep.” 
 
    “Will she recover completely, doctor?” 
 
    “It is too early to tell. Nor am I able to tell you how long this will take. I am sorry. I wish there was better news to tell.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Marozia came to visit regularly, twice a day for the first week, bringing cold wet cloths to soothe swelling, and the wine to dull pain.  
 
    Her Mother took long naps and her night sleeps were often twelve hours long. She gradually regained her lucidity, but it was compromised by ferocious headaches that were often incapacitating, and a lingering paralysis on her right side which made walking and even talking difficult. It also made her once beautiful face look asymmetrical.  
 
    Pope John had come to visit the day after her injury. He seemed disheartened to look upon his lover, now only a shadow of her former self. He had not been back.  
 
    Perhaps even more painful to Theodora was that her husband had not come to see her. She knew he had been traveling and that excused his absence for perhaps a week, but almost another week later and she had still not seen him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    One evening, toward the end of Marozia’s visit, they sat and talked on the balcony, Theodora semi-reclining on a couch.  
 
    “Where... is your... father, Marozia? Why... has... has… not come?” 
 
    “I have word he will be back in Rome later this week. He will surely come to see you as soon as he arrives. I will see to it, Mother.” 
 
    She nodded. “I have... I have so...little... to look forward... to.” She held up a cane. “I must... use. Makes... me... look weak. They... whisper... behind my... back now. I... hear it. You must... take charge. Keep our... power.” 
 
    “Mother, I have tried. I relay your wishes. I even demand. But they insist on waiting until you are better and discussing them with you. They only patronize me.” 
 
    Theodora’s eyes flashed anger. “When... I am... better, they will... feel... my wrath. For now... Marozia, you... must... make them listen. Must keep...power. Whatever... the cost. 
 
      
 
      
 
    An hour later, now alone in her apartment, Theodora slowly made her way to the bed. Leaning her cane against the wall she sat on the edge of the couch, struggling to do even that. The top of the cane slid down and clattered to the floor. Gazing at it she sighed, realizing the effort it would take to right it.  
 
    It is such a pity things turned out this way. 
 
    Recognizing the voice in her mind Theodora slowly, with great effort, turned her glance to the left. In the shadows stood Apate. 
 
    “You... why... taunt me?” 
 
    You do not need to speak, Theodora, simply direct your thoughts to me. 
 
    At that invitation, the senatrix’s thoughts came furiously at the goddess. You came to me, advised me on a course of action and I listened to you! I took your advice, did what you suggested. Look at what it has got me. I am broken! 
 
    The goddess chuckled. Foolish woman. I said the Tyrian could be helpful, not that he would be helpful. Did you not see that shade of meaning? You, yourself, tell at least one lie every single day. You are so accomplished at it, I am surprised you would miss my subtlety.  
 
    Angry and frustrated, a tear ran down Theodora’s face. 
 
    “I accepted your counsel and your words as true. Does my loyalty mean nothing?” 
 
    Now Apate shook her head. “You self-serving bitch. Now you are the one lying. You cared nothing for giving me your loyalty. You seized upon an idea that would serve your needs with no regard to where it came from. In answer to your question, your loyalty means nothing to me. I care not who profits from my machinations. I am Apate, I am lies and deceit. There is no truth here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    A few days later Marozia stood outside Theodora’s doorway. Not wanting a long visit, she had waited until late in the day. 
 
    Though she had taken her mother’s advice, all those who had waited on Theodora’s every word simply brushed aside her daughter. While the senatrix was still active Marozia thought herself the second most powerful woman in Rome. She didn’t mind the power without the spotlight. But it had been an illusion. In these last few weeks the daughter realized any respect shown to her was because Theodora stood behind her. Except now, instead of standing Mother lay in bed, and the citizens of Rome treated Marozia like a child.  
 
    Theophylact, her father, was still a formidable presence, but now he stood alone and those who resented this family might find some way to seize power back. And there was enough of Theodora in her daughter that Marozia simply could not let that happen. This had to be dealt with. Mother was not going to improve any further; in fact, over the past few days she seemed to have suffered some minor setbacks.  
 
    And Theodora’s words kept coming back to her. “Marozia, do not flinch. I have not too many more years. Take what is yours and do not lose what I have bequeathed you.” 
 
    And then just a few days ago her admonition to keep power, whatever the cost. Was Mother giving tacit permission for this inevitable next action? There was no way to know, but Marozia had to accept that rationalization in order to justify her next course of action. It was the only way to assuage her guilt. 
 
    Hemlock. Tonight she would add it to Mother’s wine. Knocking on the door, she called out a greeting before entering the room. 
 
    The sun had set but it was not yet dark outside. The room seemed filled with gloomy shadows. With the help of pillows, Theodora had been able to right herself into somewhat of a sitting position on the edge of her bed before Marozia entered.  
 
    At the sight of her daughter, Theodora smiled. “Marozi... for... awhile... I thought... you... might not... come. But... I can … always … depend... you.” 
 
    And that praise caused a lump in her daughter’s throat. “Mother, I could not let the day pass without seeing you. I am sorry to be so late.” 
 
    “It is... all right. But... so weary... tonight. Would like... to visit... with you, but... so sleepy. And the... pain. Perhaps you... could... pour my... wine. Maybe... a little... extra... tonight.” 
 
    “Yes, Mother.” Marozia picked up the goblet, turned her back to Theodora, poured the wine and added the ground up hemlock, swirling it around until it seemed dissolved enough.  
 
    Walking over to the bed, she smiled and held it out. “A little bit more, just as you asked.” 
 
    “Thank you... Marozia,” she answered, lifting the glass to her lips and drinking steadily until it was gone. The action was surprising.  
 
    “That didn’t take long,” said Marozia. 
 
    “Was...t hirsty. Didn’t taste... too bad... tonight. Thank you... Marozia.” 
 
    Daughter leaned over and kissed mother on the cheek. “You’re welcome. I shall let you get your rest then. Good night.” Standing, she turned away to keep Theodora from seeing her tears and began walking to the door.  
 
    “Good... night. I love... you, Marozia.” 
 
    Catching a sob in her throat, she paused. The last time she recalled hearing those words was as a little girl. Now, hearing them again took her back to that day, a happier time. And her reply from so many years ago slipped out again. “I love you too, Mummy.” 
 
    And then closing the door behind her, Marozia took just a few steps before tears came. Wiping her eyes, she walked briskly away, wanting to be alone to mourn the loss of her Mother. 
 
    A servant checked on the senatrix an hour later to find her sleeping peacefully. But in the morning when breakfast was delivered, they found Theodora was gone, her body barely warm. 
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    Marozia
916 AD 
 
      
 
    Theodora’s funeral was three days later and attended by over two hundred of Rome’s most prominent citizens. Pope John was there, along with two cardinals and several priests.  
 
    Marozia sat stoic next to her father, holding her Mother’s oak cane. Even though it had only been used since her injury it gave Marozia some comfort to have it. Theophylact reached over to take his daughter’s hand and the gesture surprised her. This family was not prone to such acts of comfort.  
 
    Her gaze met his and he leaned in, whispering a question. “What will you do now, daughter?” 
 
    She pulled back and looked into his gray eyes. “I will take my Mother’s place,” she whispered. “I will do my part to help you keep power in this city. This was her final request of me, and I will not fail her.” 
 
    A momentary smile flashed on her father’s face. “I do not doubt your word, Marozia. You are much like Theodora.” 
 
    She smiled back. “I hope you mean that as a compliment, father.” 
 
    “I do. The priest now delivers your Mother’s eulogy. But Marozia, you will be her eulogy, and her legacy.” 
 
    “I will,” she nodded. It was imperative she make some public display of power so the people would realize she was not merely the daughter of a powerful woman. They must know the same blood flowed through her veins. And her father’s words emboldened her.  
 
    Discreetly looking around Marozia found the one she hoped would be here. This good fortune was almost too good to be true and it made her heart beat faster.  
 
    She turned to her father for one more whispered message. “As soon as this service ends I am going to be move quickly to confront someone. Have a few of your guards follow without bringing attention to themselves. At the onset of the confrontation have them close ranks behind me.” 
 
    Her boldness surprised even her, giving orders to her father, the count. Hesitantly she awaited his reaction, but he simply smiled and winked. 
 
    The last ‘amen’ spoken Marozia fairly leapt to her feet, hurrying, dodging people until she caught up with her intended, Baron Ratti. Neither he nor his men knew she was behind them. 
 
    “Well, since I happened to be in Rome,” Ratti complained, “I suppose this duty could not be shirked. Normally I detest being in her company, but it is rather satisfying to know that vicious bitch has taken her last breath.” 
 
    At the last remark a few attendees around him looked alarmed and one of his men leaned over. “Excellency, perhaps it might be better to speak in a quieter voice while we are in the chapel.” 
 
    “The evil monster is dead.” Ratti waved him off. “There is naught she can do to me now.” 
 
    Furious, teeth clenched, Marozia swung her Mother’s cane, hitting Ratti’s left knee with enough force to shatter it. There was a scream and he fell to the ground, convulsing in agony. Marozia raised the cane as a club and three of Theophylact’s men appeared behind her, hands on the hilts of their swords. 
 
    “My Mother’s body is not yet in the ground, ‘Baron’ Ratti, and already you publicly insult her person, her memory, and her family. She was a senator of Rome, sir. She was a countess and friend of the church. Did you not hear her eulogy with your own ears? How dare you attack one who is no longer able to defend herself. What an act of despicable cowardice this is.” 
 
    Ratti had stopped writhing and was still obviously in pain, holding his knee with both hands, but his expression now showed rage. It did not matter. Marozia would not bend.  
 
    She had found her voice and it seemed to fill the chapel. This act of revenge would calm her conscience. “We have not met before, ‘Baron,’ but by way of introduction you will find I deal far more harshly with enemies than my Mother ever did. Apologize right now, to my Mother and my family, or I swear to God I will beat you to death, right here, right now, with her cane.” 
 
    The daughter of Theodora was surrounded by sympathetic mourners and Ratti could see he had been out maneuvered. He held his glare for a moment longer but Marozia took a step closer and raised the cane higher.  
 
    Then he flinched, expression softening. “Excellency, and I address you as such because I gather you would certainly be assuming your Mother’s titles, I am so sorry for my calloused remarks. While your Mother and I often had our difficulties, she was truly a grand lady. I do sincerely apologize now to her, to you and your family. I am so sorry to be a disturbance at this most solemn occasion. I do hope you can forgive me and that we may have a cordial relationship.” 
 
    The ploy had worked, the desired outcome achieved. And while she knew Ratti meant not a thing he’d said, the words and tone were calming, almost prompting her to be gracious and publicly accept his apology. Then, in an instant, she decided that action would weaken the image she’d just displayed.  
 
    Marozia did not want this act to be seen as a temper tantrum that could be soothed back into complacency. No. That would never do. This display must be seen as her true self, one never witnessed before because she had always been in her Mother’s shadow. 
 
    So she simply spun on her heel and stormed off, the crowd parting to let her pass. She happened to catch her father’s eye and saw him subtly nod approval. 
 
    ** 
 
      
 
    As he stood looking at the items on display Atrox heard footsteps and a familiar voice. 
 
    “Ah, Atrox, admiring our exhibit I see.” 
 
    The Tyrian turned his head to a smiling Cardinal Benici. “Yes, though I wonder if I might ask you some questions about it?” 
 
    “Of course, my son.” The cardinal stepped to his left side, near the display. 
 
    “Well,” began Atrox, “I see the crucifix on the wall above the display, so it appears these items pertain in some way to Jesus.” 
 
    “They do.” Benici nodded. “Those small pieces of wood there, those are from the True Cross, the actual crucifix Jesus died upon.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “And the large nail there, that was one of the actual spikes driven through his wrist to hold him to the cross.” 
 
    Atrox nodded and pointed to the last item. “And this.” 
 
    “When the Romans were ready to take someone down from the cross, they typically broke their legs first. If they were not already dead, the shock of that action would cause them to die. However, before doing that to Our Lord, one of the soldiers thrust a spear into his side. Blood and water poured out and they knew he was already dead. Breaking the legs was not necessary. This spearhead, the Spear of Destiny, is that spear. It is a great blessing for the church to possess these items.” 
 
    “Well,” said the Tyrian, “this is the part that is confusing to me.” 
 
    “How is that, my son?” 
 
    “You worship this Son of God, correct?” 
 
    “Yes, all Christians do.” 
 
    “And each spring, as you remember his death, it fills you with sadness…” 
 
    “Yes, it does.” The cardinal nodded solemnly. 
 
    “Yet, you keep and revere those very murder weapons that killed him. Why would you hold these things in such high regard? If someone killed a member of your family with a knife, and you later found that knife, would you keep it, respecting and displaying it for people to see?” 
 
    “No, I would not. But this was different. These are relics of Christ’s suffering, evidence of the miracle of the resurrection.” 
 
    “Do these relics give you more comfort than your faith?” 
 
    “No, of course not. They amplify it. They are further evidence the Lord died so our sins would be forgiven.” 
 
    “Wait,” said Atrox. “Surely you are not saying your god would not forgive people’s sins unless his son died first?” 
 
    “That is exactly what I am saying,” nodded the cardinal.  
 
    “Why would your god require that? Who could force him to do this?” 
 
    The cardinal opened his mouth to speak and then closed it again, patting the Tyrian on the arm. “My friend, this is one of the mysteries of God. There are some things for which we do not know the answer. But though we do not understand, we are still blessed for our faith in them. I must be to a meeting now. Perhaps we could talk again sometime.” 
 
    “Thank you, I would like that. Good day, Cardinal Benici.” 
 
    The cardinal nodded. “And you as well, Atrox.” And Atrox watched him briskly walk away, passing a small group of approaching nuns. 
 
    The Tyrian turned back to the exhibit, studying the different artifacts. Four of the nuns passed by him, but apparently one had stopped behind him. “Trying to understand the mysteries?” the female voice asked.  
 
    “Yes,” he replied. “But it seems of no use, so says Cardinal Benici.” 
 
    “Perhaps the cardinal is not so wise as he thinks.” 
 
    Atrox smiled and turned toward the voice. “That seems an unusual comment for a nun to...” 
 
    But the woman before him was no nun. The only thing upon her head was her red hair. Her pale arms were bare and she seemed enmeshed in a pale glow of light. He was surprised, but her green eyes were kind and inviting. “You’re not a nun.” 
 
    “That is correct. Let me tell you of mysteries. Words are so very important. The Old Testament was originally written in Hebrew and you will not find the word ‘mystery’ there. The New Testament is best known for the Greek translation and contains the word ‘mystery’ numerous times. It comes from the Greek ‘mysterion,’ which means ‘unknown by the world, but knowable to those who honestly seek truth.’ It may be understood by virtue of a greater understanding, or revealed by parable, vision or dream. It is the ‘secret counsel of God.’ But Rome translated the entire Bible into the Latin Vulgate, and the Greek word ‘mysterion’ became the Latin word ‘mysterium.’ And they are not of the same meaning. Mysterium has a meaning leaning more to: unexplained, inexplicable, obscure, unknown. 
 
    “The ‘Son of Man’, as he preferred to call himself, taught many things to his disciples. Some things were more difficult to understand, but they were not unknowable. The Church claims to be the conduit for all answers, but sometimes in ignorance, sometimes as lies, they tell you the reason for such things is unknowable. But that is simply not true. Answers are available to all the sincere of heart.” 
 
    Atrox was dumbfounded by the clarity of her response. It intrigued him. “But how, then...” 
 
    The woman only smiled. “Atrox, patience. We will speak again.” 
 
    “How do you know my...” 
 
    “Your name? At some point I shall explain that as well. Someone is coming to talk with you.” 
 
    Hearing approaching footsteps, Atrox turned his head in the opposite direction to see a young woman walking with purpose in his direction. 
 
    “It is Marozia,” the messenger called out, and he turned back to speak to his visitor, but she was gone. 
 
    The brisk sound of footsteps stopped and Atrox turned to see Marozia, just come from her Mother’s funeral. 
 
    “Atrox?” Her voice was harsh. 
 
    “Yes,” he replied calmly, leaning against a pillar. “You must be Marozia.” 
 
    She stabbed her finger at him. “You killed my Mother.” 
 
    “Theodora demanded I strike down Baron Ratti. I insisted on conferring with the Pope first. She insisted otherwise. Your Mother stabbed her finger at me as well. Except she was a lot closer and it wasn’t her finger, it was a dagger, and it went into my chest. In self-defense I then struck her, one time, with my fist. Because I defied her orders she attacked me, and there were witnesses who will agree with that account. I am sorry your Mother is dead. However, it is difficult to believe my blow killed her.” 
 
    “You recovered rather quickly, sir.” Her voice was trembling. “It is difficult to believe she inflicted a serious wound.” 
 
    “You have no idea.” 
 
    “It matters not. My father is a very powerful man and I will take my Mother’s position as countess and senator. Together we shall make sure you are held accountable for your crime, no matter how much you are in the Pope’s favor.” 
 
    “Do whatever you feel is necessary,” he answered. 
 
    “You have no idea.” Spinning on her heel, Marozia briskly strode away. 
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    Theophylact and John
916 AD 
 
      
 
    The Count of Tusculum had requested this meeting the day after Theodora’s funeral, and the Pontiff was certain it would prove to be awkward. Certainly it was not unprecedented for a high ranking official to request an audience with the Pope after the death of a loved one. And his political office gave the count that privilege. But surely Theophylact knew of their affair. Is that what this was to be about? If so, the outcome could be explosive and unpredictable.  
 
    How much comfort should he offer? To give too much would imply familiarity and could steer the conversation into difficult straits. His own grief was surely as deep, but he did not have the luxury of expressing it. He had lost a passionate lover, and though she was often difficult his feelings for her had been deep. Now she was gone, and the purple trim of his vestments reminded him daily of the woman he could not publicly mourn.  
 
    They had sat together in silence for a few moments, Theophylact gazing out a nearby window.  
 
    Finally John cleared his throat. “Excellency, I am so very sorry for your loss. Rome has lost one of its greatest citizens and yet your loss is immeasurably greater. I cannot imagine the depth of your grief.” 
 
    At that, Theophylact turned to face him, eyes red. “Thank you.”  
 
    His voice sounded sincere. John was not sure, but thought a puzzled expression flashed across Theophylact’s face, as if he had just now noticed the purple trim. But then the count looked toward the window again  
 
    The pontiff breathed a sigh of relief.  
 
    “I understand,” the count began, looking back in John’s direction, “my wife’s death occurred at the hands of one who serves you, a barbarian named Atrox.” 
 
    “Well, yes,” began the Pontiff, “but...” 
 
    Theophylact silenced him with a wave. “I understand my wife struck first, stabbing Atrox in the chest with a knife. In self-defense he retaliated, striking a blow which eventually led to Theodora’s death.” 
 
    John nodded. “This is correct.” 
 
    The count stood and paced. “Self-defense is certainly a valid reason to strike back; however, I tend to look more favorably upon this idea when those involved are of the same social rank. For this brute to savagely strike down... what did you call her, ‘one of Rome’s greatest citizens,’ when he obviously suffered little injury at her hand... it sets a dangerous precedent. I understand he recovered by the end of the day, whereas my wife began a slow but steady decline to death. Your bodyguard’s behavior is outrageous. I demand he be arrested, tried for murder and executed.” 
 
    “Excellency,” John began cautiously, “I am afraid that is not possible.” 
 
    This was a response which would have silenced someone of lesser rank, but the Pope knew it would not do so here. 
 
    Theophylact bristled. “And why is that?” 
 
    “Atrox has many qualities I deem useful. He is large, forceful, and a powerful fighter. His presence is intimidating. I am in need of someone such as this to project my will; to deliver messages, provide safe escort, warn those who may deviate from God’s will and eliminate those who do not repent. For his service I have promised to pay him well and on behalf of the Lord, established a covenant with him that promises the seventy years spoken of in Psalms. It is the Lord’s will he not be struck down with the sword, disease, or even the infirmities of age until he reaches this number of years.  
 
    “Not too long ago he took on six swordsmen in a street fight. Atrox was seriously wounded but recovered quickly and won the battle. Your wife’s dagger punctured his lung and nicked his heart. Yet he healed within hours.” 
 
    “Then my men will attack and wound him. While he is in this weakened state, he will be imprisoned. He can live out his seventy years in a dungeon.” 
 
    “Count Theophylact, I would offer an alternative solution. Theodora wished to use Atrox to enforce her desires. I would now present that option to you, giving you the same latitude to enforce your civil policies. If he is not on an errand on behalf of the church, you are free to use his services.” 
 
    “Just for a season, or for the rest of my life?” 
 
    “For the rest of your life, for surely he will outlive us both.” 
 
    Theophylact gazed out the window for a moment. “I accept.” 
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    Pius Interficientis
916 AD 
 
      
 
    Atrox had asked to meet with the Pope and was surprised his request was immediately granted. He had no idea of how the church functioned, but knew his benefactor was engrossed in all its complexities almost every waking hour of every day.  
 
    And now he felt entangled in those complexities. There were political agendas as well as religious ones. Sometimes they seemed to support each other, but often they seemed to be at odds, at the mercy of favors granted and subsequent shifting alliances. The nuances of seemingly imperceptible calculations were exhausting to him. This was not what he signed up for. 
 
    And now, per Pope John’s direction, they were in the throne room of the Lateran Palace. Atrox stood in front of the seated pontiff. 
 
    “Atrox, my friend. I am pleased you asked to meet with me. I desire to speak with you as well. Since you initially requested this meeting, please begin.” 
 
    “Pope John, I am grateful for your kindness since I have arrived in Rome. You have given me much, including a blessing of protection throughout my life in exchange for serving you. But things are far more troublesome than I could possibly have imagined. Defending myself during an argument with your good friend Theodora, I struck a blow that eventually led to her death. You have not expressed any anger towards me for this and for that I am grateful. But her daughter declares she will have her revenge upon me. I know of your friendship with this family and so I worry about my status. You have given me the blessing of a long life and so I know I will not be killed. I have no fear of that, but I am in terror of being imprisoned. Were I to be cast into a dark dungeon somewhere I would spend the next forty years alone, forgotten and forsaken. Life in Rome is sophisticated and worrisome beyond my understanding. I could easily make a serious error and not even realize it. I must ask you release me from this covenant and I shall be on my way.” 
 
    “Atrox,” the pontiff’s tone was kind and non-threatening. “I understand your concern and worry. You’ve been thrust into the middle of longstanding intrigues you have no stake or interest in. But, please, rest assured, you are under no condemnation.” 
 
    “I appreciate that, but I also realize in spite of you being the head of this church, sometimes things occur here beyond your immediate control. And for that I worry. And this is the reason for my resignation.” 
 
    “My son, you have already provided invaluable service to the church and I realize much good could be done with your help. And I really do need your help. I also understand your concern and anxiety. And so, I am willing to pay you 100 more pieces of gold per month and lengthen your seventy years to one hundred.” 
 
    This was unexpected. He was not used to being offered a raise in pay, or being appreciated for his hard work. This amount of money would make him very comfortable. And to have his life extended with this guarantee was an astonishing development. 
 
    “Pope John, if my life is extended to one hundred years then surely I will outlive you, what will happen to this promise then?” 
 
    “You will be given a special ring, so my successor will recognize you as a unique servant of the Pope. And I will leave written instructions to support that. These two things together will protect you from any unexpectedly rash actions.” 
 
    Atrox nodded. “You offer much. This is very generous. And my duties do not change as a result of this?” 
 
    The Pope was silent for a moment. “Theodora’s husband, Theophylact, requested a meeting with me yesterday. He was very upset by what happened to his wife and wanted you arrested. I convinced him otherwise. But there was a price to be paid.” 
 
    The Tyrian felt his face flush red. “And what was that price?” 
 
    “Your services would also be available to Theophylact for the remainder of his life.” 
 
    “No. I never agreed to this. I will not be bound to yet another employer. What happens if you are in disagreement on a particular issue. Whose side am I bound to then, Holy Father?” 
 
    “To mine.” 
 
    “Somehow I don’t think the Count of Tusculum would agree to that. The answer is still no.” 
 
    “I have already made the agreement,” the Pope answered. “If you do not hold to it, he will attempt to capture you.” 
 
    “Then I will leave your service, break the covenant and leave Rome. Your rewards do not entice me.” 
 
    “If you leave and Theophylact cannot find you, then he will hold me responsible.” 
 
    Atrox shrugged. “That is none of my concern.” Turning, he began to walk away. 
 
    “I will pay more and extend your years more,” the Pope called. 
 
    “Not interested,” the Tyrian called back, and kept walking. 
 
    “I will double your current pay and add 700 years to the seventy you are already promised.” The offer overtook his ears. 
 
    Atrox halted and turned to face Pope John. “What did you say?” 
 
    John smiled relief. “Your pay is doubled and your journey on this Earth shall be a total of 770 years. At the end of these years, over three quarters of a millennium from now, you will scarcely look or feel older than you do today. My friend, will you do this duty for God and his pope so you may receive this blessing?” 
 
    The Tyrian looked at the ground and the throne room was silent. “With God’s blessing you will add 700 more years to my life, in addition to the seventy already promised?” 
 
    “Yes, I will, for your service.” 
 
    “If it is God’s will, and for this blessing, I will do it.” 
 
    “Very good, my friend. Now, kneel before me and I will confirm this blessing.” 
 
    Atrox knelt in front of the Pope and the pontiff slowly laid hands upon his head. 
 
    “Atrox, I, John X, the Servant and Prince of God’s Kingdom on the earth, do ordain you Pius Interficientis, Holy Slayer. Your blessing is included in Psalms 90:10; the days of our years are threescore and ten years; and by reason of strength to those, I promise, by this covenant you make, to add threescore and ten decades, so you will surely journey upon this earth for 770 years. Amen.” 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
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    John and Marozia 
 
    916 AD 
 
      
 
    It had been a month since her Mother’s funeral and it was time to have the meeting Marozia had dreaded. She needed to form some sort of alliance with the Pope. Unlike her Mother’s relationship there would be no sexual element to it; she could not bear to be with the man who had allowed her Mother’s attacker to go unpunished. And yet her own father had solidified his allegiance with Pope John, and so she must do the same.  
 
    Theophylact was often away from the city on business and Marozia had already assured him she would be there for the day to day affairs to ensure her family’s continued influence. And so, today, she would meet with the Pope, but it would be on her terms. She had refused his invitation to meet within the protective surroundings of the church, where he was at his greatest power. And she could not stomach the thought of having him visit her family’s estates.  
 
    No, they would meet here in the gardens where Theodora had often walked with him. Marozia sat on a stone bench, watching the pontiff approaching from afar. Yes, this was Mother’s realm, the garden, where female wiles might overpower male patriarchy. Theodora’s daughter would make this her place as well. He was almost to her now, so she smiled and stood. 
 
    She would use this Pope to get the things she wanted in life, the things needed to guarantee her family’s legacy. And then she would destroy him. 
 
    The pontiff smiled and extended his hand. “My child, thank you for coming.” 
 
    She took his and nodded. “So very nice to see you this morning, your Holiness.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    928 AD 
 
      
 
    It was a place of damp earth and rusted iron and it repulsed Marozia to be walking through it. There was an occasional torch on the wall, adding burning oil to the smell of dirt, vomit and feces. Fortunately, a slight breeze blew through the corridor. This was only the second time she had been here; the first was shortly after she’d had Pope John X arrested. 
 
     That day had been to gloat. She was never able to forgive the pontiff for his inaction on her Mother’s attacker; and finally, twelve years later, seeing one disappointment after another in the man, she’d had enough. This one had worn out his usefulness and the only additional joy left in his existence was to have him imprisoned.  
 
    Somehow, he had managed to survive here longer than she’d anticipated. Marozia wanted him to die, but her father was reluctant to execute a Pope. Though she’d tried to lace his drinks twice with hemlock, he was wary of the things he ate, avoiding anything bitter, choosing only the blandest foods.  
 
    She wished him a painful end, but not a bloody, violent one. Bringing death to him now was Marozia’s goal, but not one she wished to take public credit for. Private satisfaction was sufficient.  
 
    Reaching his cell, she stopped. His back was to her and when he realized the footfalls had stopped, he turned around. 
 
    “John,” she spoke as if surprised to see him, and purposefully neglecting any mention of titles. 
 
    “Marozia,” he answered. “To what do I owe the pleasure of your visit?” 
 
    She was dressed warmly, with long sleeves and even leather gloves. John wore but pants and a short sleeved, open neck shirt. He appeared uncomfortable from the cold. 
 
    Marozia moved close to the bars and he did likewise. “I trust you are being well fed?” She feigned concern. 
 
    “Well enough. How long do you propose to keep me here?” 
 
    “That has not yet been determined,” she answered. “Some have suggested releasing you to exile.” 
 
    “Not my first choice,” he replied, “But if it would see me removed from this place, I would be agreeable to such an arrangement.” 
 
    “You look chilled,” she said, making a fist with her gloved right hand before slipping it between the bars to rub his bare left arm.  
 
    “It’s not terribly cold...” he glanced down at his arm, seeing crushed, damp bits of leaves falling from his skin to the ground. “What is this? What have you done, Marozia?” 
 
    “Oh that?” she chuckled. “It’s nothing, really. Don’t worry about it.” 
 
    “My arm is tingling and going numb. What have you done to me?” His voice rose in alarm. 
 
    She smirked. “It’s wolfsbane, you pious, pitiful man. By the way, the plant is also called monkshood. Appropriate, don’t you think? Some poisons leave telltale signs, but this one will simply stop your heart and no one will suspect anything. And just for the record, I preferred a sentence of death for you rather than exile.” 
 
    “Is this how your Mother died?” he fired back. “Did you poison her too?” 
 
    He was trying to get in one last jab, but she would not have it, and only chuckled. “John, you are supposed to be The Bishop of Rome and Vicar of Christ, Pontifex Maximus, the mouthpiece of your god. Has he not yet revealed the answer to that question to you? Well, no matter. In a few minutes you will be in his presence and can ask him then. Give him my regards, won’t you?” 
 
    His answer was only a hateful glare.  
 
    “Goodbye, John. Enjoy your last few minutes.” 
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    In the Language of the People
1010 AD Dorset, England 
 
      
 
    For the first time Atrox was leaving the continent by ship, crossing the gray channel on his way to Britain. He had been assured the open sea would soon give way to a new coastline, and so he stood on deck gazing at the water, letting his mind wander. 
 
    The last ninety-five years had seen him travel across Europe numerous times, sometimes as just a messenger, other times to impose the will of the Pope.  
 
    He would have thought the Catholic church, as large and well established as it was, would be led by middle-aged Popes who reigned until death finally took them or old age led to resignation. He would have expected stability and smooth transitions of power from an organization that purported to represent Christianity for the last thousand years. 
 
    But this had not been the case. Pope John X had been his original employer, and that relationship had lasted over a decade. But on one of his returns to Rome, John was gone, replaced by Pope Leo VI. And two years later, Stephen VII took his place.  
 
    As time went on there was a steady procession of pontiffs, nominated by Marozia and other members of her family, working to consolidate their power and influence. Marozia made her son John XI Pope at age 20, but he died just a few years later. And then in fairly rapid succession, Leo VII, Stephen VIII, Marinus II, Agapetus II, John XII, Benedict V, Leo VIII, John XIII, Benedict VI, Benedict VII, John XIV, John XV, Gregory V, Sylvester II, John XVII, John XVIII, and now Sergius IV. It seemed a strange arrangement and an odd way to run the church, but to Atrox this was simply a job, one that paid well and had many benefits.  
 
    But it felt strange in other ways as well. People came into his life for what seemed like just a season, and then they were gone. It was difficult to hold friends. His journeys were such that he might make friends or even fall in love, and then circumstances would take him away. It could be years before he would return.  
 
    To him the years seemed short, and Atrox was always surprised those he had known had either moved away or left this life. Only on rare occasions did he find them to be where he had left them. It was always a surprise to see how old they had become and that they even remembered the Tyrian, though they were always astonished to see he still looked the same.  
 
    And so, one day, some fifty years ago, after leaving Rome he’d picked some olives, carrying them with him, a vague purpose in mind. On a whim he’d stopped near a memorable spot on the Adriatic coast, overlooking the sea and planted two of them. A few years later he’d stopped again to check on it and was pleased to see it had sprouted and had grown to the height of his shoulder. On one of his last trips, another stop to check and he found the tree to be well established, almost twice his height, of considerable girth and now producing olives.  
 
    The people in his life might come and go, living and dying, but this tree was a silent green marker, a calendar of his years, and a constant signpost in an ever-changing world. 
 
      
 
      
 
    But now, there, on the horizon through the mist, were the white cliffs the sailors had told him about. Soon they would be docking at the port of Dover and then Atrox would begin his journey to confront an English abbot, one Aelfric of Eynsham. 
 
    The road took him first to London, then west into Dorset. On the third day his horse brought him finally to the Cerne Abbey, to where Aelfric taught and wrote.  
 
    In Atrox’s eyes the offenses of the abbott seemed less than crimes, but he had not embraced the Catholic faith and so he was unsure why the Pope thought them so offensive.  
 
    This Aelfric was charged with translating the first six books of the Old Testament into English, the language of the people. It seemed reasonable for English Catholics to be able to read the Bible in their own language, but Pope Sergius pointed out that the translation corrupted the word of God, and besides, the people needed a priest to explain the meaning. Laymen could not possibly understand such things on their own. And even more puzzling, the Pope was outraged that Aelfric denied some doctrine called transubstantiation. Atrox had asked about it, but the explanation seemed so strange he didn’t even try to understand it. 
 
    Getting off his horse some fifty feet away from the abbey, he tied up his mount and walked toward the building. There was a contingent of men at arms at the door, some four soldiers armed with swords. Seeing this foreigner approach they drew their swords. Evidently Atrox had been expected.  
 
    Twenty feet away one of the soldiers stepped forward. 
 
    “Halt.” 
 
    Atrox stopped. He’d not yet drawn his sword, so these men should not feel the need to treat him aggressively.  
 
    “State your name and purpose for being here.” 
 
    “I am Atrox, a personal representative of Pope Sergius IV. I am here to see Aelfric of Eynsham.” 
 
    The guard in charge hesitated a moment, then turned to another guard, nodded and motioned to the door. The guard went to the door, opened it and disappeared inside, closing the door. 
 
    The chief guard resumed his position and looked at Atrox. “You will wait.” 
 
    A moment later the other guard came out of the abbey, whispered in the leader’s ear and the resumed his position as one of four guarding the door.  
 
    They all stood in silence for a moment and Atrox was curious as to how this would unfold. He did not have to wait long. Both of the large doors opened and the abbot stepped forward. He was dressed in dark robes, had a shock of gray hair and a thick beard, all in all a distinguished look. He stood behind the protection of the soldiers. 
 
    “I am Aelfric of Eynsham, the abbot here at Cerne.” 
 
    “I am Atrox, a representative of Pope Sergius IV, here to inquire of you regarding the Pope’s last communication.” 
 
    “Yes, I have received it; his terse admonition I must cease my translation of the Bible from Latin to the common tongue.” 
 
    “Have you kept the Pope’s word, abbot?” 
 
    “No sir, I have not. The request to do this work was given me by the ealdorman Aethelweard, brother of our king, Alfred the Great. How could I not honor this request?” 
 
    “Your loyalty is first to the Pope,” Atrox answered. 
 
    “I hardly consider my acts to be a great sin,” the abbot shot back, impatience in his voice. “But if the Pope does, then he should excommunicate me and be done with this. Then my actions should not worry him. It will matter not if I repent, for I will be outside his jurisdiction.” 
 
    “On the contrary, by your continued defiance he considers you to be an enemy of the church and of him personally.” 
 
    “That is absurd. I have no concern at all what happens to the man. Whether he should die six months or sixty years from now it matters not to me. How can I be his enemy when I have not even thought of him in weeks?” 
 
    “He considers your crimes worthy of death.” 
 
    “Perhaps he does. But perhaps he should take my course of action. I do not worry about him. I suggest he not worry about me. I follow my king and bring the word of God to the common man.” 
 
    “When I tell him of your death he will stop worrying about you.” 
 
    Aelfric laughed. “The church holds no jurisdiction for capital punishment. There must be a trial and then a recommendation of death made to the civil authorities. And that might not go the way you desire, since I am the chief religious authority and have the support of the crown. I suppose the Pope considers you his local judge in this matter?” 
 
    Atrox slowly drew his sword. “No, not the judge, but I am the executioner.” 
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    A New Light 
 
    July, 1054 AD 
 
      
 
    He couldn’t sleep and so just after midnight Atrox stepped out into the darkness. The sky was clear and filled with stars and a cool breeze blew about his face. Gazing up, his eyes found familiar constellations. Then, on his right, just outside his peripheral vision there seemed to be a … brightness. Turning his head slightly the Tyrian was surprised to see a brilliant star, shining almost as bright as the moon.  
 
    It was jarring to see, out of place, an unexplained anomaly. Questions flitted through his mind, but the one at the forefront was simply ‘why?’ Why had this happened, something new that upset the natural expectation of how the sky was supposed to look? 
 
    Was it important? Did it portend some coming disaster or divine judgment? Atrox recalled hearing a new star shone in the sky as a sign of the birth of the one the church called Jesus. Did this new star bring good news? 
 
    Sometimes stories of things in faraway lands came to him. Often they seemed reasonable and probably true. Other times they seemed too fantastical to believe. But those were secondhand accounts. This... new star... was here for him to see, above him...a n intruder to his expectations. 
 
    “Admiring the new light in the sky?” came a quiet voice in the darkness, undoubtedly one of the village women who had stepped outside of her doorway, roused at the sound of his footsteps.  
 
    He did not turn around, but kept his eyes fixed on the sky. “Yes. It was quite a surprise to see.” 
 
    “It was visible last evening as well,” she answered, “but the clouds covered it for most of the night.” 
 
    “What do you suppose it is?” he asked. 
 
    “It is a star and it was always there, but too dim to see,” she answered plainly. “But it has exploded and become very bright. Soon it will fade again.” 
 
    At her response he had intended to turn and speak to the woman face to face, but instead her words made him gasp and keep staring at the sky. “Exploded? You know this for certain?” 
 
    “Yes. And after it fades back into obscurity it will be forgotten for hundreds of years, finally rediscovered by those searching the sky with instruments.” 
 
    She seemed so sure of herself and so he kept his eyes on the new light. “What is this exploding star called?” 
 
    “This light you see tonight will not be named. But someday it will be called the Crab Nebula. The things I tell you are true, although there are those who would pretend to know otherwise and would give you other explanations. Over the course of your life you will learn many things about the world, as taught by the limited understanding of men. But know, in such things there is much error, even among those who claim divine inspiration. Years from now, when the words of men bring confusion, remember back to this moment when you saw a new light in the sky, and heard that simple truths can come from places other than the minds of men.” 
 
    Atrox nodded at her advice. “Thank you. I will remember this. Lady, may I know your name?” 
 
    “I am the one who spoke to you years ago and told you about mysteries. We will meet again, Atrox. My name is Hania.” 
 
    “But that was over one hundred thirty years ago. How is that possible?” He turned to speak to the woman, but there was no one there. 
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    First Crusade: The Kingdom of Jerusalem 
 
    Jerusalem: 1099 AD 
 
      
 
    The siege was over and for the first time in weeks there was no sound of war. But victory was cruel in its destruction and desolation. Rubble was everywhere, fires burned around the city and acrid smoke wafted through the air. 
 
    Zealous crusaders, not satisfied with surrender, cut down thousands of native civilians, taking no account whether they were Muslim, Christian or Jew. In some places blood flowed ankle deep. Bodies were gathered, stacked outside the city walls and burned. Even the crusaders would look upon the sight and whisper, ‘Gehenna.’ 
 
    On every street, from several houses, the sounds of inconsolable wailing poured out onto the stone pavements, the walls of the dwelling unable to hold back the tide of bewildered grief. 
 
    Following unseen several steps behind him, her eyes had been on Atrox as he passed through the great city, seeing how he would take in this great contradiction; victory of the Christian crusaders and their god over the Saracen armies and theirs; ‘sacred’ war supplanting one religion with another, preaching the gospel of a gentle savior through brutal force of battle.  
 
    Over the many years she’d followed him it seemed Atrox followed his assignments mostly without question or doubt. There were moments when things puzzled his logic, but he seemed to brush them aside as mere annoyances. But today she sensed the stirrings of inner conflict within him.  
 
    How could he reconcile all this death with the Church’s claim of divine truth? There would be moments in the days ahead where he could be open to new inspiration; new light. 
 
     That first opportunity would have to wait, because now Hania’s attention was distracted by two noisy crusader revelers who seemed drunk with wine. Her frustration caused her to pause and make herself visible before she approached them.  
 
    “Gentlemen, what is it you so enthusiastically celebrate?” 
 
    They both laughed, and one cleared his throat. “Lady, have you just arrived in this Christian city? We are celebrating its liberation from hundreds of years of Saracen rule.” 
 
    She frowned. “It is my understanding many innocent Christians and Jews who were citizens of Jerusalem also lost their lives in the course of this liberation.” 
 
    “It is true,” the other said. “We mourn their passing.” 
 
    “Many thousands of unarmed Muslim citizens were slaughtered who did not take part in the battle.” 
 
    He nodded glumly. “This is also true.”  
 
    “It appears,” her voice terse, “your passion for celebration is far greater than that for mourning. There was even one battle where crusader knights, half-starved and out of food, killed and ate the Muslims who surrendered.” 
 
    “But the Saracens did far…” 
 
    “None are blameless!” Hania cut him off. “None! All have shed innocent blood. Three religions covet this city. Your own beliefs say the time of blood sacrifice is over, but your blades and their blades are stained red by those you call your enemy; and not just soldiers, but also their wives, little children and even infants. That blood soaks into this ground, into this land, wasted on pious purpose.” 
 
    “Woman, you dampen my mood and try my patience.” One of them stood and glared at her. “My name is Edmund and this is Philipp. And what is your name?” 
 
    “I have no obligation to give you my name, but will do so anyway. It is Hania.”  
 
    “Your abrupt candor does not serve you well, lady,” Philipp answered. “Who is your husband?” 
 
    “I have no husband, nor do I need one to speak for me.” 
 
    “No husband?” They looked at each other and grinned. “You boast foolishly, woman,” laughed Edmund. “Those such as you are often the spoils of war.” 
 
    She smirked. “Few have been stupid enough to try and none have been strong enough to prevail. But if the wine has made you brave enough, and if you call two men against one woman honorable, then go ahead, try to take what you want.” 
 
    “We both have swords and you do not. One at a time is honorable enough.” Edmund drew his steel and held it out for a moment before taking a swipe at her.  
 
    Here, amid death, rubble and destruction, Hania knew the knights were astonished to find someone so completely out of place. A prize with red hair and fair skin, their determined eyes wanted to destroy and conquer just one more thing today. Yes, they had weapons and she had none. But they were drunk and cocky. This would not be a fair fight.  
 
    Edmund swung, but somehow she had moved out of the way. The blur of motion took him off guard and then her punch hit him hard in the ribs. He gasped from pain and though he shook it off, he was favoring that side. But now he seemed surprised and confused, and that made her smile.  
 
    She was matching his steps which seemed to bewilder him even more. Stepping a little more carefully he did a feint and swung steel. But he missed again and her doubled up fist hit the hand grasping the hilt, and the shock and pain made him drop the sword.  
 
    “What’s the matter, Edmund, that never happened to you before?” 
 
    Keeping his eyes locked on Hania’s, he groped around in the dirt for his blade. But it wasn’t close by, and for an instant he glanced at the ground and grabbed the hilt again, but only looked up in time to see her foot connect with his chin. He fell backwards and did not get up.  
 
    Philipp went to jump her but Hania had turned quickly to face him. The Frenchman was trying intimidation, holding up a dagger in each hand. “If you submit now, I won’t have to cut you,” he offered. 
 
    A smirk spread across her face. “Oh, by all means, please do your worst.”  
 
    She laughed, and he lunged, acting as if he was slashing with his right hand, but at the last second switching to the left side. Somehow she ducked and her fist struck his nose, making him stagger, shake his head and blink back tears. Blood flowed freely.  
 
    Spinning, the Frenchman slashed again, this time with his right, but he missed and another blow caught him in the upper abdomen, knocking the wind out of him, leaving him half bent over, dizzy, trying to catch his breath. He dropped both daggers, held up his hands and shook his head, gasping for air. 
 
    “You’ll be fine in a few minutes,” said Hania. “And now I have some questions for you.” 
 
    Wincing, the knight looked up and nodded. 
 
    “Why did your armies come to conquer Jerusalem?” she asked. 
 
    “To restore... the... Holy Land... to Christianity,” Philipp laboriously replied. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Why? This is the land... where Jesus... lived... and died. It should... be... under Christian control.” His companion stirred, sat up and observed the conversation. 
 
    “Pope Urban II,” began Edmund, “by the authority of God, promised a remission of sins to all who took part in the crusades. We were to come here, because God wills it.” 
 
    “Why?” asked Hania. 
 
    “Why? So Christians... can... worship freely here, and build churches. Jerusalem belongs to Christianity.”  
 
    “Jerusalem belongs to Christianity because the Son of God was born here?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Philipp, wincing from sore ribs. 
 
    “And where does it say that in your scriptures?” she asked.  
 
    “I... I don’t know that it does,” said the Englishman. “But woman, who are you to profane our religion?” 
 
    Hania ignored the question. “How long do you think the Christians will reign in this land?” 
 
    “How long? It is our land now, back in our possession. We will not let it go.” 
 
    “No,” she shook her head. “In less than fifty years there will be another crusade because you will have to fight to hold what you have captured. Less than fifty years after that, there will be another crusade to try to capture back this city which you have lost in the meantime.” 
 
    “Will it succeed?” Philipp asked. 
 
    “No, it will not. A few years later another great crusade will be launched and it too will fail to take back this city. Over nine hundred years from now the Christians, Jews and Muslims will be fighting this very same battle, each faith convinced it does so with God’s endorsement. 
 
    “You call this ground sacred,” she continued, “but the only reason you should give it reverence is because it is soaked with the blood of hundreds of thousands who fought for it. But they died in vain. It is only misguided piety that would have you fight over a patch of dirt God holds no more sacred than any other place on Earth. The spiritual things that happened here and how they affect you are important. Where such things happened is of no consequence. You think you fight with God’s approval, but your battles only bring sorrow to heaven. And who am I? Only a messenger sent of God to testify of your folly. The one you profess to worship has told you to love your neighbor. And somehow you have come to believe this is so only if he holds the same religion as you. Otherwise you believe you must kill him. It is not possible you could have misunderstood the message of love to any greater degree.” 
 
    There was a burst of light and the angel vanished, leaving behind two very bewildered crusader knights. 
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    Assassination 
 
    July 22, 1099 AD 
 
      
 
    The Tyrian was in Jerusalem on assignment from the Pope to meet the Byzantine general, Tatikios, and bring him back to Rome. Tatikios was well respected by both Rome and Constantinople, and the Pope told Atrox this general might be one who could help mediate the differences between the eastern and western churches, and perhaps help bring an end to the Great Schism.  
 
    This mission was different than some in the past and that was a welcome change. After making numerous inquiries he was told Tatikios would likely be found in the courtyard of the Church of the Holy Sepulcher, and when he arrived it seemed crusader leaders were gathering to discuss how the Christians would rule the city.  
 
    Some had entered the church and others were still outside. Atrox approached several bystanders to ask about Tatikios, and finally someone was able to help him.  
 
    “He is over there, sir,” a woman pointed. “The one with the golden nose. A few years ago it is said he was injured in battle and lost his nose. It was replaced by one made of gold.” 
 
    Once identified Atrox made his way in that direction, anxious to take this one aside and convince him of the importance of his role as an intermediary. The Byzantine general was conversing with some other noble as Atrox approached, now only fifty feet away.  
 
    Thirty feet away and a woman’s scream was heard. Tatikios staggered, turned, and fell, and a man shrouded in gray sprinted away from the scene and disappeared.  
 
    Atrox pushed aside several people and in a few moments was standing by the fallen general, now attended by several others. 
 
    “I am Atrox, sent by Pope Urban II to escort Tatikios back to Rome for a meeting. What happened here?” 
 
    One of the kneeling soldiers tossed a dagger at the Tyrian’s feet. “He was killed by a group who wishes to disrupt our purposes here. They do these things in public to bring fear to those who oppose them.” 
 
    Atrox crouched down and picked up the dagger. “I will find this killer.” 
 
    “I wish you luck, sir, but it is folly. This is the work of the Nizari. They blend into the shadows. You cannot find them, and if you do they will kill you.” 
 
    Atrox grinned. “The one who killed Tatikios forgot his dagger. I am going to return it to him.”  
 
    “Careful with the dagger,” cautioned the soldier. “They are often tipped with poison.” 
 
    Atrox nodded, gave one last look at Tatikios and stood, beginning to walk away. 
 
    “Wait,” a voice called from behind him.  
 
    The Tyrian turned to see one coming from the other direction. “Who are you?” 
 
    “Duke Godfrey of Bouillon, one of the leaders of the crusade. May I see your ring, sir?” 
 
    Suspicious, Atrox held out his hand. Godfrey leaned over to study it. The ring was gold, with a setting of black onyx. Within that was inlaid the symbol; a small white cross. In the upper left was the letter “P”, in the upper right, the letter “I” 
 
    He raised his gaze. “You are Pius Interficientis,” he said, the awe evident in this voice. 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Come with me, please.” The Duke motioned for Atrox to step over to the wall, for privacy. “Sir,” Godfrey continued quietly, “Pope Urban has told me much about you. If I may ask, how old are you?” 
 
    “Two hundred thirteen years,” Atrox replied warily. 
 
    “Remarkable.” The Duke grinned. “It is an honor to meet you, sir.” 
 
    “My name is Atrox. What is it you want, Duke Godfrey?” 
 
    “Tatikios was a friend of mine. You have pledged to go after his killer.” 
 
    “I have.” 
 
    “The Nizari are shadows, very elusive, almost impossible to find –” 
 
    “I will find the one who did this,” Atrox interrupted. 
 
    “If anyone can find the assassin, it would be you. However, I have a proposition for you, Atrox.” 
 
    “And what would that be?” 
 
    “If you are unable to find this Saracen, I would like to help you. I would make a public proclamation that will antagonize the Nizari. This will bring them out.” 
 
    “Then they will come after you,” replied the Tyrian. 
 
    “They will. Can you protect me?” 
 
    “If I am protecting you, it will be almost impossible for the Nizari to harm you.” 
 
    “Good. Then that is what we will do. Go after this blackheart. Avenge Tatikios if you can. But if he is too elusive and you tire of hunting him, come to me and we will flush him out.” 
 
   


 
  

 25 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hunting the Nizari
1099 AD 
 
      
 
    Atrox scoured Jerusalem, going out each day, up and down the streets of the city, hunting his prey, asking questions of the locals. But everywhere he received the same response.  
 
    The conversation would begin, and the one he questioned would not seem to know what he was talking about. Finally, he would reluctantly bring out the Nizari dagger. This always prompted a reaction, most often frantic concern and a desire to break off the conversation. The promise of money did nothing to dissuade them. For six days he went searching, each day coming back to the citadel from where Godfrey ruled.  
 
    And now again he sat on stone steps, with throat parched and feet tired and dusty. Taking a long draw from his wineskin, he was ready to be done searching for the day.  
 
    “Tyrian,” a quiet voice behind him. Atrox turned to see a young man sitting in the shadows. “I’ve been watching you for the past two days.” 
 
    “Why do you do this?” 
 
    “Your hunt interests me. You search for the Nizari.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “They killed someone who might have brought peace to the church.” 
 
    “That is why they killed him.” 
 
    “What?” asked Atrox. 
 
    “Strengthening your forces threatens theirs. They wish to keep you unbalanced. But I will help you.” 
 
    “Why would you help me?” 
 
    “Because the Saracens began taxing those who were not Muslim. My brother paid their tax for a while, but then decided he’d paid enough and stopped giving them money, thinking they would not enforce it. But they did, and killed him as an example to everyone else. Everyone pays the Saracens their tax now.” 
 
    “What is your name?” 
 
    “I will not tell you that. If they find I have helped you I will die as well. But my brother’s name was Bartholomew. Do you know where the blacksmith shop is, the one near the fish market?” 
 
    “Yes.” Atrox nodded.  
 
    “Good. Tonight, after dark, go to the blacksmith’s. Tell the smithy you are there for Bartholomew. He will direct you to the back of his shop, up a flight of stairs to a room where you will find my father, Basil. He will tell you how to find the Nizari. Bahram is the one who killed my brother. Please find him and avenge my brother.” 
 
    “I will do my best,” answered Atrox. “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    An hour after dusk Atrox approached the blacksmith’s shop. The streets were mostly clear now, though a few locals were still about, mostly sitting quietly in shadows observing any who seemed out of place. By his appearance he surely stood out, and was conscious of curious gazes following him.  
 
    At the entrance to the shop he peered through a small window. Although rather dark inside a low fire still provided some illumination, and the ring of a hammer on steel was heard every few seconds. The Tyrian pounded on the door twice, waited and then twice more. The hammering stopped, there was a pause and then a voice. “Come back tomorrow.” 
 
    Atrox pounded again and this time there was cursing. A moment later the door swung open and the doorway was filled by the blacksmith. His size would have intimidated most, but he was shorter and less massive than Atrox and the blacksmith seemed surprised at the size of his visitor. 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “I am here about Bartholomew,” the Tyrian answered.  
 
    The owner of the shop looked him up and down, then nodded and grunted, opened the door and stepped aside.  
 
    “In the back and up the stairs,” he said. 
 
    The shop was shadowy, barely lit, and Atrox slowly strode toward the back. Upon reaching the stairway he gazed up the steps, the landing above meagerly lit by a single candle beyond his sight. Caution made him draw his sword and he slowly climbed the steps. Reaching the top he looked around the open room, seeing the candle on the floor to his far right, a figure sitting on the floor against the wall, in the shadows behind the candle.  
 
    “Come, talk with me,” said the voice from the shadows. “You will not need your weapon here.” 
 
    Atrox slowly gazed around the room, and seeing no other threats sheathed his blade as he walked in the direction of the voice.  
 
    “Please, sit,” the shadowy stranger motioned to the floor. Atrox did so, the candle now between them. 
 
    “I am here about Bartholomew. I am Atrox.”  
 
    “Good.” The man leaned forward a little and Atrox saw he was mostly bald, but had a little white hair and a beard. “I am Basil. You look big enough to take on the Nizari, Atrox. But they are cunning and well trained. I fear that may be your undoing. If I tell where to the find the Nizari and you cannot defeat them, I fear they will come for me.” 
 
    “I am well enough trained,” answered the Tyrian. 
 
    “How many years have you wielded the sword?” 
 
    “Since my youth.”  
 
    “Why are you in Jerusalem?” 
 
    “I was sent by Pope Urban II to escort the Byzantine general, Tatikios, back to Rome.” 
 
    “Rome,” Basil’s voice faded. “I remember the last time I was back in Rome. I even met Pope Leo IX. But that was forty-five years ago, before you were born.” 
 
    “I knew Leo,” answered Atrox. “He was of Swabia. And at the end of his reign as Pope the church split - east and west.” 
 
    “That is absurd,” answered Basil. “You are not more than thirty-five years old. You could not possibly have known Leo. You were not born yet. ” 
 
    “He had a large mole on his forehead and chalkstones in the joints of his hands, which made it painful for him to write.” 
 
    “How could you know this?” Basil’s eyes went wide. 
 
    “I was born in the year 886.” 
 
    The old man scowled, but Atrox continued. “I am titled Pius Interficientis, ordained so by Pope John X in the year 916 and promised many more years of life if I would serve justice on the individual enemies of the church. I have been wielding the sword for almost two hundred years. I believe that will suffice.” 
 
    “Who was Pope before Leo?” asked Basil. “I am an avid student of history, sir. Be sure of how you speak.” 
 
    The Tyrian smiled. “That would have been Damasus II. But I never met him because his term of service was so short and I was not in Rome during his reign. But before him was Benedict IX. If you ask me who was Pope before Benedict, that would be a difficult question to answer, because that one was Pope on three different occasions. What a confusing mess that was. I believe he was the last Pope from a corrupt Roman family who held power for about fifty years.” 
 
    “And who was the leader of that family?” 
 
    “Theophylact. But the ones who held all the power were his wife Theodora and daughter, Marozia. What vile bitches those two were.” 
 
    Basil gasped. “You knew Theodora and Marozia?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, yes.” 
 
    Basil slowly shook his head. “You have convinced me, Atrox. And having lived this span of years your skill with the sword must be sure. I will help you.” The old man leaned forward slightly. “These assassins, it is rumored they have a fortress in Persia and it sounds as if they have a mission similar to yours, to silence individual enemies of their religion.” 
 
    “I am nothing like the Nizari.” Atrox looked disgusted.  
 
    Basil studied him for a moment. “Perhaps not. There are different branches of Islam and these make great attempt to enforce their particular understanding. Not having a large force of men they employ a smaller, well trained cadre of soldiers, who use stealth and fear to accomplish their goals, taking out the leaders of their enemies. There are always four or five here in Jerusalem, but few know this since the Nizari strive for anonymity.  
 
    “Have you ever sat and watched the shadow of a building travel across the ground, Atrox? At any point in time it appears stationary, but if we look away for a while and then gaze back again, we see the shadow has moved. It surprises us, to see this big change. But if we are patient and sit quietly, keeping our eyes on the shadow, we will see it slowly traverse its course. This is how I can see the Nizari. Most have no patience to hold the gaze. They look away and when they look back again, the shadow is gone. But I attract no attention. I wait patiently and I see their movements, when and where they go. Hadi is their leader, but I have only seen him twice. He is tall, very dark complexion, full beard, about forty years old. Bahram is the one who is most visible. I see him perhaps once a week. He is a younger version of Hadi and the one who killed my son. Bahadur and Farzin I see about half as often. It is rumored there is another one, named Shahin, but I have never seen him. If I tell you of their comings and goings, perhaps you may confront them.” 
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    Baiting the Trap 
 
    1099 AD 
 
      
 
    Godfrey of Bouillon leaned on the balcony ledge and watched long shadows slowly engulf the stone walls and buildings of the ancient city. He had recently been elected as King of Jerusalem, but refused to be called such.  
 
    As far as he was concerned there was only one king of this city, and his crown had been one of thorns. Godfrey would not wear one of gold. Regardless of the responsibilities of leadership he preferred to be titled Advocate of the Holy Sepulcher. 
 
    And now, it seemed he had offered not just his service but possibly his life. Atrox had requested a meeting, and Godfrey suspected it was because the Tyrian had not been successful in hunting down the Nizari responsible for Tatikios’ death.  
 
    Behind him, the sound of someone clearing their throat. “Lord Godfrey?” 
 
    It was apparent no one had yet gotten accustomed to the unwieldy title of Advocate of the Holy Sepulcher.  
 
    “Yes, Raoul,” he answered, keeping his eyes on the city. 
 
    “Highness, Atrox of Tyre has arrived.” 
 
    Godfrey turned back to the doorway to see both his messenger and the Tyrian. “Thank you, Raoul. You may take your leave to bring us wine. Atrox, my friend, come to the balcony and watch the sun set upon the great city of Jerusalem.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Tyrian took a place on Godfrey’s left side, leaning on the stone railing. The view was magnificent, the vast city illuminated by golden light.  
 
    “A breathtaking view, Lord Godfrey,” he agreed. 
 
    “Do you know what draws us here, Atrox?” 
 
    “I have often wondered, sir.” 
 
    “The promise of redemption.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “This city is like a beautiful woman. She has many suitors all promising devotion, all promising to lavish their love and dedication upon her. Muslim, Jew, and Christian, each trying to woo her, each knowing she holds their ancient secrets. And whoever can win her over, whomever can show they are the most faithful and true, they will have her love and God’s love forever.” 
 
    The Tyrian looked away from the sunset and back to his host. “Are you convinced you have won this battle of suitors?” 
 
    “I hope so, my friend, but only time will tell.”  
 
    “Your wine, sir.” Raoul had returned with a tray and two goblets. Atrox and Godfrey each took one. 
 
    “What brings you here this evening, my friend?” the lord of the city asked. 
 
    “I cannot engage the Nizari,” he answered. “I’ve even been given assistance by someone who follows their movements and wishes me success, and this has been helpful. I’ve seen them a few times, alone, never with another. But when I chase them down they disappear, like a wisp of smoke in a breeze.” 
 
    Godfrey nodded. “This does not surprise me. They are well known for their skills in vanishing. It seems if you are to succeed, I must provoke them.” 
 
    “You are still willing to do this?” 
 
    “I’ve prepared a speech and will give it tomorrow. I will claim to be the successor to Tatikios, the one destined to reconcile the Eastern Church with the West. The Nizari consider this a threat which cannot be allowed. They will come after me.” 
 
    “Since we spoke about this,” Atrox said, “I’ve talked to a man whose son was killed by the Nizari. There are some additional things we must do to keep you safe.” 
 
    “I’m listening,” Godfrey answered. 
 
    “Do you employ any local people who have access to you?” 
 
    “There are a few, yes.” 
 
    “You must dismiss them. Trust only those who you brought on this crusade.” 
 
    The count nodded.  
 
    “Your comings and goings must be sharply curtailed. For the time being you must govern from within this citadel. When you are walking the streets it is difficult to protect you. These assassins are unassuming, people you would not even notice as they pass you. But then, let your guard down for just a moment, their daggers come out and within seconds you’ve been stabbed and your throat cut. And then they are gone.” 
 
    “But if you are my bodyguard, how can they do this? From what the Pope and you say you cannot die until your term of service has expired, and that is not due to happen for hundreds of years.” 
 
    “This is true. They cannot kill me. However, if they inflict multiple wounds with their poison-tipped daggers, I may be incapacitated for a period of time, unconscious until my body can heal itself. During that time I cannot protect you.” 
 
    “Very well. I accept your recommendations. And tomorrow I will give my speech.” 
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    Vengeance
1099 AD 
 
      
 
    “Atrox... Atrox...” 
 
    Someone was quietly calling his name and that sound made sleep vanish, bringing immediate alertness. It seemed completely dark, and now it was uncertain whether he was awake or sleeping.  
 
    Instinctively he reached for his sword. The Nizari? No, they didn’t know his name. And besides it seemed like a feminine voice. 
 
    “Leave it. I am not here for battle. I have a question for you.” 
 
    “What?” This was disorienting, but perceiving no threat his hand moved away from his weapon. “What question?” 
 
    “What is vengeance, Atrox?” 
 
    “What is…” Who was talking to him? Hand went back to sword and he sat up. This must be a dream. Eyes darting around, he searched for the intruder. And then, right in front of him, standing next to the bed, looking down on him… surrounded by soft light, stood a woman with pale skin and short, red hair. 
 
    “Good, you can see me.” 
 
    This one was familiar and his racing heartbeat quieted. 
 
    “You’ve spoken to me before, in my dreams,” he answered, moving into a sitting position. “Who are you, and why do you keep bothering me?” 
 
    “Yes, I have spoken to you before. My name is Hania and I have an interest in your future. Now, again, what is vengeance?” 
 
    “This is an important question in the middle of the night?” But her expression did not change, and so he resigned himself to answer. “Vengeance is … retribution for wrongdoing. It exacts revenge. It balances the scales.” 
 
    Slowly she shook her head. “One of the Nizari killed Tatikios. You would balance the scales by taking his life.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “But the Nizari perceived the scales unbalanced before Tatikios’ death. In their minds, this assassination moved the scales toward balance. You would right things by killing the Nizari, but then other Nizari would perceive imbalance again. How will you truly balance the scales, Atrox?” 
 
    “The Popes have always told me vengeance belongs to the Lord, and if I act by their word…” 
 
    The messenger shook her head again. “Tatikios’ friend Godfrey knows you can protect him so he has agreed to act as bait to bring out the Nizari. He gave his speech and became their target. They are going to try to kill him, and having promised to protect Godfrey you will strike down the ones who attack. They will send others. And you will kill them too. They will stop trying until you leave Jerusalem. And then they will attack again, and succeed. Vengeance is a false idea, Atrox, taught to you by the one called Nemesis. You would mete out justice, but you cannot balance the scales with blood.” 
 
    “But vengeance is God’s –” 
 
    “Not the true God.” Her eyes flashed. “Not the God I serve, the God of love and mercy. You heed the call of the one called Nemesis, she of vengeance and retribution. There is no mercy there.” Hania paused for a moment and then continued. “Most people get to the fifth or sixth decade of their life and begin to get a sense of their mortality. Their accumulated life experiences help them see a bigger picture and they gain insight and wisdom. But you are over two hundred years old and have gained none of that perspective. It seems this truly has nothing to do with age. It only comes as a reflection of your approaching mortality.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” he asked. 
 
    She frowned. “It means you are going to wallow in self-assured ignorance for yet a very long time. Now, get up. The Nizari are here.” 
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    Battle in the Night Streets of Jerusalem
1099 AD 
 
      
 
    Rising from his bed Atrox moved silently from his room to the adjoining one, where Godfrey was sleeping. Walking quietly to the bed he leaned over. 
 
    “Sir Godfrey... Sir Godfrey...” he said softly. 
 
    Mumbling and then alertness. “What is it, Atrox?.” 
 
    “The Nizari approach. It is time to leave this room.” 
 
    The duke nodded and noiselessly slipped from his bed. They moved together to the door and gently pushed it open. A guard of two armed knights stood in the hall. Godfrey stepped through the doorway and Atrox’s finger stabbed in the direction of a secure room. He would be safe there, two archers in the room with him and two swordsmen outside the door.  
 
    And now, back to the room to wait. Somehow, the assassin would scale the wall and come through the window. Atrox waited in the shadows, ears attuned even to the sound of his own breathing. Faint starlight shone through the opening and a gentle breeze rustled the light drapes.  
 
    After several minutes he heard a faint scratching against the outside stone wall, as if someone was climbing. Then a pause, a long dead silence. Waiting. A dark shadow slipped through the window without making any noise and proceeded to take a few steps toward the dark bed.  
 
    Atrox slowly began to raise his sword and the outline of a curved scimitar became visible. Another silent step toward the bed. The Nizari was almost too far away from the safety of the open window. But then the shadow froze. From behind, Atrox squinted to see the bed. The blankets were too flat. The bed was obviously empty. But there was no more time. 
 
    Atrox stepped out from behind the drapes. But instantly there was a rush of wind as the enemy’s blade flew past his face. And then an instant burning on his cheek and he knew he’d been grazed. His blade flew up to block the next blow, but the dark figure dove and rolled, vaulting out of the window.  
 
    Rushing to the opening, Atrox saw the shadow running along a lower roofline. Time to give chase. But something else was wrong. His cheek was on fire. Brushing it with his fingers he felt almost no blood, and for a second it puzzled him. But as his eyes began to water, he remembered the warning about the poisoned blade.  
 
    “Saracen bastard,” he mumbled.  
 
    Where was the honor in this? And though the poison was making his eyes burn, he was now enraged. In this state he could not go out the window, but he would still take this chase to the dark streets below. Certainly the attacker thought the toxin would at least take him down. That error would give him an advantage. It was time to deliver a surprise.  
 
    Atrox made his way through the citadel, down dark stairways towards the streets. It was taking a bit longer than usual. The poison had made his right cheek swell and his vision was a bit blurry. He had a headache.  
 
    Anyone else would have been in agony, possibly bedridden for a day or two, struggling to recover. But even now, his body was shrugging off the toxin. By the time he’d reached the street, the Tyrian had regained his equilibrium and the swelling abated.  
 
    At almost two hours past midnight the streets were dark and deserted. The Nizari should be long gone, but somehow Atrox thought they might still be near. And it was difficult to know how many had come for Godfrey, but he’d bet it was more than one. Perhaps he could taunt them into a fight. 
 
    “Nizari,” he called down the empty streets. “You think you brought me down, but I am still standing.” He listened, but it was quiet. A few houses away lovers whispered in the shadows. Somewhere else, close by, a baby whimpered. Off in the distance a dog barked.  
 
    “Bahram, the Weak,” he called, “If you want to kill Godfrey, you will have to silence me. Come out of the shadows you coward, and bring your sword.” 
 
    Hearing how these assassins preferred to kill, making hit and run raids on a single person in public, Atrox knew the fight he was trying to pick was not their style. They might run away to fight another day on their own terms. But if he could goad them enough, ego might make them do battle now. Down one of the dark streets he strode, eyes everywhere, watching.  
 
    “Your poison was only an irritation. Your attack failed. Tomorrow I will tell everyone this news and your fearsome reputation will be ruined. When people hear ‘Nizari’ they will no longer cower. They will laugh.” 
 
    The sound of running in the dark, multiple footfalls from two, possibly three directions. This was good. This was what he wanted. And then silence again, followed again by running; this time, just one, a silhouette against the starry sky on a low roof. Atrox stepped into the shadows of a pillar, sword raised. In total silence, he listened. Somewhere, close by, someone was catching a breath. 
 
    Peering from the pillar it looked as if starlight was casting a faint shadow of someone hiding behind another pillar just a few steps away. He could see the outline of a scimitar. It was difficult to fight against the curved blade; its shape caused unpredictable deflections and it was perfect for slashing. It also cut deep and the thought made him shudder.  
 
    But there was no time to hesitate. Rushing in that direction, Atrox swung his blade slashing down, too high to jump, too low to crouch. But he struck only stone and a shadow whirled around behind. He blocked two slashes from the scimitar, swung twice more, the second time connecting with something.  
 
    Before he could move closer, a noise from behind and to his right. It sounded like two swordsmen. He broke off the attack and ducked behind a crate. Retreating away he was back in a deserted street, the light from the stars his only illumination.  
 
    Straight ahead there were only shadows and he could see nothing. But someone was running toward him, sprinting. Atrox knew it was meant to unnerve him and he had to admit it was succeeding. Eyes still not quite adjusted to the blackness, it was almost impossible to see how far away his assailant was, the only warning was the echo of feet rapidly hitting the ground, ever faster. Quickly looking around he saw a wooden box about six feet away. A second later the sound of running stopped, but Atrox knew the assassin was still moving. He raised his sword in the direction of the box, just in time to see the blur of a shadow coming down on him. But his own blade had struck something this time, on what he did not know. But the attack broke off.  
 
    It seemed as if he’d struck two assassins with his sword, but had no idea how much damage he’d inflicted. Atrox carefully brought his blade slowly out of the shadow into moonlight and saw a small streak of blood near the tip. Good, he’d connected at least once. However, it was difficult to know more than that. 
 
    But then, more footfalls, and then the realization he’d left the tip of his sword glinting in the moonlight for too long. Swearing under his breath he pulled back, stepped deeper into the shadows and moved again, but not quick enough. There was a painful burning gash along his left arm.  
 
    But then out of an alley roared two riders on horseback, galloping in the opposite direction. Each horse seemed to carry an additional rider, but those were slumped over, seemingly lifeless.  
 
    The deep shadows gave the riders cover and they disappeared from view quickly. But he’d taken out at least two and was confident at least one of the others was wounded. It wasn’t the ideal outcome, but probably the best he could have expected. 
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    To the Kings of England and France 
 
    August 15, 1198 AD 
 
      
 
    Once again Atrox was summoned to the throne room of the Lateran Palace. Pope Innocent III was seated, having an animated discussion with some cardinal whom Atrox had never met. 
 
    “Holy Father, perhaps we should wait a while longer. I fear it is too soon to call for another crusade. I do not know if we can rouse the kings and nobles again.”  
 
    “Giuseppe,” the pontiff said, “These kings and nobles do not weary of war. They fight each other unceasingly. Even now, after the Third Crusade, Philip of France and Richard of England rail against each other. And while they persecute each other in turn with inexorable hatred, while one strives to avenge his injuries against the other, none is moved by the injury to the Crucified One. They are not paying attention to how our enemies persecute us.” 
 
    “Your Holiness,” asked Giuseppe, “How do they persecute us? We have left the Holy Land.” 
 
    “They taunt us. They think we are weak.” The pontiff picked up a document and began to read. “Already we have weakened and shattered the spears of the French, we have crushed the efforts of the English. In fact, your kings and princes who we drove out of our lands of the East a little while ago, they disguise their fear by acting boldly, returning to their hiding places, we will not say ‘kingdoms’, they prefer to fight each other in turn than to experience once more our might and power.” 
 
    “They have said these things to you?” asked Giuseppe, astonishment in his voice. 
 
    “This papal bull, Post Miserabile, will say they have said those things. I have not heard those words from their mouths, or seen them in messages they have delivered to me, but God knows they say those words, and we should be ashamed for failing to hold those Holy Lands.” 
 
    The cardinal nodded. “Those words will definitely inflame their passions and quite possibly turn their anger from each other back toward the Saracens. But war is expensive and they have spent much –” 
 
    “And so has the church, Giuseppe! When Richard was imprisoned the church paid dearly, contributing greatly to secure his freedom. He owes the Church much. He owes God more.” 
 
    “They will have to borrow more to finance this crusade. They will have to go to the Jews again for loans.” 
 
    “Ah Giuseppe, you have given me a marvelous idea. This must go in this bull as well. Yes, borrow money from the Jews. But by God’s word, after those funds are secured, all payments on loans from the Jews and all interest on those loans is suspended for the duration of the crusade.” 
 
    The cardinal smiled. “That will certainly sway them, Holy Father.” 
 
    The Pope nodded, stood and walked to embrace the cardinal. “Have all of these things put to parchment and delivered back to me tomorrow.” 
 
    Cardinal Giuseppe nodded, turned and walked away. Innocent looked to Atrox, still waiting a little way off. “Atrox, my friend, please come back tomorrow. I have a papal bull for you to deliver to the kings of England and France.” 
 
    The Tyrian stepped forward. “As you wish, Pope Innocent. May I ask a question?” 
 
    The pontiff smiled. “Of course, my son. What is it?” 
 
    “It sounds as if you agree the next crusade needs to be financed, at least in part, by borrowing money from the Jews. And yet you permit the kings who would lead this crusade to avoid paying back these loans for several years. Surely this will bring hardship to those who would make this venture possible in the first place.” 
 
    Anger flashed briefly in the Pope’s eyes, but it was replaced by a smile. “My son, if you were to be taught our doctrine and baptized, this would all be clear to you. Of course, then it would make it difficult for me to use you to carry out some of your assignments, since then we would be accused of carrying out punishments which belong in the realm of secular authority. However, yes, God allows us latitude with the Jews. They killed the Lord Jesus Christ, and yet we still give them protection from the Saracens. For this they repay us with arrogance. Some of them own Christian slaves, and they charge outrageous usury to loan us money. They are guilty of blasphemy and many other offenses. So, while we do protect them, at times we require their assistance, whether given voluntarily or not.” 
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    Fourth Crusade: The Sack of Constantinople 
 
    Rome: 1204 AD 
 
      
 
    After returning to Rome, Atrox arrived back at the Lateran Palace and come to the throne room to report. Pope Innocent III had been informed of his arrival and wanted to meet with him here.  
 
    With all its grandeur it seemed a rather ostentatious meeting place, but this pontiff seemed to revel in such things. Atrox would relay previous assignments and would likely be given one or two more, which would take him from Rome and on another journey of weeks or even months. And upon his return, there might be yet another man sitting on the throne of St. Peter.  
 
    Standing in front of the seated Pope, Innocent III, Atrox had begun his report when a messenger quietly stole in from a side door and moved toward them, walking half bowed, obviously distressed he had interrupted a meeting.  
 
    Innocent looked away from Atrox, twice, to glare at the messenger, but still he came and finally the annoyed Pope raised his hand to Atrox. “I am sorry, my friend,” he said, “It seems there is an interruption that cannot wait.” 
 
    Pausing some fifteen feet away the messenger bowed and crossed himself. “Apologies, Holy Father, but Henry, Count of Flanders is back from the crusade with two of his captains and wishes to speak to you.” 
 
    Innocent nodded. “Bring them to me at once.” 
 
    “I will take my leave then, Pope Innocent,” began Atrox, “Please let me know –” 
 
    “No,” the Pope cut him off. “Stay. I would like you to hear all of this. And things may be said that would inflame emotion, and your presence, on my behalf, may dampen the rebellious spirit of these crusaders.” 
 
    “As you wish,” Atrox nodded, and he moved slightly off to the side to observe. Innocent reached over to a nearby table and retrieved several documents, placing them in his lap. 
 
    A few minutes later the messenger was back, followed by the three visitors. Seeing them approach with apparent humility brought a smile to the Pope’s face. Good. They seemed to know their position was precarious. 
 
    The messenger paused and cleared his throat. “His Holiness, Innocent III, I present Henry, Count of Flanders and his captains.”  
 
    The room was silent for a moment and the Pontiff knew the silence favored him, giving his visitors an uneasy feeling. His gaze was unyielding and it was finally time to speak.  
 
    “Henry, I am pleased you have come to talk with me today. There is much to discuss. In the year of our Lord, 1187, Jerusalem fell again to the Saracens. It is quite apparent this was due to the unworthiness of those princes we had chosen to rule over the land. Upon my election six years ago I determined it was God’s will that we recover what had been lost.  
 
    “It was my greatest hope those men chosen to lead this great reclamation were of the highest moral character; that they would, with pure hearts, arrive upon the shores of the Holy Land and righteously retake the place where the Son of God was born, walked, taught, suffered and died. I yearned to finally hear the news of this great restoration to Christianity, that we had embraced again the vision of His Holiness, Pope Urban II.” 
 
    He paused again, waiting until his visitors visibly showed discomfort.  
 
    “Instead, I sit here today, trembling with grief, hearing news that not only have you failed to retake Jerusalem, but have not even taken your army there. Instead, you attacked the Christian city of Zara. For this terrible crime I excommunicated all of you. Then, hearing your apologies and regret, and renewed commitment to your original cause, I lifted this punishment. I later heard of your intention to go against our fellow Christians in Constantinople.”  
 
    Now his voice was beginning to rise in anger. “In great alarm I sent written instructions demanding you turn away from this objective and back toward your original goal. But you ignored my directive and I was aghast to learn you had indeed attacked the Greek Christians in this great city. Can you now give me one good reason I should not reinstate your excommunications, rescind your titles, seize your lands and give your subjects permission to rebel against you?” 
 
    Over the course of Innocent’s oration, Flanders had slowly lowered his gaze. At this pause, he looked up. “Your Holiness...” 
 
    “I’m not through,” the pontiff seethed. He lifted the documents from his lap. “I have eyewitness accounts of this terrible event, of your army sacking Constantinople. You will listen to these as we all hear of the terrible carnage you have wrought. This account is by one of your own, Geoffrey de Villehardouin. For this reason I would think his words would be more favorable than the two Byzantine reports. However, this is scarcely the case.” 
 
    The pontiff raised the document and began to read. “And certain people, who they were I know not, out of malice, set fire to the city; and the fire waxed so great and horrible that no man could put it out or abate it. And when the barons of the host, who were quartered on the other side of the port, saw this, they were sore grieved and filled with pity, seeing the great churches and the rich palaces melting and falling in, and the great streets filled with merchandise burning in the flames, but they could do nothing.” 
 
    Shaking his head, the Pope sighed and began again. “Thus did the fire prevail and win across the port, even to the densest part of the city and to the sea on the other side, quite near to the church of St. Sophia. It lasted two days and two nights, nor could it be put out by the hand of man. And the front of the fire, as it went flaming, was well over half a league broad. What was the damage then done, what the possessions and riches swallowed up, could no man tell, nor what the number of men and women and children who perished, for many were burned.” 
 
    The Pope read silently for a moment. “He tells of the Marquis Boniface of Montferrat taking the palace of Bucoleon and says, ‘Of the treasure that was found in that palace I cannot well speak for there was so much that it was beyond end or counting.’ And then, speaking of you, Henry, he continues, ‘The palace of Blachernae did surrender to Henry, the brother of Count Baldwin of Flanders, on condition that no hurt should be done to the bodies of those who were therein. There too, was found much treasure, not less than in the palace of Bucoleon. Each garrisoned with his own people the castle that had been surrendered to him, and set a guard over the treasure. And the other people, spread abroad throughout the city, also gained much booty. The booty gained was so great that none could tell you the end of it: gold and silver, and vessels and precious stones, and samite, and cloth of silk, and robes fair and gray, and ermine, and every choicest thing found upon the earth. And well does Geoffrey of Villehardouin the Marshal of Champagne, bear witness, that never, since the world was created, had so much booty been won in any city.” 
 
    Setting down the document, Innocent looked up. “The only thing in what I have read thus far that commends you is your intent to spare those in the castle. Was that done, or did you add falsehood to your sins, Henry?” 
 
    “We did spare those, Your Holiness, and...” 
 
    With a wave of the pontiff’s hand the count went silent.  
 
    Innocent continued. “We have only spoken of the terrible destruction caused by fire and subsequent looting. But there are far more egregious sins yet unspoken.” 
 
    The Pope unrolled another document.  
 
    “A certain resident of the city, Nicholas Mesarites observed, ‘war-maddened swordsmen, breathing murder, iron-clad and spear-bearing, sword-bearers and lance bearers, bowmen, horsemen, boasting dreadfully, baying like Cerberus and breathing like Charon, pillaging the holy places, trampling down on divine things, running riot over holy things, casting down to the floor the holy images of Christ and His Holy Mother and of the holy men who from eternity have been pleasing to the Lord God.’” 
 
    Innocent set that document down and looked at his visitors again. “It has been reported that many things made of bronze were melted down for the value of the metal. Is this true?” 
 
    “Yes,” the count answered. 
 
    “It is also reported one of these items was a large bronze statue of Hercules created by Lysippos, court sculptor to Alexander the Great. Are my crusader leaders so stupid as to think a famous and irreplaceable, fifteen-hundred year old work of art has no more value than the base metal it contains?!” 
 
    “No, Holy Father,” was the meek reply. 
 
    “We add pillaging and desecration to your list of crimes, sir. But these pale in comparison of those things yet to be told.” 
 
    “Holy Father,” began the count, “we know –” 
 
    “Silence!” the Pontiff thundered, picking up another document. “You will hear it all. From another witness, Nicetas Choniates; ‘How shall I begin to tell of the deeds wrought by these nefarious men! Alas, the images, which ought to have been adored were trodden underfoot! Alas, the relics of the holy martyrs were thrown into unclean places! Then was seen what one shudders to hear, namely, the divine body and blood of Christ was spilled upon the ground or thrown about. They snatched the precious reliquaries, thrust into their bosoms the ornaments which these contained, and used the broken remnants for pans and drinking cups, precursors of Anti-Christ, authors and heralds of his nefarious deeds which we momentarily expect. Manifestly, indeed, by that race then, just as formerly, Christ was robbed and insulted and His garments were divided by lot; only one thing was lacking, that His side, pierced by a spear, should pour rivers of divine blood on the ground.  
 
    “Nor can the violation of the Hagia Sophia be listened to with equanimity. For the sacred altar, formed of all kinds of precious materials and admired by the whole world, was broken into bits and distributed among the soldiers, as was all the other sacred wealth of so great and infinite splendor.  
 
    “When the sacred vases and utensils of unsurpassable art and grace and rare material, and the fine silver, wrought with gold, which encircled the screen of the tribunal and the ambo, of admirable workmanship, and the door and many other ornaments, were to be borne away as booty, mules and saddled horses were led to the very sanctuary of the temple. Some of these which were unable to keep their footing on the splendid and slippery pavement were stabbed when they fell, so that the sacred pavement was polluted with blood and filth.” 
 
    The Pope was shaking with anger and had to pause to take a sip of water. He glared at the crusaders and began again.  
 
    “Nay more, a certain harlot, a sharer in their guilt, a minister of the furies, a servant of the demons, a worker of incantations and poisonings, insulting Christ, sat in the patriarch’s seat, singing an obscene song and dancing frequently. Nor, indeed, were these crimes committed and others left undone, on the ground that these were of lesser guilt, the others of greater. But with one consent all the most heinous sins and crimes were committed by all with equal zeal. Could those, who showed so great madness against God Himself, have spared the honorable matrons and maidens or the virgins consecrated to God?  
 
    “Nothing was more difficult and laborious than to soften by prayers, to render benevolent these wrathful barbarians, vomiting forth bile at every unpleasing word, so that nothing failed to inflame their fury. Whomever attempted it was derided as insane and a man of intemperate language. Often, they drew their daggers against anyone who opposed them at all, or hindered their demands.  
 
    “No one was without a share in the grief. In the alleys, in the streets, in the temples, complaints, weeping, lamentations, grief, the groaning of men, the shrieks of women, wounds, rape, captivity, the separation of those most closely united. Nobles wandered about ignominiously, those of venerable age in tears, the rich in poverty. Thus it was in the streets, on the corners, in the temple, in the dens, for no place remained unassailed or defended the suppliants. All places everywhere were filled full of all kinds of crime. Oh, immortal God, how great the afflictions of the men, bow great the distress!” 
 
     The reading stopped, the room was silent. Innocent closed his eyes and took a few deep breaths before opening them. “And thus does Nicetas Choniates give his account of your crimes.”  
 
    He tossed the parchment back onto the table. “The words of these witnesses fill me with a terrible sorrow and yet I know they do no justice to the magnitude of horror, suffering, despair and debauchery that occurred. How, indeed, will the church of the Greeks, no matter how severely she is beset with afflictions and persecutions, return into ecclesiastical union and to a devotion for the Apostolic See, when she has seen in the Latins only an example of perdition and the works of darkness, so that she now, and with reason, detests us more than dogs? As for those who were supposed to be seeking the ends of Jesus Christ, not their own ends, who made their swords, which they were supposed to use against the pagans, drip with Christian blood, they have spared neither religion, nor age, nor sex. They have committed incest, adultery, and fornication before the eyes of men. They have exposed both matrons and virgins, even those dedicated to God, to the sordid lusts of boys. Not satisfied with breaking open the imperial treasury and plundering the goods of princes and lesser men, they also laid their hands on the treasures of the churches and, what is more serious, on their very possessions. They have even ripped silver plates from the altars and have hacked them to pieces among themselves. They violated the holy places and have carried off crosses and relics.  
 
    “You burned not only this great city but the Imperial library of Constantinople, and the loss of its contents is beyond description. Pillaging, destruction of holy artifacts, desecration, thievery, rape of women, girls and nuns, murder of men, women, children, priests and nuns … did you leave any of our Lord’s ten commandments unbroken? You indulged every wanton desire, held back no restraint, and committed every dark act of ravishing and rampage your imaginations could conceive. When you perceive there are no boundaries or restraint to your actions, are these the activities you engage in to bring you pleasure? Under your polite Christian veneer are these the men you truly are?  
 
    “And what is there to show for this? What fruit do your actions bear? Only the wasted ruin of a magnificent city, its streets flowing with the blood of fellow Christians. 
 
    “Count Henry of Flanders, I now give you a few minutes to explain your deeds. I am very interested in hearing any justification that would spare you the greatest punishments that can be imagined.” 
 
    After a moment of silence the count dropped to one knee, his captains doing likewise. “Holy Father, Pope Innocent III, I sorrow with our Christian brothers and sisters of Constantinople. My pain is deep, to the breaking of my heart, and I apologize with all the sincere sadness I can put into words. However, this day we bring you some small measure of good news and hope it may somewhat temper your own sorrow.” 
 
    “Count Henry, and I address you as such for possibly the very last time, what news could you ever bring me in this day of grief that could possibly be called good?” 
 
    “Holy Father, we did save some of the treasure of Constantinople and brought it here for safekeeping. With your kind indulgence we would like now to present it to you.” 
 
    The Pope scoffed. “Oh, by all means bring in the spoils that would assuage your crimes.” 
 
    Flanders nodded to his captains who walked briskly to a nearby doorway and out of sight. In a moment they returned, each holding the front of two staves supporting a wooden chest. Two of their knights held the back end of the staves.  
 
    Following these came other like chests, each borne by four knights. The half dozen containers deposited together, they hurried out of the room and Henry approached each box, lifting the lid. The first was filled with gold coins, and the second also.  
 
    The third was filled with silver, the fourth with many gold items, jewelry, plates, goblets, and crosses, all encrusted with many gems. The fifth chest was opened and shown to be filled with many pieces of silver, the sixth one as well.  
 
    Now arriving in a steady stream, more trunks were brought and deposited, along with vases made of gold and silver, sculpture, ornate works of art, many decorated with precious stones. Adding to the steady stream of booty were armloads of scrolls, paintings, bolts of silk, ermine and sable furs. The expression on Innocent’s face had gone from contempt to astonishment.  
 
    Finally, almost half an hour later, the entourage ceased, leaving behind Henry, his captains, and a stack of riches some fifteen feet in diameter and as tall as a man.  
 
    The Count of Flanders stepped forward. “Holy Father, we do now leave the treasures of Constantinople in your safekeeping, knowing you will put them to the Lord’s good use. It is our hope the saving of these treasures has lessened your anguish in some small way. We now wait upon your reply and humbly submit ourselves to whatever the Lord decrees.” 
 
    Atrox had watched the proceedings from the sidelines, waiting to see if the Pope had needed any assistance in dealing with the crusaders. But the events seemed to have unfolded in an unexpected way.  
 
    The Pope rose and approached the offerings, circling the treasure, stopping occasionally to pick up an item for examination and then carefully putting it back. Turning away, he ascended the steps back to his throne. Now Innocent sat, looking thoughtful, seemingly at a loss in regards to a course of action. And then, a most curious thing happened. From the shadows stepped a beautiful woman, adorned with a sleeveless, Tyrian purple gown.  
 
    She wore several jeweled bracelets and necklaces, her long dark hair woven with strands of gold. No one in the room, not even Innocent, seemed to know she was there. But Atrox watched as she approached the pontiff, on his right side, leaned over and whispered into his ear. After seeming to listen to the invisible intruder, he closed his eyes and nodded. She smiled, stood, walked back into the shadows and disappeared. The Pope cleared his throat and all eyes looked expectantly in his direction.  
 
    “If the Lord had granted the desires of His humble servants sooner, and had transferred, as He has now done, the empire of Constantinople from the Greeks to the Latins before the fall of the Holy Land, perhaps Christianity would not be weeping today over the desolation of the land of Jerusalem. Since, therefore, through the wonderful transference of this empire God has deigned to open to you a way to recover that land, and the detention of this may lead to the restoration of that, we advise and exhort you all, and we enjoin upon you for the remission of your sins, to remain for a year in Romania, in order to strengthen the empire in its devotion to the Apostolic See and to us, and in order to retain it in the power of the Latins, and to give wise advice and efficient aid to Baldwin, our most beloved son in Christ, the illustrious emperor of Constantinople, unless, perchance, your presence in the Holy Land should be necessary before that time, in which case you ought to hasten to guard it before the year elapses. 
 
    “Therefore, I do accept now the treasures of Constantinople into the protection of the church and do absolve you, Henry, your captains and those other participants of this expedition. You are under no penalty of excommunication and are now free to go.” 
 
    The count was speechless for a moment and smiled. “Thank you, Holy Father, for the kind mercies you have extended to us. I do think our presence is needed on this crusade. I shall gather more knights and provisions and then take word back to those in Constantinople.” 
 
    The three visitors reverently nodded and slowly departed. Innocent turned to the Tyrian. “Atrox, I believe this is all enough for one day. Let us reschedule our meeting for tomorrow.” 
 
    “As you wish.” 
 
    A short time later, Atrox walked down one of the hallways of the palace and saw someone up ahead of him. It was the mysterious woman who had been in the throne room. 
 
    “Hello, up ahead, stop.” But she kept walking. He hurried a bit faster. “I want to talk to you. Wait.” 
 
    Now she stopped, and as he got closer she turned to face him. 
 
    “You can see me,” she smiled. “When I was in the throne room I had the impression you could. Most interesting.” 
 
    “Who are you?” asked the Tyrian. 
 
    “My name is Hybris.” 
 
    “Why are you here?” 
 
    “I am the goddess of pride and arrogance. Innocent was faced with a dilemma today. Certainly the Crusaders had defied him. But they had also brought back great treasure. There had to be a reason for all of these things to happen.” 
 
    “And so he blamed the Greeks for this tragedy? If they had desired to reunify with the church sooner, then the church could have held the Holy Land after the first crusade and none of this would have happened? Is that the church’s excuse?” 
 
    And then, another being, a man with dark hair, stepped into his field of view and stood by Hybris. “It is not an excuse, it is the reason. Constantinople alone is responsible. It brought divine wrath upon itself.” 
 
    “And who are you?” asked Atrox. 
 
    “I am Momus, god of accusation and blame.” 
 
    “I accept no guilt,” said Hybris. “Momus always gives fault back to the aggrieved, and they often accept it, though they know not why.” 
 
    And now the Tyrian was disgusted. “What a vain and proud attitude. Is this church totally without humility?” 
 
    “Atrox, I am Hybris. I am arrogance and pride. There is no humility here.” 
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    The Well and a Traveling Companion  
 
    Damour, Lebanon: 1207 AD 
 
      
 
    The village up ahead had been growing larger in his field of view for almost the past hour, and after what seemed far too long Atrox finally came to its outskirts. Plopping down to rest on the dusty ground against a stone wall, he spied the town well a little way off. It seemed to be rather busy, with several people gathered round it.  
 
    Watching for a while, though, he was curious about what was happening. Someone with a bucket or vase would approach, and two large burly men would stop them. It appeared the one wanting water would then pay the men, and they would pass on the container to another man who maintained a position at the well. He would raise the bucket, fill the container, it would be handed back to the one who brought it and they would leave. The same three men stayed at the well.  
 
    Just then, a woman walked across his field of view. He quickly reached out with his walking stick and tapped her foot. She jumped in alarm. Atrox stayed seated on the ground so as not to frighten her. He smiled. “Dear lady, I’ve a question I would ask you.” 
 
    “Speak, sir,” she nodded. 
 
    “I’ve just come into your village and been sitting here resting before I go to the well. However, I see an odd practice here. Three men stay at the well and seem to charge people for its use.” 
 
    “They do.” 
 
    “Do they own the well?” 
 
    “No sir, they do not.” 
 
    “What is the purpose of this? Is it not the custom for a village to provide water freely to any traveler or inhabitant?” 
 
    She hesitated for a moment. “It is. But these three have taken upon themselves the responsibility, saying they alone are qualified. The Wellmaster, the one who draws the water, says he has dug many wells and by his skills at drawing water it will last longer before a new well needs to be dug.” 
 
    “And the people believe this?” 
 
    “Most do not, but his guards enforce this policy and at least one of them is always on duty here.” 
 
    “Buying their own water must be quite a burden on the people.” 
 
    “It is sir. A few protested and tried to take the well back. The Wellmaster and his men cut them down. Now we simply pay. It’s just easier. No one gets hurt.” 
 
    Atrox was fuming, but he didn’t want to upset the woman further. “Thank you for your explanation. You have been most helpful.” 
 
    She nodded and was on her way.  
 
    The Tyrian stood and made his way to the well. A few feet away he stopped. “Good afternoon. I don’t wish to be a bother. I’ll just get a drink of water and be on my way.” 
 
    “We have a different custom here. I am the Wellmaster,” said the one leaning against the well. “If you’ll give each of my men a piece of silver, I’ll gladly fill your flask with water.” 
 
    “Very kind of you to offer,” answered Atrox. “But I don’t mind getting my own water. There’s no reason to bother you.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s no bother,” replied the Wellmaster. “It’s what we do.” 
 
    Placing hands on hips, Atrox looked them over. “You don’t understand. I don’t need a meal, just a drink of water, and I’m not going to pay you for it.” 
 
    “You will pay us for it or go thirsty, friend. If you do not wish to pay, there is a river about a mile to the east.” 
 
    His muscles tensed with indignation. “From the skies above rain falls freely on all, and the rivers flow for every man and beast to drink. You have no authority to commandeer a well you did not dig. If you wish to do a good deed and help someone draw water, that is certainly your right, but you have no special skill for a task so simple it is within everyone’s ability. And to claim the right to charge for what you don’t own is...” Atrox lowered his head and shook it. 
 
    “Is what?” chuckled the Wellmaster. 
 
    “Unacceptable.” The Tyrian raised his head and slowly drew his sword from its scabbard. “Now, get out of my way. No man will block the path to the well.” 
 
    One of the guards lunged forward, swinging his blade. Atrox blocked, spun and slashed the man’s calf. He yelped and backed up a step. But the Wellmaster and the other guard were on him.  
 
    Atrox swung twice, deflecting both blades. He pushed off the Wellmaster and earned a slash on his sword arm by the second guard. Twisting, he scythed, cutting through leather armor and deep into the guard’s chest. With an astonished look on his face, the man fell backwards.  
 
    Spinning, there was a flash and a burn on his cheek, but his steel knocked away the Wellmaster’s blade and ran him through. Pulling his sword out quickly he whirled about, ready for the first wounded guard. But just as he did, another swordsman had appeared and was battling the guard. After some skillful parries, the guard’s blade was deflected and then gave an anguished cry as Atrox’s unexpected partner ran him through. He pulled sword free and the guard fell, bleeding heavily. The younger man stuck the tip in the dirt, nodded his head and smiled. 
 
    Breathing heavily, Atrox grinned. “Thanks for your help, friend.” 
 
    The other looked to be in his mid-twenties. He had dark eyes, and a disheveled look Atrox thought the ladies would consider dashing. 
 
    The younger man nodded and extended his hand. “I am Armand.” 
 
    The Tyrian shook his hand. “I am Atrox. I hope you don’t mind. I didn’t care for your Wellmaster.” 
 
    “I’ve wanted to do this for some time, but I didn’t think I wanted to tackle them alone. Thanks for giving me a reason to help.” 
 
    The Tyrian glanced at his companion’s sword and held out his hand. “Could I see your sword?” 
 
    Armand handed it over and Atrox examined it carefully. After a moment he chuckled and handed it back. 
 
    “You are far too good a swordsman to be using this … metal stick.” 
 
    Armand laughed. “Well, it is all I can afford.” 
 
    Atrox reached over his shoulder, where he kept both of his swords in scabbards. Feeling for the one he wanted, he pulled it out and handed it to Armand.  
 
    “This one is made from Damascus steel. There is no finer blade. Tales are told that with such a blade you could swing at a falling feather and cleave it in half.” 
 
    The younger man looked it over carefully, stepped back and swung it a few times. 
 
    “A fine weapon, a work of art.” He went to hand it back. 
 
    Atrox waved him off. “Keep it, Armand.” 
 
    The younger man’s mouth hung open. “Why would you give me such a masterpiece?” 
 
    Atrox chuckled and unsheathed his other sword.  “Because I have this one, an Ulfberht sword. The steel is almost as good, but it is heavier, which I prefer. The blade on the one you are holding is three feet in length. This one is slightly longer.” 
 
    “I think you already have a much longer reach than most.” Armand laughed. 
 
    “Perhaps, but I will take any available advantage.” Atrox handed him the sheath. “I’ve been wondering what to do with the Damascus sword. I wanted to give it to someone who would appreciate it. I’m glad you are its new owner.” 
 
    “Thank you, I am in your debt.” 
 
    “There is no debt.” Atrox shook his head. “But if you wish, I would enjoy some company for a few days.” 
 
    Armand nodded. “I have no commitments here. Will we have to fight off any other attackers?” 
 
    The Tyrian laughed. “I can’t make you any such promises.” 
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    Sidon: 1207 AD 
 
      
 
    In the dream she was walking toward a sunrise. It was quiet, but there was someone beside her, a woman, but Yasmine did not know her. 
 
    “Yasmine, you will soon be visited by two strangers.” 
 
    “Who are these strangers?” 
 
    “A young man whose arm is on fire. His companion is a very old man, a native of Tyre.” 
 
    “Please tell me more about these strangers.” 
 
    “I am a messenger who watches over this old man, though he does not yet know it. You will find the young man interesting because of his looks. You know your calling is to be a healer. Be a healer, and trust your heart. There could be great happiness for you.” 
 
    The message made Yasmine smile and she turned to the messenger, surprised to find a woman with short red hair, not too much older than herself, clothed in iridescence.  
 
    The messenger smiled, her green eyes lighting up. “I am Hania.” 
 
    “You are of heaven?” 
 
    “I am. And Yasmine, I know you think I speak cryptically, but I have no more to tell you now. You must discover the rest on your own.” 
 
    Awakening then, she puzzled over the dream as the pale light of dawn came into her room. 
 
    Setting up her booth in the marketplace she pondered the dream, mulling it over until the first customers came to see her, Yasmine, the healer. In a booth attached on the right, selling leather belts, pouches and scabbards, was a middle-aged woman named Soraya. Over the course of the past few months the two had become fast friends, with Yasmine looking to Soraya as a mentor and substitute Mother. 
 
    This morning they had been chatting between customers, and laughing over a joke when Soraya held up her hand to interrupt the levity. 
 
    “I see a customer approaching, Yasmine,” and her younger friend nodded.  
 
    Turning to her customer Soraya was startled at the size of the man, easily a head taller than others in the marketplace. Aside from being tall, his shoulders were broad and strong. His dark shaggy hair was shoulder length and his face was craggy, with eyes that were deep blue. Her first reaction was fear, but then he smiled. 
 
    “Lady, I am looking for a new sheath for my knife.” He pulled out the blade and laid it on the table between them. 
 
    “Certainly, sir,” she returned his smile, reached under the table and brought out a half dozen leather sheaths, laying them side by side.  
 
    The stranger picked up one, turned it over, and examining the craftsmanship raised an eyebrow. “You do good work. I will take this one.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir. The price is three pieces of silver.” 
 
    “A fair price. Thank you.” He laid the coins on the table, nodded and turned to his right, the young woman in the next booth catching his eye.  
 
    “Do you wish some herbs today, sir?” 
 
    “Yasmine?” 
 
    “Pardon, do I know you, sir?” 
 
    “It is you. I’ve not seen you since you were a toddler.” 
 
    The large man was making her nervous. “What is your name, sir?” 
 
    “Atrox. I know your father Kassim, though I’ve not seen him in years.” 
 
    “How could you possibly recognize me?” 
 
    “You look much like him. And I remember that mole you had at the base of your neck.” 
 
    “Such a mole is not unusual.” 
 
    “I remember when you were very small, I noticed you also had a small mark on your right hip, the color of wine.” 
 
    The conversation was making her uncomfortable. “You knew my father?” 
 
    “Yes, how is he?” 
 
    “His health is not nearly as good as yours. He walks with a limp and is blind in one eye.” 
 
    “I am sorry to hear that. He is a good man.” The stranger chuckled and relaxed, leaning against the post separating the booths. “I know you are skeptical of me, Yasmine. But I tell you true. I was a young man, all alone, and your family took me in as if I was one of their own.” 
 
    “You grew up with my father then?” 
 
    “Your grandfather’s name is Farid.” He was avoiding the question. 
 
    “Yes. He died two years ago,” she nodded. 
 
    Atrox lowered his eyes and slowly shook his head. “I am sorry to hear that sad news as well... His father’s name was Hakim.” 
 
    “How do you know these things?” 
 
    “Hakim was the best friend of my youth.” 
 
    “Why do you tell me these foolish tales?” She was annoyed and troubled by this stranger, and how much he knew. 
 
    “I know how difficult such things are to believe. I almost never speak of them, but I was excited to see you today, Yasmine. I can tell I am upsetting you, though, so I will take my leave. Thank you for the conversation. Please do not share these things with others. I do not wish to call attention to myself.” 
 
    “If you leave, then I will give you my word.” 
 
    He smiled, nodded and was gone. Another customer stepped up almost immediately and took her mind away from the strange conversation.  
 
    A short time later, while saying goodbye to a friend who stopped to say hello, Yasmine heard Soraya laughing and glanced over her shoulder to see her speaking to a very handsome young man with dark shaggy hair, a short black beard and striking blue eyes. He was chuckling as well and leaned over to whisper something into her ear. She backed up a step, her face red, but then giggled, wagging a finger at him. He threw his head back and gave a boisterous laugh. 
 
    Yasmine was surprised at her friend’s behavior, but she could not take her eyes off the young man. After a moment he lifted Soraya’s hand and kissed it, said something softly, smiled and then walked away.  
 
    “Soraya, who was the young man?” Yasmine swung around the pole into the other woman’s booth. 
 
    “Oh, you saw that?” she chuckled, pointing across the street. “That’s Armand. Jamila, my niece was in love with him and I thought they were going to be married. But he’s still not ready to settle down. It broke her heart. I should be angry with him, but he’s so charming. Lovely, isn’t he?” 
 
    Yasmine’s eyes were transfixed, and she studied him from head to toe. “He’s beautiful...” 
 
    “I’ll introduce you.” 
 
    “Oh, no.” Her cheeks were crimson. “I wouldn’t know what to say to someone who looks like that.” 
 
    “Oh nonsense, Yasmine. If nothing else, you’ll enjoy his shameless flirting. And who knows, perhaps you are the one for him?” 
 
    Yasmine noticed a woman coming up to her booth, and so she turned away from her friend. After she answered the woman’s question, she glanced back and saw Soraya almost across the street. 
 
    “Soraya, no,” she whispered fiercely. Somehow her friend heard, turned around, smiled and made a shushing gesture. Yasmine groaned and sat down quickly, looking for something to do in her booth to keep her busy. She knew her face had turned red again.  
 
    “Hello,” a male voice carried in her direction. Damn! Even his voice gave her butterflies. She took a deep breath and looked up. 
 
    “Oh, hello. You’re Soraya’s friend.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m Armand.” He extended his hand.  
 
    Standing, she took it and he pulled her hand towards him, looking into her eyes while he gave the back of it a gentle kiss. His whiskers tickled her hand and it felt like her legs would melt from under her. But his deep blue eyes... his gaze was intimate, inviting... this one could seduce and make love with just his eyes. Then she realized she should say something.  
 
    “I am Yasmine.” 
 
    “It is so very nice to meet you, Yasmine.”  
 
    He was smooth as warm honey, so sure of himself and obviously knew the effect he had on women. Part of her was annoyed by that, but the rest of her didn’t care. Right now she and Armand were the only two in the marketplace. She hoped he somehow felt that way too.  
 
    She had to think of something to say, perhaps there were some herbs she could talk to him about. 
 
    “Is there anything in my booth that interests you, Armand?” 
 
    “Oh yes, very much so.” A smile. Oh, his smile, and that dark unkempt hair. He looked... she imagined waking up beside him; unruly hair, slightly droopy eyes and a smile that said she’d satisfied his every desire. She wanted to be wanted like that. And then she was aware of her unintentional innuendo and she fumbled for a response. 
 
    “I mean... is there anything in my booth I can show you?” 
 
    “Right here?” he grinned, looking around with false concern and then winking at her. “With all these people around?” 
 
    His repartee was flirty and fun, and normally she wouldn’t have minded it. But she’d only just met him and he was far too distracting. She had to do something to focus. Inspiration was nudging her to look back up into his eyes.  
 
    Finally she did, expecting to swoon, but her gaze instead went to his brow. There were beads of perspiration. Her instincts as a healer told her heart something was wrong. “Armand, do you feel well?” 
 
    He grinned. “I feel fine, Yasmine.” 
 
    “It’s just... the day is rather cool and there is sweat on your forehead.” 
 
    “Your presence warms my blood, m’lady.” 
 
    She smiled slightly and raised her hand to his face. “May I?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Laying her hand on his cheek and then his forehead, she shook her head slightly. “You feel a bit too warm.” 
 
    “I have no time to be ill, Yasmine. Since we are in the vicinity, my traveling companion, Atrox, left a short while ago to go back to the city of his birth. When he returns in a few days we must be on our way.” 
 
    “You know Atrox?” 
 
    “Yes, we met a few days ago when our swords held off bandits who had taken possession of my town’s well. Do you know him too?” 
 
    She was trembling now. “Armand, what city does Atrox journey to?” 
 
    “Tyre.” 
 
    “Oh my God,” she gasped. 
 
    “Yasmine, what is wrong?” 
 
    “Which is your sword arm?” She was all business now.  
 
    “My left...” 
 
    “Were you wounded in the sword fight?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Hold out your arm.” 
 
    Looking surprised, he did as she asked. His long sleeves hid the skin, but that was not what she was looking for.  
 
    “Raise your arm, please.” 
 
    He did, and her eyes scanned the fabric. There it was, on the underside of his upper arm, a slice in the fabric and a wet spot. 
 
    “Arm down,” and he complied, looking rather startled at the change in this demure girl.  
 
    Abruptly she grabbed the fabric at the top of the shoulder and jerked it away, tearing stitches and pulling until the sleeve was gone. Grabbing his wrist with her left hand she raised his arm again.  
 
    “Damn,” she glared at the angry infection and then back at Armand. “This doesn’t hurt?” 
 
    He shook his head. “What doesn’t hurt?” 
 
    She reached up and pushed against the ugly wound with her finger. “This.” 
 
    “Ow, yes, it hurts. What did you do?” 
 
    She twisted the arm so he could see. “I didn’t do anything. You did get wounded in the sword fight, Armand. It was so slight you just didn’t feel it until now.” 
 
    Looking away from the wound she gazed into his eyes. Atrox was the very old man of Tyre, and this one was the man with the burning arm. And she must use her skills to help him, because if she did not he might die. And although she had known him for only a few minutes, she could not bear that thought. For the moment, his seductions had lost their power over her. Yasmine was in charge now. 
 
    “Take off your shirt.” 
 
    “What? Here, right now?” 
 
    She had to smile. His charm had dissolved in the urgency of the moment. “Yes, now. I have to see if the infection has spread. Armand, this is very serious. If this goes much longer without being treated, you could lose your arm or your life.” 
 
    Nodding, he began to unlace the cords at the top of the shirt. Pulling it off over his head, he grinned at her again, recovering some of his magnetism.  
 
    “Normally I don’t do this so soon after I meet a girl.”  
 
    She looked away and her eyes happened to catch Soraya watching her, a big smile on her face. Her friend winked at Yasmine and made the healer lose some of her concentration. She shook her head and smiled back, an expression that said she had no idea how she had managed to get herself into this delicious predicament. Moving slightly behind Armand, Yasmine carefully studied his skin to see if there was any spreading inflammation.  
 
    But his dark hair against that muscular neck; his brown shoulders, his inviting scent... she sighed and closed her eyes for a moment, picturing a warm, dark room, bare skin against bare skin, ragged breathing, and a desperate embrace on the brink of ecstasy... 
 
    Focus... she had to focus.  
 
    “Do you see anything?” 
 
    Smiling, she bit her lip. “No sign of infection back here. Let’s have a look in front.” 
 
    Moving to face him, Yasmine knew the color of her face and neck betrayed her emotions. He winked at her, but she quickly looked back to his upper arm, his shoulder and the left side of his chest, poking and prodding. Lean and muscular, with not too much hair on his chest, this boy was even more beautiful with his shirt off. Her eyes drifted down to his navel and she noticed a narrow line of dark hair extending further down his flat, rippled belly. Yasmine saw no cuts in his pants fabric, but maybe later she could make absolutely certain he’d not sustained any wounds on the lower half of his body.  
 
    Her heart was pounding. It was time to stop her racing fantasies and be a healer. Taking a quick breath, she looked up into his eyes. 
 
    “I need to lance your wound now and make sure it drains. I’ll make a poultice to cover the wound. It must be changed regularly, and there is a tea you must drink four times a day. If you are going to travel in a few days, you must rest your body and heal for at least two days. Do you have a place here in town to do that?”  
 
    Her breath caught, waiting for his reply. 
 
    “Uh, no, I don’t.”  
 
    She wanted to squeal with joy, but somehow restrained herself. “Then you must come stay with me. I will take care of you.” 
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    It was dusk, there was a warm fire in her hearth and somehow, beyond her wildest fantasies, the most gorgeous man in the world was sleeping in her bed.  
 
    At the moment all Yasmine could do was stand a few feet away, smiling, staring at him under the covers. After she had lanced and dressed Armand’s wound at the market, she gave him some of her tea to fight the infection and help him relax and rest.  
 
    She was surprised at the effect it had; within a short time he seemed very drowsy and she left Soraya in charge of her booth so she could bring Armand home to rest. 
 
    Soraya was happy to help, but couldn’t seem to stop giggling, seeing her younger friend simultaneously experience both embarrassment and glee. “My, Yasmine, when you see something you want, you just go after it.” 
 
    “Shhh, he’ll hear you.” She glanced over to her booth and saw Armand sitting on the stool, head resting in arms on the table. “He needs some time to heal, and he has no other place to stay.” 
 
    “Oh, he could stay with me.” 
 
    “I must change his bandages and make sure he drinks the tea I prepare for him.” 
 
    “Ah, yes... I suppose so. But, Yasmine, where will he sleep?”  
 
    “I will let him sleep in my bed.” 
 
    Soraya feigned concern. “But then where will you sleep?” 
 
    Yasmine opened her mouth to say something, but then just smiled, her face turning red again. 
 
    Soraya giggled. “I’m just teasing you. Take him home, nurse him back to health and enjoy his company. I’ll bring the rest of the things from your booth by later.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    And now, as she watched him, the anxiety came back to her, the same originally brought on by her lusty thoughts. What if he had sustained any other slight wounds that had gone unnoticed?  
 
    Those could be infected as well and just as dangerous. She knew for certain there was nothing else on the upper half of his body, but she needed to check the lower half. She trembled at the thought; in one way it just seemed a shallow excuse to see him naked. But then she decided, no, she had a very legitimate reason for this, as a healer it was the responsible thing to do.  
 
    Kneeling down next to the bed, she brought another cup of tea with her. Looking down at the foot of the bed she noticed his trousers on the floor. He’d undressed and got into bed while she was out of the room. She hadn’t considered he would be sleeping nude. Concentrate, she must concentrate. 
 
    “Armand... Armand... I need you to drink some more tea.” 
 
    “Yasmine? Hello. Where am I?” 
 
    “This is my home. That first cup of tea made you sleepier than I thought it would. Like I said earlier, you must rest if you are going to heal.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, I remember.” He reached for the tea and took a sip. “This seems so rude of me. I hardly know you and here I am, depending on you to get better, taking up space in your home... in your bed... thank you.” 
 
    “I am a healer, it’s what we do.” She smiled. And when our patients look as good as you, we don’t mind at all. “I know you’re not aware of any other wounds, but it’s possible there may be one or two on your legs. I thought the best way for me to check... perhaps I might give you a sponge bath?” 
 
    “I would not mind.” He smiled. “You do take good care of your guests.” 
 
    A short time later, she pulled a chair up to the bed and set a bowl of warm water on a small nearby table. Yasmine had built up the fire so Armand wouldn’t get cold. It was night outside now and the fire in the hearth cast dancing shadows around the darkened room. Sitting down next him, she knew she was trembling, but she took a deep breath and let it out slowly, then gently pulled back the blankets. The low light made his chest appear a beautiful golden brown.  
 
    “Armand, are you ready?”  
 
    “Hmmm, yes, Yasmine.” He smiled, but didn’t open his eyes. 
 
    She dipped the sponge in the warm, fragrant water and then wrung it out, the dripping water and crackling fire the only sounds in the room. Gently she daubed his face with the damp sponge and he smiled. 
 
    “Tell me about the fight at the well,” she spoke softly. 
 
    “Mmmm... three men came to our village almost two weeks earlier and took over the well...,” his eyes fluttered, and then slowly closed again. She dipped the sponge once more and ran it slowly over his neck. The fire was warm and now she was too, her face flushed. 
 
    “And then?” she softly asked. 
 
    “...and they told us if we wanted water, we must buy it... our own water...” his voice was soft and drowsy. “Some went along, but I was angry and wanted to fight them...” 
 
    Wringing out the sponge again, she slowly brushed it over his chest. “And then what happened?” 
 
    His eyes opened a bit and he smiled at her. “No one else would join me, and there were three of them, all quite large. I didn’t think I could beat them by myself...” 
 
    Moving the sponge slowly across his stomach, she kept her eyes on his. “And then?” she whispered. 
 
    “...and then I happened to walk by and see Atrox challenge them. I knew the two of us could beat the three of them and so I drew my sword and helped Atrox. We won...” 
 
    “That was very brave of you.” 
 
    “Mmm...” 
 
    “I need you to roll over now.” 
 
    “Okay.” He slowly turned over onto his stomach. 
 
    Starting on his neck, she worked slowly. Certain he was enjoying this warm rubdown. Yasmine was enjoying it too, lingering over every inch of his body. The bigger fire, and this intimate pleasure, her clothes were sticking to her body.  
 
    Ironically, the sponge gave her an excuse to look and touch and explore, but it was the sponge massaging him and not her hands, and that seemed a shame. She’d finally washed his entire back. It was time for the task she’d told him was necessary. 
 
    “I... I need to pull the blankets back more, Armand.” 
 
    “...Yes, I know...” 
 
    She closed her eyes and took some slow breaths, heart pounding and hands trembling. He was naked and she had him all to herself. It was all she could do to restrain herself from dropping the sponge, throwing the blankets off, pulling her own clothes off, climbing on top and ravishing him.  
 
    Yasmine was not so experienced in these things, but there had been a few other times; a few other lovers. But right now, all those were gone from her mind and she wanted only Armand, more than anything in the world. But this was not the time. He must get better, and then if he wanted her, then of course it would happen. Thinking back to the task at hand she would not remove the blankets all at once, just enough at a time to wash him.  
 
    Of course she wanted to pull them away instantly, to see him... all of him. Somehow this was almost more torturous, more tantalizing and delicious, pulling back the blankets just one teasing bit at a time. And so, with her right hand, at last she gently uncovered him down to his thighs, blushing to see his firm buttocks, the light from the glow of the fire illuminating his backside.  
 
    “You... have a healer’s gentle touch, Yasmine...” 
 
    “Thank you.” She wrung out the sponge and gently ran it over his bare skin, smiling at the warmth which came over her, the light-headed feeling that brought a damp heat to her thighs.  
 
    This was caring for and healing the sick, but tonight it also felt like languorous, drowsy foreplay, a gentle arousal, slowly building to something more than a mere sponge bath. She knew after sharing this quiet liquid intimacy she could never suppress the feelings growing inside of her.  
 
    Slowly, gently, lovingly, her warm, wet, fragrant sponge caressed every inch of the back of his thighs and knees, his calves. Finally she had uncovered him completely and gently washed his feet.  
 
    Apparently this was not nearly as embarrassing to him as it was to her. The way he was breathing made it sound as if he had fallen asleep again. The lusty thrill of this experience was making her a bit more bold and on impulse she gave his bare backside a gentle spank. 
 
    “Time to turn over, sleepy.” 
 
    “Oh, okay...” and he raised up to change position. 
 
    Oh my god, he was actually going to roll over... she averted her eyes to the basin for a moment and then looked back, her eyes hopelessly drawn to the center of his body, to the triangle of dark curly hair... and a smile grew on her face to see this sensual intimacy had aroused him to a certain extent.  
 
    “I hope this is not too embarrassing to you.” She wrung out the sponge and began slowly washing him, backing up to start at his flat stomach again, trying to keep her eyes focused, looking for any other cuts. But it was difficult, focusing on his legs when her eyes wanted to linger elsewhere. And it seemed the mere act of staring simply aroused him more.  
 
    She was having a difficult time breathing now, every tingling nerve in her body saying this must lead to inevitable passion. But she would not force herself on him, and the most important thing he could do was rest. And so, if his body chose sleep over making love, how could she, a healer, argue with that?  
 
    She forced her eyes to follow the sponge. As she finally finished washing his ankles, she realized happily there were no other wounds on his body. And now there was nothing more to worry about. He would heal properly.  
 
    Looking up hopefully to his face Yasmine saw he was still drifting in and out of slumber.  
 
    “Yasmine, you are so very kind to take such care of me. But that sponge bath was so relaxing, and the tea was so soothing. It has made very sleepy. I’m afraid I am poor company.” 
 
    Relaxing? She was anything but relaxed, all her nerves overloaded with lust. Her face felt crimson, but she hoped he could not see it in the dim light.  
 
    Gently she covered him up, taking a last peek. Leaning over, she instinctively touched his face. “It’s all right. Just go back to sleep. It’s the best way for you to get better.” 
 
    Yasmine sat in a chair by the fire, drowsiness finally overcoming her as she watched him sleep. What a way to end the day. She didn’t mind sleeping in the chair at all.  
 
    Perhaps tomorrow, when he felt a little better, they might get even better acquainted. She got up to check on him one more time. He was still sleeping, but she was surprised to see him shivering. It was the fever, and the blankets weren’t keeping him warm enough. She could lay her last blanket over him, but then she wouldn’t have any way to keep warm. 
 
    No. This night had reduced her to a trembling puddle and her self-control was spent. She had fulfilled her healer’s responsibilities. He was asleep now, so this would not be awkward. Slowly she unbuttoned her blouse and let it fall away. And unfastening her skirt, she let it also fall to the floor, the cold air bringing a little gasp. But it was far too late to rein in her passions. She could not and would not. Though she might feel foolish in the morning, there was good reason for what she did. Armand was cold. He needed his rest. The heat of her body would warm him.  
 
    Lifting the blankets she slipped in beside him, encircling him with her arms, her breasts pressed against his chest. Instinctively, his leg slipped between hers and she sighed to feel him pressed against her. His hair tickled her face and his warm breath caressed her bare shoulder. Outside it was cold and dark, and windy. Yasmine smiled sleepily. Inside her home, and in her bed, it was warm and dark, quiet and sleepy, and naked. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dreams. Lips gently touching hers. How delicious to dream of kissing. Whose mouth was this? Someone familiar, someone safe, someone she wanted. Kisses on her neck, her cheek, softly on her ear. Soft lips in the dark, gently touching, softly whispering. 
 
    “Yasmine...” 
 
    Who was talking? 
 
    Kiss... another, on her neck... sending shivers through her body. 
 
    “Yaaasmine...” the voice whispered. 
 
    Who was that? Oh... she recognized the voice. It was Armand, that stunning man from the market. The one she gave a sponge bath to, the one who could never possibly want someone like her. 
 
    Kiss.... a gentle, soft open mouth one. She could feel breath caressing her face, bare skin against bare skin. 
 
    “Yasmine, oh Yasmine,” the voice quietly implored. “Are you awake?” 
 
    Armand again. Oh, go away, Armand. No, I am not awake. There is someone kissing me right now, and it is the most delightful... 
 
    Kiss... 
 
    “Yasmine... Such a wonderful surprise to wake up and find you in bed with me...” 
 
    What? Her eyes popped open; there he was, his face inches from hers. Even in the darkness she could see that smile. 
 
    Now she could feel her face flushing again, being aware of her body against his with nothing between them. 
 
    “I... you were shivering, and I had no extra blankets. I didn’t want you to get cold.” 
 
    “Yasmine, you have been so very kind to me,” and his slightly open mouth touched hers, lips gently brushing.  
 
    She closed her eyes and sighed. Only in her wildest dreams could she have imagined this.  
 
    They shifted under the blankets a bit, and she thrilled to feel his hardness between them. Her heart raced to know she had aroused him; that he wanted her. Those feelings swept her along, like a current, and Yasmine wanted nothing more than to abandon herself to its pull, knowing her deepest fantasies were about to fulfilled. 
 
    He kissed her again. His hand had started on her knee and slowly moved to her inner thigh, slowly and lovingly inching higher. With every movement a little gasp escaped her and finally her soft curly hair felt his gentle caress. It seemed she should be embarrassed, but her raging hormones had left demure behind.  
 
    “Armand,” she whispered into his ear. “Please do not wait any longer...” 
 
    His weight shifted to being on top of her and taking his time, slowly slid inside her. There was nothing to do but close her eyes and moan. The slow and easy rhythm told her he was in no hurry, but after a moment it paused.  
 
    “Armand, why have you stopped?” 
 
    “Yasmine, what medicines do you give me? I feel so weak, as if I cannot hold up my body.” 
 
    No, this moment was not going to slip away, not now. “Armand, would you mind if we traded places?” 
 
    “Not at all.” He looked surprised and delighted. He pulled back from her and rolled to his back. 
 
    Hesitating but a moment Yasmine climbed on top him, took him in her hand and guided him back inside of her. Placing a hand on either side of him she leaned down, her eyes meeting his, the rhythm of their lovemaking slowly beginning again. 
 
    His expression told her he was enjoying this, his hands moving over her body, her hips and back up to her breasts. The touch was so light, fingers barely touching nipples, but every motion making her delirious.  
 
    She wanted to make this last, to enjoy every second. But he was too beautiful, his touch too perfect, the motion and pressure too sensual. It was impossible to slow it down, but listening to his breathing, she could tell it was as ragged as her own.  
 
    A bead of sweat slid down her glistening back but he was perspiring too. She sat up straight, then arched her back, inhaling deeply the smell of her lover, their sweat, their lovemaking; all her senses finally reaching overload. She bent over again, hands in place, her eyes locked on his, rhythm increasing, impossible to stop.  
 
    Oh, please don’t close your eyes or look away, she silently pleaded. Let me look deep into your soul. Look into mine and let us be gloriously naked with each other, holding nothing back.  
 
    And then it began, from her very core, and there was no way to hold it back any longer. Her frantic gaze searched his and it pleased her they had reached this place together. Armand’s moans turned to a low growl and he was holding her tightly, frantically.  
 
    Yasmine’s whimpers ran together, finally escaping into a shriek of joy and she collapsed on top of him, shudders bouncing back and forth between them amid small involuntary moans. Waves of pleasure swept through her, curling her toes and turning all her other muscles to water. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was twilight and he was walking, naked, across a meadow. Someone he knew was walking toward him. As they closed the distance he realized it was Yasmine, also naked, standing before him.  
 
    “I am dreaming about you. This is so wonderful.” 
 
    “No, Armand, I am dreaming about you.” 
 
    And then, arm bent, she raised her left hand, palm facing him. Not knowing what else to, he copied her move, raising his right arm. Slowly she moved her hand toward his. What was she doing? Again, he copied her motion. Four inches from his hand, hers suddenly seemed to burst into flame, enveloped in a deep greenish-blue fire. It frightened him, but she just smiled. 
 
    “Yasmine, what is happening?” 
 
    She said nothing and so he moved his own palm slightly closer, alarmed to see it also surrounded by fire, deep blue flames, extending a few inches in all directions.  
 
    “Touch palms.” She smiled.  
 
    Nodding, he moved his closer and then met hers. The fire surrounded both their hands, a deeper, darker blue, cool and warm at the same time. 
 
    “Now do you understand?” she asked. 
 
    He nodded, tears running down his face. “It’s you. I’ve found you again. We’ve been apart for so very long this time.” 
 
    “We have, my love. And I know now how very much you love me. You’ve missed me so much this time that you’ve been frantically searching the faces of every woman you met, each time hoping you’d found me. And you didn’t even realize what you were doing.” 
 
    He was barely able to talk. “We recognized each other in the marketplace. Our spirits knew each other.” He embraced her, sobbing. “I don’t want to ever be apart from you again.” 
 
    After a moment she pulled back, looked into his eyes and kissed him. “No one but me knows what a tender hearted romantic you are. Ours is not an ill-fated love, my dear Armand. Though there may be times we are apart, we will always be together. Always.” 
 
    He took a deep breath and wiped his eyes. “Something tells me you remind me of this every time, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes,” she chuckled, “yes I do.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Two days later found them both back at Yasmine’s booth in the marketplace. In between customers they both talked with Soraya, telling her of their love.  
 
    “Yasmine, do you really think you can tame this scoundrel?” Soraya chuckled, “I had no idea you would take my advice to heart, that perhaps he was the one for you.” 
 
    “Oh yes,” the younger woman laughed, “I am sure of it.” 
 
    “Soraya,” Armand cut in, “I assure you, my wild days are over. I have found the woman of my dreams and there is no other for me.” 
 
    “I am glad to hear you say that, Armand,” came a voice from behind them. Turning to locate the speaker, they saw Atrox, and he grinned at their surprise. “Because if you were to break her heart, I would have to hurt you.” 
 
    “Then I have nothing to fear.” The younger man smiled. “I just remembered I forgot something back at your house, my love.” 
 
    “Our house...” she corrected him and winked. 
 
    “I am still getting used to that, Yasmine, but I love the way it sounds. I will be right back.” He kissed her and jogged away.  
 
    Soraya gave a little wave to them all and went to talk to a potential customer. 
 
    Yasmine turned to Atrox. “You must bring him safely back to me, Atrox.” 
 
    “I will, Yasmine,” he answered with a chuckle. 
 
    She grabbed his sleeve tightly and he looked surprised. “No,” her eyes pleading, “You do not understand. You profess to love my family. If you truly do, I need to hear your promise you will do this.” Her eyes were brimming with tears. “Atrox, he... is the spark that fires my heart, the flame that brings joy to my spirit. I cannot lose him. I must not.” 
 
    The Tyrian nodded, his expression somber. “Yasmine, I promise you that I will bring Armand safely back to you. I give you my word.” 
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    Atrox picked up an apple, looked it over and nodded, taking a big bite. It crackled with juicy crispness. 
 
    He turned to the old man who ran the roadside booth. “Six of these,” and handed him a silver coin. 
 
    “Very good, sir. If I may ask, where is your group traveling?” 
 
    “Not really any of your business...” 
 
    “Just making conversation...” 
 
    “We go over the mountains.” Atrox studied his face for the first time; gray knotted hair, one brown eye, the other clouded over, and a face weathered by sun and wind. 
 
    The old man’s expression changed to a scowl. “There is only one mountain pass.” 
 
    “Yes, I know.” 
 
    “You do not mean to go through the Dzungarian gate?” 
 
    “We do.” 
 
    Fingers clutched at Atrox’s arm. “You must not. It is very dangerous.” 
 
    “We’re used to danger.” 
 
    “I can tell you are powerful, sir. But this pass is well guarded. If he allows you to go through, you will never even know he is there. But if he does not, you will be dead before you even see him.” 
 
    “See who?” 
 
    “The Highwayman.” 
 
    “I’ve fought quite a few warriors.” Atrox jerked his arm free. “I’m not afraid of this Highwayman.” 
 
    “You should be afraid. Many have spoken as you do. The stories say at the very end, they are all afraid.” 
 
    “Ours is a legitimate journey. We have business with the Mongols.” Atrox regretted revealing his purposes, but this old man was irritating him.  
 
    “Unless the Mongols know you are coming, it doesn’t matter to The Highwayman.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    They sat around the campfire in the gathering darkness. The monks were quietly talking on the opposite side of the fire from Atrox and Armand. The Tyrian poked the fire and sparks danced up into the smoke, and he thought about the warning from the old man and the promise he’d made to Yasmine. 
 
    “I will go alone tomorrow to make sure the pass is safe.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I want you to stay here with the monks and protect them. I will be back once I determine safe passage.” 
 
    “There is nothing to protect them from, Atrox. There is a nearby cave and we are off the road. No one will know they are there. If the pass is not safe then you need another sword.” 
 
    “No,” he spoke slowly, “I go alone. The old man at the marketplace says it is very dangerous and...” 
 
    “Atrox, I’ve heard legends say this gate is the way to Hyperborea. These stories have fired my imagination since I was a boy. Fabulous cities, tall, fair haired people, hordes of gold guarded by griffins, and now, one day’s journey away from this place and you would deny me? You’ve praised my skills with a sword. Why would you not want me there to help defeat an attacker?” 
 
    “I have a very bad feeling about this, Armand.” Losing patience, his voice began rising. “You are not going.” 
 
    The monks fell silent and looked up in alarm.  
 
    “My brothers, perhaps calmness is due here...” 
 
    “Shut up,” Atrox bellowed. 
 
    “You will take me with you.” Armand stood and pulled his sword. 
 
    Atrox smiled, stood and did the same. “You’re going to fight me about this? You are quite the hothead.” 
 
    “When you see how good I am, you will agree to take me.” 
 
    “Armand, do not do this. You cannot defeat me.” 
 
    “I’m a hothead? You are a prideful braggart.” He swung his blade, missing the Tyrian by only an inch. 
 
    “Very well. But let’s take this away from the monks. I do not want them involved in any way.” 
 
    The younger man walked several paces away from the fire, and the Tyrian followed. 
 
    “Will this do?” Armand flipped the tip of the blade up to challenge.  
 
    Atrox nodded, taking a stance. Armand swung again and Atrox parried, knocking the blade aside, stepped closer and thrust his blade. Armand skillfully deflected it.  
 
    They circled each other, the Tyrian testing his friend, impressed that Armand was perhaps even a little better than he’d originally thought. But he’d already made his decision.  
 
    The younger man was confident and Atrox didn’t want to injure him in this stupid battle. There seemed only one way to win the argument.  
 
    Armand swung, powering into a skillful attack. Atrox had seen this before and knew the counters, but at the last moment, after several parries, paused and blocked with his arm instead of his blade. Armand’s blade cut deep and Atrox cried out, dropping his steel. 
 
    “No...” Armand shouted and cast his blade aside. “Oh my God, Atrox, I am so sorry, so sorry, I didn’t mean to do this; I never thought you’d block my sword with your arm...” 
 
    Atrox waved him off and sat down on a rock, holding his right arm as blood poured through his fingers. He squinted from the pain and breathed through clenched teeth, rocking back and forth slightly.  
 
    “Let me get some rags, we will stop the bleeding...” 
 
    “Armand, stop your damn noise. Just wait a minute. Sit down and be quiet.” 
 
    The puzzled swordsman sat on a rock, leaning forward in apprehension. After a few moments Atrox took a deep breath and opened his eyes, released his right arm and tried it, clenching his fist and wiggling fingers.  
 
    Armand’s mouth dropped open. “What sorcery is this? You should still be in horrible agony and bleeding. I cut through veins and muscle, clear to the bone. Such a wound is often fatal.” 
 
    Atrox nodded. “You’re right. And by that very painful wound you’ve given me opportunity to teach you convincingly. As I said, you cannot defeat me.” 
 
    “What?” he snorted. “Are you immortal, or some such thing?” 
 
    “No, not immortal. Perhaps you might call me semi-mortal. The Pope, by God’s promise, has given me 770 years of life.” 
 
    “What are you saying? This makes no sense. For what purpose?” 
 
    “I am Pius Interficientis, Holy Slayer, commissioned by the pontiff to make enemies of the church disappear.” 
 
    “Who has heard of such a thing? No one. This is not possible.” 
 
    “Armand, you are right. Almost no one has heard of this, and I demand your secrecy. I tell you this to protect you. I know not what tomorrow holds, but I feel it is very dangerous. And I promised Yasmine I would bring you home alive.” 
 
    “That is very kind, but you barely know her. Why would you make her this promise?” 
 
    “She is the great-granddaughter of the best friend of my youth.” 
 
    Armand’s eyebrow raised. “How old are you?” 
 
    “Three hundred and twenty-one years.” 
 
    “Preposterous!” 
 
    Atrox pulled up his bloody sleeve and held out his arm. There was enough moonlight for Armand to see a bright red scar.  
 
    “Then how do you explain this?” 
 
    “I cannot explain it.” Armand turned to look at the campfire, contemplating his disappointment, and finally, “I will stay and guard the monks.” 
 
    A few moments later he rose and walked into the darkness, finding a rock to sit on and gazed up at the stars. 
 
    Just barely within his peripheral vision he noticed a slight motion. In a single movement he was on his feet, hand on his sword hilt, watching a fair haired woman, her body covered in shimmering iridescence, moving toward him.  
 
    “Hello, Armand.” 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “My name is Meyhnah and I am a messenger. I understand you desire to see Hyperborea?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Fabulous cities, tall, fair haired people, hordes of gold guarded by griffins?” 
 
    “Yes, how do you...”  
 
    “Do not despair, Armand. It is not to be found here.” 
 
    “Where is it, then?” 
 
    “Back the way you came and to the north.” 
 
    “How do you know this?” 
 
    She smiled. “It is my land, The Kingdom of Light. Would you like to see it?” 
 
    “Someday I would.” He sighed. 
 
    “It is more than a physical place, Armand. There are no fabulous cities as you imagine, but is a place of learning and healing for your spirit. The fair haired people you seek are my people, the Saami. There are no hordes of gold guarded by griffins, but there are treasures far greater. If you would like, tonight, while you are sleeping I will take you there.” 
 
    “How can this be?” 
 
    “You are a child of light, Armand. And I am a messenger of that light.” 
 
    “An angel?” 
 
    “Yes, an angel.” 
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    Mongol Empire, The Dzungarian Gate: 1207 AD 
 
      
 
    Snow-capped mountains rose sharply on both his left and right and the flat cracked plain spread out ahead of him. This was the only way through these mountains; The Dzungarian Gate. Atrox lifted his head to the gray sky and inhaled deeply. The air was thin and the sharp cold burned his lungs. A few tiny dry snowflakes drifted lazily toward the ground, but then another icy blast hit and swept it bare again. 
 
    No defense was needed here. He sensed that except for perhaps in the warmest months, the weather itself could kill anyone daring to enter this pass. And those warm months had just ended. It occurred to him this place had almost no color. Where the snow had been blown away the mountains were brown and black. A nearby ice-covered lake gave this place a stingy tinge of blue. The elevation was too high for any trees and the bitter cold had turned summer’s leftover grasses and sparse brush gray and brittle. 
 
    Bitter weather protected this gate, but he knew there was another danger; a guard of last defense. The legends said it was so, and standing here he felt it. 
 
    Waiting patiently for a pause in the howling wind, Atrox scanned the hills and rocky rubble. Finally there was a lull. His voice would be heard. 
 
    “Show yourself,” he shouted. 
 
    Searching dark places between rocks his focus found the logical place for someone to hide. But then his peripheral vision told him otherwise as a figure appeared from behind a different boulder. 
 
    Surprisingly, this other one seemed as imposing as he; long, shaggy, black hair, a body covered with animal skins and a sword in each hand. “Who are you?” he called out. 
 
    “Atrox of Tyre. Who are you?” 
 
    A slight smile. “I am called The Highwayman. Why have you chosen this place to die?” 
 
    “I have no quarrel with you. My purpose is simply to escort Catholic monks to the land of the Mongols.” 
 
    “Where are these monks?” 
 
    “I left them back at our base camp until I could determine if the pass is safe.” 
 
    “The pass is never safe. Why do you bring them?” 
 
    “They wish to teach the Mongols about Christianity.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Atrox shrugged. “They believe this religion will save them in the next life.” 
 
    “Save them? From what?” 
 
    “Damnation.” 
 
    “I can tell by the way you speak you do not believe their religion.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what I believe. I am here to see them to the Mongols.” 
 
    “The people here have their own beliefs. Tengri and Kuar are their Gods. They don’t need your religion.” 
 
    “That is for the Mongols to decide.” 
 
    The Highwayman shook his head. “The Mongols like how I do my job. I let few pass.” 
 
    “You will let me pass.” The Tyrian pulled his sword and raised it.  
 
    “I will not.” The Highwayman raised both of his. 
 
    Atrox shook his head. Many were intimidated by an enemy with two swords, but he was not. The swordsman had to split his concentration, keeping track of two blades instead of one. And in Atrox’s experience, they all favored one hand.  
 
    The weaker side demanded more attention and detracted from the strong one. In the end, the opponent was not twice as powerful. Most were weaker, only a few were slightly better. But that was all moot. He had far more experience than this Highwayman could possibly imagine; and that was more than enough compensation.  
 
    Sword raised, he strode purposefully toward his opponent. Over the course of many fights he’d found this bold approach unnerved them, almost forcing them to back down, giving him immediate advantage.  
 
    But surprisingly, this one did not step back. No matter, this Highwayman would soon realize that overconfidence was foolhardy.  
 
    His blade crashed against the one in the Highwayman’s right hand and the left blade swung, narrowly missing his face. Cursing, Atrox pulled a dagger from his belt. He could fight with two blades as well. Swinging left, he met his opponent’s other steel. Spinning, he ducked the right blade and his left hand stabbed the dagger into the skins covering his enemy’s body. The thrust was deep enough to pierce the furs and enter an inch or two. The Highwayman cried out and pivoted away. Standing a few feet apart now, the enemy reached left hand under animal skins and pulled it out bloody. He grinned at Atrox. 
 
    “Not bad. I gave you too little credit.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The guardian of the gate let a smile creep onto his face. This Tyrian had no idea who he was up against; had no idea not a single traveler had ever bested him.  
 
    Blades crashed again, and the Highwayman felt wind across his face and a sting that told him some contact had been made. He winced but then ducked, rolled and came back up, swinging his left blade and slashing the Tyrian’s right leg. Atrox cried out and knocked the steel away. 
 
    They circled each other, testing, lunging, slashing, sometimes connecting, but never enough to win. This was puzzling. No one had ever lasted this long. It distracted him and just then, Tyrian steel came crashing down. The Highwayman blocked it, but forgot about the dagger. There was a blur and this time Atrox buried the blade deep in his side. Letting out a scream of pain he spun away, ripped out the dagger and threw it on the ground.  
 
    “You’re supposed to die now,” his opponent snarled.  
 
    The Highwayman was gasping for air, and Atrox wondered if his lung had been punctured. But Mongol shook his head. “No, you first…” 
 
    At that provocation, Atrox came roaring toward him. Raising both blades to block together, the Tyrian took the bait. But then the Highwayman spun, slashing his opponent’s sword arm with his left sword and running him through with his right. There was a look of astonishment on Atrox’s face, as if he could not comprehend this reality. Pulling the blade out the Tyrian fell to his knees, and then to hands and knees, crawling away, moaning, bleeding life onto the frigid cracked ground, almost as if getting away would enable him to recover with a counter attack. It was a pity. He had almost seemed a worthy enemy. But it was time to end this. The Highwayman watched for a moment longer and then strode toward his adversary.  
 
    And then there was a brightness. Behind Atrox a figure appeared in the light, a woman with red hair and a determined look on her face, the countenance of a focused protector. 
 
    “Halt. You will come no closer.” 
 
    The Highwayman laughed. “So, this warrior survives because a woman gives him divine aid.” 
 
    “No, Mongke Ustgagch; you do not understand.” 
 
    The Highwayman stopped, his mouth open in astonishment. “How do you know the name given me by the Gods?” 
 
    She smiled and shook her head. “‘Eternal Destroyer’, and you take pride in the title. How sad this is to know. You believe Atrox is your enemy, and he thinks you are his; but this is not true.” She pointed to a nearby rock. “Sit. Let curiosity overrule your impatience for a moment... Tomorbaatar: Iron Hero; was there not enough strength in that name for you?” 
 
    The Highwayman made his way to the rock and sat. “Who are you, to know my names?” 
 
    “My name is Hania, and I am an immortal messenger of the true God.” 
 
    “The god of Atrox?” 
 
    “No. But I will leave that discussion to the two of you.” She looked down at the Tyrian and slowly shook her head. “His name means ‘fierce and cruel’. Another contentious and prideful name; you two are brothers in arms. The Tyrian’s bleeding has stopped and his recovery is almost complete. He will want to know about your mortal wound as well.” 
 
    “His recovery is almost complete? What are you saying?”  
 
    Atrox moaned and stirred. 
 
    “He wakes.” And she disappeared. The Highwayman heard her voice one last time. “You can ask him about me if you wish, but I have not revealed myself to him yet. And Tomorbaatar, you are not ‘Eternal Destroyer.’ You can only kill the mortal body. You have no power over the immortal, eternal spirit. Your name title is a lie, just as much so as Atrox’s name title.” 
 
    The Tyrian stirred again, moaning, rolling over to his side, raising up on one elbow and finally sitting, finally noticing the the Highwayman. He rose from where Hania had bade him sit, still bent over slightly from pain. 
 
    “Tyrian, you will tell me your name title.” 
 
    “What?” he sneered. “Who are you to demand this of me?” 
 
    “I struck you down and was about to end your life, but someone intervened…” 
 
    “Someone…who?” 
 
    “A woman with red hair, glowing with fiery light…” 
 
    “You are mad.” 
 
    “No. She has not yet revealed herself to you. She called me by my true name and my name title.” 
 
    The Tyrian looked him over. “Tell me your name title and I will tell you mine.” 
 
    “My name is Tomorbaatar. My name title is Mongke Ustgagch, Eternal Destroyer.” 
 
    “I am Pius Interficientis, Divine Slayer. What else did this woman say?” 
 
    “She claimed to be an immortal messenger.” 
 
    “And so this shows I am more powerful than you. My god sends messengers.” 
 
    “To keep you from being killed.” 
 
    “No.” Atrox finally stood completely upright, still wincing. “I need no one to protect me from death.” 
 
    “Well, she does not follow your god. And she said your name title is false... as is mine. She called herself... Hania. Who is this woman?” 
 
    “I do not know... Why do you have the title Eternal Destroyer?” 
 
    “I am chosen by this god to defend the religion of his people. And if necessary, I bring death to those who would threaten their beliefs. Your name title implies you carry the same duty.” 
 
    “I do. Let me tell you of my God.” The Highwayman’s posture relaxed. He sheathed one sword and stabbed the other into the dirt before sitting back down on the rock. “He is a god of thunder and lightning and the skies. He visits vengeance upon those who defy him. I serve him and help deliver that vengeance. And for my faithful service he has given me 500 extra years of life.” 
 
    Atrox’s face went blank for a moment and then he chuckled. 
 
    “You mock me?” asked the Highwayman, eyes narrowing. 
 
    “No.” Atrox shook his head. “The god these Christians follow... In their oldest books of scripture there are many accounts of their god dealing out vengeance the same way, destroying people and cities with fire from the skies. How old are you, Highwayman?” 
 
    “Two hundred and eighty-nine years.” 
 
    “I am three hundred and twenty one. I suspect we serve the same god.” 
 
    “It would appear so, Tyrian.” 
 
    “Except, if I were you, I would go back and negotiate a better deal.” 
 
     “And why is that?” 
 
    “Because this god we share has given me 770 years.” 
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    The confrontation at the Dzungarian Gate ended in a standoff; the unstoppable force meeting the immovable object and neither could prevail.  
 
    The outcome baffled them both, enemies on the same side of battle, contending for a meaningless victory. But the paradox gave them no other recourse than a wary friendship. So, they sat on rocks facing each other and talked for most of the day until finally the conversation was spent.  
 
    Atrox stood to leave and the Highwayman did likewise. As he stood facing this lonely guardian, Atrox was reminded of what Tomorbataar said Hania called them; ‘brothers in arms.’ She was right. Solitary warriors defending the judgmental, conflicting doctrine of a harsh god, Atrox realized they each understood each other like no other ever would and extended his hand.  
 
    “Farewell, my friend. I hope we shall see each other again.” 
 
    The Highwayman, grinned, took his hand, and pulled him into a rough embrace, slapping him on the back. “As do I, friend.” 
 
    They stepped apart, and with nothing else to say Atrox turned and walked away, back along the broken, frozen ground.  
 
    The sun was coming up as Atrox got to the cave. Though it was hidden well enough from the road, he had no trouble finding it again. Stepping in, he saw three sleeping shadows near the wall. 
 
    “No guard at the entrance,” he bellowed. 
 
    Immediately Armand was on his feet, sword drawn. “Gregory, I left you on the last watch. Dammit man, what happened?” 
 
    “I fell asleep,” the monk looked down at the ground. “But the lord kept us safe.” 
 
    “Bah, you’re lazy,” Armand replied. “So, Atrox, do we leave for the gate?” 
 
    “No,” the Tyrian answered. “It is impassable at the present time.” He looked to the other monk. “So, Andrew, where would you like us to take you instead?” 
 
    “The Pope said…” 
 
    “I don’t give a damn what the Pope said. Perhaps he would like to come out here and wait for a more favorable time so he could personally escort you. There is no other way through these mountains except to follow the mountain range southwest for another thousand miles to the next pass.” 
 
    “Yes, that is what we should…” Gregory began. 
 
    “No,” Atrox snorted. “If that is your desire, then you go alone. Armand and I are going back. If there is somewhere along the way you would like us to take you, then so be it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    A week later, having taken the monks to Samarkand, Atrox and Armand headed their horses northwest, intending to take a slightly different route back home; along the southern coast of the Aral sea, down through Anatolia.  
 
    Now they were crossing the great western Asian steppes, a vast expanse of short grassland. The terrain looked the same in any direction, the only differentiation might be an occasional low hill. Blowing wind was often the only noise, save the sounds of their horses pounding feet on the ground. Sometimes a songbird would interrupt the silence, and a few times huge flocks flew overhead. 
 
    Twice they saw a herd of wild horses running in the distance, so far away no sound reached them.  
 
    The journey had depleted their conversation and sometimes they went miles without uttering a word. As days wore on, Armand’s sense of anticipation grew, knowing his reunion with Yasmine was mere days away. His companion seemed to sense his mood. 
 
    “So, what is it about Yasmine? You’ve been with many women.” 
 
    The younger man smiled. Though Atrox had been quite open about sharing his connection with Yasmine’s family, Armand did not feel comfortable sharing the full spiritual depth of this relationship. “We have a bond that is difficult to explain, an easy familiarity that draws us together. I never realized it before I met her, but I was not whole. Yasmine makes me whole.” 
 
    Atrox was quiet for a bit and then nodded. “I am happy for you.” He glanced up at the sun to check their direction and gave a quick look behind them.  
 
    “Son of a bitch...” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Horsemen; at least a half dozen of them off in the far distance.” 
 
    “Riding toward us?” 
 
    Atrox watched a moment longer. “Yes.” 
 
    “We’re far ahead of them. They’ll never catch us.” 
 
    “Perhaps. These Phrygians are good strong horses, but I think these are Mongols following us. I hear their horses are swift and can gallop for miles.”  
 
    “How do we escape them?” 
 
    “We’ve got to get off the steppes as soon as possible. Once we get past the Hyrcanian Sea, we’ll head south and make for the Volga River delta. If they’ve caught up with us by then, we’ll try to blend in with the locals, though I don’t trust the Turks much. If they are still far enough behind us, then we ride to Tbilisi, an old Christian city. But even before we get there, we’ll come to forests, hills and mountains. We should be able to lose them.” 
 
    “Why would they chase us so far?” 
 
    “They’re outlaws, looking for any opportunity. They’ll rob us, kill us or try to sell us as slaves.” 
 
    “Is there no safe refuge before we get to the Volga?” Armand asked. 
 
    “These lands probably belong to the Bashkirs. But they are semi-nomadic and would have no loyalty to us. Besides, they cannot stand up to the Mongols...  it’s time to go.” 
 
    He raised the reins and slapped them down, simultaneously bouncing his heels off his mount’s sides. “Hyah!” 
 
    His horse leapt forward in a gallop and Armand quickly caught up.  
 
      
 
      
 
    By the end of the day they were headed southwest, torn between pushing their horses at a steady pace or keeping up a gallop as much as possible, knowing they would have to stop more often for water. In the end, a scarcity of water kept them at no more than a canter.  
 
    By chance they came to a few small trees and made camp for the night, taking turns sleeping and standing guard. In the morning they were off again, riding faster, knowing the Volga delta was only a few hours away. After a couple of hours riding, they found a small stream to water the horses and fill their water skins. Armand looked into the partially cloudy sky and pointed at a bird circling overhead.  
 
    Atrox nodded. “They’re tracking us with their falcons. The Mongols are good at that.” 
 
    Armand stuck a finger in his mouth then held it up to measure the wind. “Bet I could hit it with an arrow.” 
 
    The other man laughed. “I wouldn’t do that. It would fall like a stone and then they would know exactly where we were. And besides, if the owner of that falcon caught up to us, he’d make sure you suffered a horrible death.” 
 
    “I can defend myself well enough.” 
 
    “With the sword, yes. But they fight with axes too. And they can shoot arrows from a galloping horse. Now you can see why I prefer to avoid a battle with them, especially when they’re in a group. Two more hours and we should be at the Volga. And I’m betting they’ll likely break off the chase after that. We’re pulling them a long way from their home and beyond the river some other army is likely to attack them. Come on, let’s go.” 
 
    They rode through some scrub brush, past a few isolated trees and through an old creek bed with surrounding hills that gave them some cover. However, coming out of the ravine, Armand and Atrox stopped short, facing six mounted Mongol warriors. Looking around, another half dozen circled around behind them. Most had arrows drawn. 
 
    One took off his helmet and brought his horse a few steps closer. His hair was cut short and he wore his facial hair in the Mongol style, a short, sparse goatee and a mustache, split in the middle, drooping on both sides. There was a recent scar on his left temple, another at the inside corner of his right eye, carrying upwards to his forehead and another older one, extending from the left side of his nose, across his lips and down the side of his chin. His eyes were fixed and hard. There was no doubt he was the leader. 
 
    “I am Nergui. Who are you?” 
 
    “I am Armand.” 
 
    “And I’m Atrox. What do you want with us?” 
 
    “Why were you fleeing?” 
 
    “Why were you chasing us?” 
 
    “You were on our lands. There are costs to pay when you travel our lands, and you have caused us much inconvenience.” 
 
    “We’ve been riding for several days, trying to leave. You have much land, Nergui.” 
 
    “We do. But you need to show more respect, Atrox. I wouldn’t want to kill you.” 
 
    “If there are costs for traveling your lands, tell us and we will pay them.” 
 
    “It’s too late for that,” answered the Mongol commander. 
 
    “What do you plan on doing, then?” 
 
    “We’re no friends of the Turks, but they’re always willing to buy slaves.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The blonde angel was back, standing in front of him and Armand knew this was a dream. 
 
    “Meyhnah, I must get back to Yasmine. Our spirits belong to each other. Surely you must know this.” 
 
    “Yes, Armand. You do belong to each other.” 
 
    “Will I make it back? Will we be reunited?” 
 
    “You most certainly will.” 
 
    “Your answer is vague. Will we be together again in this life?”  
 
    “That is still uncertain, but even if not in this life, then surely in the next.” 
 
    “I sense we have been apart so very long this time. We want so much to be together.” 
 
    “Patience…” 
 
    “Surely you must see the span of all the centuries, Meyhnah. I’m sure this life is but a moment to you. But I have no such perspective right now. This is all I see. And my heart yearns for this life here and now. You must tell me.” 
 
    “I cannot tell you. I truly do not know. The accumulative free will of many shall determine that outcome in this life. There are still many variables. The Father and Mother of All know how this will end, and I am but their messenger. This knowledge is not given to me. And now you must awaken. Your companion has a plan.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Armand,” a fierce whisper brought him out of the dream. 
 
    “What?” he whispered back.  
 
    “I hear our guards talking. Tonight is the last of this two day trip. Tomorrow they will sell us to the Turks. It is time to leave.” 
 
    “And how do we do that?” 
 
    “It is late. There is no moon and almost everyone is asleep. The only ones awake are our two guards and Nergui’s least experienced captain. I’ve broken both locks on my shackles, although they still look solid. Our horses are tied up to that tree and they’ve left our weapons lashed to the saddles. I’ll pretend to be asleep; you quietly call the guard over to bring you water. I’ll take him out, use his sword to break your chains. Run to your horse and ride southwest as hard as you can. Don’t slow down, don’t look back. I’ll be right behind you.” He looked to Armand and the younger man nodded.  
 
    “Water … please…”, Armand spoke softly.  
 
    “Shut up over there,” the guard growled.  
 
    “Just a cup of water, please. I can barely swallow. Then I’ll bother you no more.” 
 
    The guard grumbled a bit and was quiet. 
 
    Armand panicked a bit. What if this wasn’t going to work? 
 
    “Water…” he tried to sound pathetic. 
 
    “If I have to get up to bring you water, I’m going to give you a beating afterwards,” the guard growled. 
 
    “I don’t care … I need water,” and he made his voice sound weak and soft.  
 
    Angrily the man rose, dipped a metal cup in a bucket and stomped over. He threw the water on Armand and drew back his leg to kick him. Just then Atrox’s massive hand gripped his other ankle, yanked him down and delivered a crashing blow to his face. But before he could deliver a second one, the terrified guard cried out. Atrox struck again and the Mongol was silent. 
 
    Grabbing the sword, he stood and in two quick blows cut the chains holding down Armand. 
 
    But the guard’s cry woke some of the others and now they were scrambling to their feet. 
 
    “Go,” the Tyrian’s quiet voice was insistent and Armand sprinted to the horses. Hearing a Mongol behind him, Atrox swung the unfamiliar sword and cut down a foe. Two more were upon him and he only took a glancing glow before dispatching both of them. But then there was a sharp pain in his left thigh and Atrox looked down to see an arrow protruding. Tearing it loose, he stabbed another Mongol with it, but then within seconds an arrow hit him in the back and another one in the side. There was a crushing blow to the head and then darkness.  
 
    Atrox awoke with a gasp, the morning sun filling his eyes, making him squint. He was lying on his side on the ground. The camp was empty. Grabbing the shaft of the arrow in his side, he slowly worked it out, finally pulling it free. The arrow in his back was another matter. Reaching around behind him, he grabbed it, breaking off about six inches. Now was the difficult part. Slowly, the Tyrian rolled over onto his back, the motion pressing the broken end of the arrow against the ground and pushing it through his body and out his chest. Collapsing flat onto his back, the shaft had pushed another few inches out his chest. Breathing hard he gripped the arrow with both hands, took a few short quick breaths and yanked it from his chest, letting out a great cry of pain before passing out again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was afternoon when he woke. Most of the pain was gone and Atrox slowly got to his knees, surveying the area. The Mongols had departed, and taken the bodies of those he’d cut down. They’d obviously left him for dead.  
 
    Off in the distance he saw a dark form on the ground. Standing he made his way, moving in that direction, dismayed to see Armand’s dead horse, and a little way off, two wolves warily approaching. One moved more toward the horse, but the other had its head down and was slowly stalking the Tyrian. But he had no sword or even a dagger. In desperation he reached down and picked up a rock, hurling it at the animal, startling it. But the stone missed and the wolf regained his courage. 
 
    “You protected me from the Highwayman,” he mumbled out loud. “Where are you now?” 
 
    “Do you want to know how to beat the wolves?” he heard her voice out loud and it surprised him. 
 
    “Yes, but I have no weapons,” he called out.  
 
    “You are large and strong. That is enough today. Besides, you do not need to kill the wolves.” 
 
    “Shall I scold them?” he called. 
 
    “No. Most of the time wolves are wary and will stay away. But these are very hungry and they grow bold. They want you to run. When their prey gets frightened and runs, this triggers them to attack. Normally, I would suggest you move away from the dead horse, but there is a sword on the ground next to it. And you need the sword. Unfortunately, if you move toward the horse, the wolves will think you are trying to take their food. This will drive them to attack, even though you do not flee. So, watch them, and when they charge, run at them, as fast as you can, shouting.” 
 
    “And they will run away?” he asked. 
 
    “No, they are too hungry. You will have to fight them as you would fight a man, with your fists. Hit them, punch them. You will get bitten, but they will break off their attack and you can retrieve the sword. Now, be ready.” 
 
    And so Atrox walked warily to the horse, almost sideways, keeping his eyes on the two wolves. Finally, they charged. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” he muttered, before screaming and running at them, sprinting. For a moment they hesitated, seeming bewildered by his behavior, but still they came. One leaped and Atrox knew it was trying for his throat. But he swung and punched with his right fist, smashing the side of its head. He heard it yelp and it hit the ground and rolled, before struggling back to its feet, looking dazed. But the other one bit down hard on his left calf and the action infuriated Atrox. He punched it twice and it let go, hurrying off to be with the other. Now they looked far less interested and moved further away.  
 
    It worked, but now his calf was bleeding, and this fight, so soon after healing, left Atrox exhausted. Collapsing near the horse and seeing the sword, he picked it up. Bone weary, he had to keep moving, to put some space between the wolves and this carcass they wanted. He attempted to stand, but his wounded leg wouldn’t let him. “Stay. You must rest,” the messenger’s voice came again. 
 
    “But the wolves...” he answered. 
 
    “The same one who watched over you at the Dzungarian gate does so again.” 
 
    “The red-haired woman the Highwayman spoke of?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He settled back down to sitting and smirked, slipping into drowsiness again. “How can a woman protect me against wolves?” 
 
    And then the reply, with a chuckle, “You have a poor memory, Atrox. Just watch the wolves.” 
 
    Atrox struggled to open his eyes and gazed at the animals, still warily watching him. 
 
     “Leave him and do not come back,” her voice commanded. At that, the animals turned and loped away in the opposite direction. 
 
    The Tyrian laughed, in spite of his weariness. “Couldn’t you have done that before I fought them?” 
 
    “They had to respect you first. They did not take my words as a command to refrain from harming you. They took it as a warning for their own safety.”  
 
    “Thank you,” Atrox replied. “I must sleep.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. Yes, you must.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Three days later, at sundown, Atrox arrived back at the marketplace where he’d begun this journey with his friend. Seeing the booths up ahead, he brought his horse to a slow walk, in no hurry to break the sad news he bore.  
 
    “Yasmine,” Soraya called over to her friend. “Look. Is that Atrox coming?” 
 
    The younger women hurried over to see her friend pointing.  
 
    “They’re back?” Her eyes sparkled. “Soraya, they’re back!”  
 
    Rushing from her booth she sprinted down the street, dodging people, focused on the horse at the end of the street. Finally she stopped, perhaps ten feet in front of Atrox, who’d dismounted his horse. His sad eyes met hers. And then she looked away, her gaze darting quickly around and then back to the rider. 
 
    “Atrox,” her voice trembled, “Where is my beloved? Where is my Armand?” 
 
    Slowly he shook his head, finally staring at the ground. Her eyes grew wide and shaking her head back and forth in disbelief, her chin began to quiver. Finally, fists balled at her sides, she cast her eyes skyward, mouth twisted in agony. 
 
    “Nooooooooo…” she shrieked, collapsing to her knees, body wracked by wailing.  
 
    After a moment she felt Atrox’s hands propping her up, lifting her. Seeing his face again she swung wildly, a few punches striking his head. He winced but would not turn away, accepting her bitter interrogations, still trying to give comfort as her desperate anger was interrupted by convulsed sobbing. 
 
    “You promised... you... you gave me your... word you would bring him baaack… you… said… you... promised meee...” she howled, falling into his arms, shuddering with a sorrow so deep no noise escaped her lungs until at last a gasping breath came; one and then another; the bitter keen finally becoming ragged weeping. 
 
      
 
      
 
    An hour later they were in Yasmine’s home, a fire in the hearth giving some light. Yasmine lay on her bed, her head in Soraya’s lap, crying softly. Chamomile and valerian had taken a slight edge off her pain. Atrox sat at the nearby table.  
 
    “What happened, Atrox?” Soraya asked softly.  
 
    “We had finished all our business and had found the road home...” 
 
    “I should have gone with you,” Yasmine’s soft voice cut in. 
 
    “And why is that, love?” Soraya gently stroked her friend’s hair. 
 
    “I would have rather died with him than be here without him, all the rest of my lonely years. And do not try to cheer me, Soraya, by telling me I will find someone else. Armand is my other half. Without him I am not complete.” 
 
    “That is what he said about you, Yasmine,” Atrox answered softly.  
 
    Yasmine raised her head slightly; a faint smile appeared for a moment and was gone. Her brown eyes were bloodshot and swollen. “He told you that?” 
 
    “He did.” 
 
    Her head went back down and her body quietly shook. 
 
    “This is a rare and wonderful thing,” Soraya sounded in awe. 
 
    “Was, Soraya, was...” 
 
    It was quiet for a moment. “Please continue, Atrox,” the older woman prompted. 
 
    “We rode for a few days and then the Mongols found us. We were never able to shake them. We were captured and tied up. We broke free, and for a moment I thought we had escaped. I was wounded and left for dead. When I awoke I was alone and everyone was gone. The only evidence we had been there was Armand’s dead horse.” 
 
    “You do not think he could yet be alive?” Yasmine’s soft voice asked. 
 
    “I don’t know, Yasmine,” the Tyrian answered. “It seems a lot to expect.” 
 
    They sat quietly in the soft light in silence. At last, Soraya spoke. “It seems she has fallen asleep, Atrox,” her voice was just above a whisper. “What will you do now?” 
 
    “I will stay with her a few days. The depth of her grief concerns me. I will delay my travels.” 
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    The Rescue 
 
    1207 AD 
 
      
 
    He awoke to the sound of movement. It sounded... determined. Finally opening his eyes Atrox observed Yasmine stuffing a large cloth bag with the sorts of things one would take on a journey.  
 
    She finally noticed him watching her. “I am done mourning, Atrox.” Her eyes were still red and puffy from weeping, but they were dry.  
 
    “Oh, you are?” his voice showed his surprise. 
 
    “Two days is long enough. It’s time to go find my Armand.” 
 
    “Yasmine, I don’t even know if he’s alive…” 
 
    “I don’t want to hear it, Atrox!” She kept shoving things into her bag. “The Mongols went to a great deal of trouble to capture him twice. I cannot believe they would kill him when they can still profit from selling him as a slave.” 
 
    The Tyrian nodded. “Perhaps you are right. But even so, to find him…” 
 
    “...I heard you say you’ve been to numerous slave markets and secured the freedom of many Christian slaves.” 
 
    “Yes, Yasmine, but not specific slaves. I buy the freedom of whoever I find. There are many slave markets and no way to know who is going to be sold at a particular time. He could be anywhere within a hundred or more leagues of here.” 
 
    She stopped, and glared at him. “Do you truly love my family, or not?” 
 
    He sighed and nodded his head. “I truly do. I will go find him for you, Yasmine.” 
 
    “Not just you, Atrox. I am coming too.” 
 
    “It’s a very dangerous trip. Why should I let you come?” 
 
    “Because you had a chance to bring Armand back by yourself and could not do it. You need my help.” 
 
    He felt his face get warm at the insult. If those words had come from a stranger, they would have felt the Tyrian’s wrath. But here... Atrox let the words pass and smiled instead. He stood.  
 
    “All right, Yasmine. I will take you with me. If we find Armand in one of the slave markets, are you prepared to pay 75 to 100 pieces of silver to secure his freedom?” 
 
    Yasmine tied the bag and threw it over her shoulder. “No. Armand is not a slave and I will not buy him. We will free him without payment. I’m going to load up my horse. I’ve already told Soraya if Armand happens to return while we are gone, she is to keep him here. We need to leave.” And she rushed by him and out the door. 
 
    “Well,” mumbled the Tyrian under his breath, “This should prove interesting.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Darkness had fallen two hours earlier and they had built a fire and filled their stomachs. Yasmine had laid out blankets on the sandy ground and Atrox leaned back against a nearby boulder and let sleep gradually descend upon him.  
 
    He was glad Yasmine persuaded him to come along to rescue Armand. And it didn’t matter to him how long it took. This task was of first importance. The Pope could wait. His love for this family was far greater than any affection he held for Rome. 
 
    “Atrox?” 
 
    He opened his eyes. “Yes, Yasmine.” 
 
    “Have you ever been in love?” 
 
    “Yes, Yasmine, several times. I have been married to four different women.” 
 
    “Four times?” She chuckled. “Atrox, are you a fickle lover?”  
 
    He smiled sadly. “No. I was very much in love each time. My first wife was Nuray.”  He smiled at saying her name. “Her name means Bright Moon. She was Alani, tall, strong and fair and I loved her with all my heart. We were together for twenty-three years before she died. I mourned her for a very long time. I was finally ready to love again when I found Gesa. She was dark of hair, beautiful, and she made me laugh and I fell in love again. We were together for eleven years. While I was away, Turks raided our village and she was one of those who died.” 
 
    “Oh Atrox, I am so sorry.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Do not be, Yasmine. There is a reason I share these things with you. After Gesa, I did not think I could love again. It was too painful, too difficult to know whoever I gave my love to would die after far too few years and leave me alone yet again. I thought the pain of being alone was less than the pain of loss. But a few years later, I met Tulay. She was wise, kind, and for some reason she calmed me like no one ever had before. I was hesitant to give her my heart, cautious to fall in love with her, because I didn’t want to lose yet another love. I told her my concerns and do you know what she did?” 
 
    “What?” asked Yasmine. 
 
    “She laughed at me. I was angry at first, but then she became serious. “Atrox, my love,” she said, “You do not remember me, do you?” 
 
    “No, I answered her, confused at the question.” 
 
    “And then she told me we were eternal mates, that in previous lives we had been together. And during this life I was living she had come to me as Nuray and now was back again as Tulay. Her name means ‘New Moon’. And so we were married. And as time passed, I could see my Nuray in her. We were so happy together, for quite a few years. But she grew old and weary as well and knew she would soon be gone. She promised to find me again. And so when she died I mourned, and yet, still I went on. I married once more a few years later, a beautiful woman named Susana. We had some wonderful years together and I loved her very much. But once again, she died.” 
 
    “Any children?” she asked. 
 
    “None.” Atrox shook his head. “I expect it is one of the burdens of my long life.” 
 
    “Will you marry again?” 
 
    “When Nuray finds me again, I will. Now I long for only her. So, Yasmine, I know what you are going through, this desire you have for Armand. He is your love for all time. And besides the affection I have for your family, for the reason of this love you share with Armand, I will help you find him.” 
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    Chains 
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    Dampness. Darkness. One day running into the other. He remembered riding with Atrox. The Mongols. They’d almost outridden them, but not quite.  
 
    They were taken, captured, tied up. Escape. Atrox shot twice with arrows but bellowed back to keep going, don’t stop. Armand took a horse and rode hard, but his concern for Atrox made him hesitate and the Mongols caught him again and were furious. He thought they were going to kill him then, but the leader... Nergui, wouldn’t let them. Armand was still to be a slave. 
 
    There were uncounted days of travel all blurring together, and then here, a dark dungeon, wrists chained to a stone wall, sitting on hard packed dirt, surrounded on three sides by iron bars. The first day they gave him nothing, the second day some rank, dirty water to drink. The third day, a surly guard brought more filthy water and some disgusting food that smelled rotten. He refused to eat it and it earned him a kick in the side. 
 
    The next day a young woman brought the water and food. The water tasted better so he drank it, but out of defiance he refused the food. She said nothing, but left him in the dark. 
 
    The next day she brought him water and food, and was bare from the waist up. Did his captors think he would eat simply because he was in the sight of bare breasts? 
 
    Sitting down next to him, she smiled, curling a finger through her dark hair and placing it behind her right ear. “What is your name?” she asked. 
 
    He looked away without answering.  
 
    “You must eat today.” 
 
    “Why?” he asked. 
 
    “If you do not, they will beat me because I could not convince you. And then they will beat you, until you eat.” 
 
    Dipping a spoon in the bowl she held it to Armand’s mouth. Grudgingly he accepted it. Not as bad as he expected. She held up another hopeful spoonful and he took that too, realizing how famished he was. Within a few minutes the bowl was empty. He hated himself for playing into their plans, but now his stomach was full and it gave him some courage, some hope to escape and get back to Yasmine.  
 
    Before she left the woman picked up his bowl, leaned down and kissed his mouth. Surprised at the action he had no time to react before it was over, but it annoyed him. She thought he was eating because of her blatant seduction. 
 
    “Why did you do that?” he angrily asked. 
 
    “Because you saved us both from a beating. Thank you.” She turned to leave and a guard opened the barred door to let her out. Struggling to lock the door again, he was finally satisfied it was secure and they both left.  
 
    With a full stomach Armand felt drowsy, and for the first time since his capture welcomed the sleep overcoming him. Letting eyes fall shut, a lucid dream immediately filled his mind and he saw a close up view of the guard sliding the key into the lock and turning it. And then he could see the inside of the lock and a piece of rust breaking off the key and half jamming the lock. 
 
    “Rust is the key,” a voice whispered in his mind. Who was speaking to him? A hazy fog parted and he saw the blonde angel again.  
 
    No, the key was the key. What was she talking about? 
 
    “The door is not secure because of the rust.” She was looking into his eyes.  
 
    “That may be,” he answered, “but I am still chained to the wall.” 
 
    She nodded. “Shadow hides rust, and there conceals its weakness. Armand, tonight is your best chance to escape. They will move you tomorrow and then take you to the slave market. The shackles lie. They only look strong. They cannot hold you because you have the power to break them.” 
 
    The vision faded and Armand opened his eyes to look around the gloomy cell. It seemed now it would be quiet until morning. Holding his breath he listened, reaching out in the darkness, and heard only the faint sound of other chains rattling in the distance. There must be others being held captive as well.  
 
    He closed his eyes again, sending his thoughts out to the messenger. “Mehynah, is Atrox a prisoner here too?” 
 
    “No. He and Yasmine are searching for you. Do not lose hope, Armand. They will never find you here, but when you escape, they will.”  
 
    He nodded, striving to visualize the shackles on his wrists, and the chains connecting them to the wall. After a moment he was surprised he could, and his mind’s eye studied each chain link carefully, looking for a weakness. His mind methodically studied the left chain, but halfway through doing the same with the right he lost focus, discouraged at his lack of discovery.  
 
    Nonetheless, he changed position from sitting to his knees and leaned away from the wall, pulling the chains tight, pressing against them with all his strength. When that yielded no results, he jerked first on the right one and then the left, alternating, repeating the action over and over, hoping to break either a link or an iron bolt at the wall.  
 
    After a quarter hour he was exhausted, both wrists bruised, the right one bleeding, and no apparent progress made. Disgusted, he resumed his sitting position, back against the wall.  
 
    “Don’t give up now, Armand,” the messenger’s voice came to his mind. 
 
    “It’s hopeless,” he sent his thoughts back out. “I’ve made no progress at all.” 
 
    Leaning his head against the cold hard wall, he closed his eyes, defeated.  
 
    “Help is coming,” the gentle voice came to him again. 
 
    A moment later he felt a slight tickling on his right hand. It was pleasant and curiosity made him open his eyes. Something was there and as he squinted in the darkness, saw the scorpion moving down his hand. Startled, he flailed and jerked, sending the creature flying. And then, Armand realized though the chain was still attached to the shackle, it was no longer fastened to the wall. One arm was free. 
 
    His thoughts went out again. “Was the scorpion your promised help?” 
 
    “It worked, didn’t it?” 
 
    He detected humor in her reply and he smiled. “Yes, it did.” 
 
    Encouraged, Armand stood and faced the wall. Grabbing his left hand with his right, he gave a mighty jerk. Nothing happened, but twice more and a rusty link broke, right at the shackle, leaving just the shackle on his left wrist. He tried for a few moments to get the shackles off his wrists, but finally decided that could wait.  
 
    Approaching the door, each hand grabbed a bar. Holding tight, he gave a quick jerk toward him, and something inside the lock snapped, letting the door swing open.  
 
    Unbelievably, he was free. But there was no time to ponder his good fortune and Armand slowly crept down the dark corridor. Almost to a doorway he heard something behind him. Spinning around, a sword was on an arc down to slice him.  
 
    Instinctively his left arm went up, the shackle deflecting the blade and his astonished attacker paused. Remembering the chain dangling from his right shackle, Armand swung, catching his opponent alongside the head, knocking him to the ground. Watching for a moment, he made sure the attacker was silent and unmoving.  
 
    Quickly and quietly, he picked up the sword and slipped through the doorway into the night. There were horses nearby, tied together. A guard slept, sitting against a post with no reason to suspect a problem. As he got closer, though, the man stirred and Armand took a quick step and kicked, bare foot catching the Mongolian in the side of the head and back into the post. Bending down, Armand quickly relieved him of boots and water skin, and then moved between the horses, quietly untying one.  
 
    Leading the mount for about a hundred feet, he finally lifted himself onto the animal’s back. Since the ground was sandy and there was no moon, Armand patiently walked the steed for about a quarter mile before increasing speed. With any luck he wouldn’t be found missing until morning, and his captors not knowing which direction he went, would not be able to find him. 
 
    After galloping for almost two miles, he slowed to a canter, impressed with the endurance of the Mongolian horse. Armand recognized no landmarks, but finally he saw a glow in the east and turned to ride southwest, the direction he determined to find Yasmine.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Shortly after dawn he saw a city laid out in the distance ahead of him. It could be good fortune or bad, depending on what the people there thought of him. Just a few miles away Armand put his horse into an easy lope. He would reach the town in less than an hour.  
 
    Optimism finally gained a place in his heart and he relaxed a bit. But then there was a sound of pounding hoofbeats in the distance. Just as he turned to see, an arrow whizzed by his head. Twisting around on his horse, he saw a mounted Mongolian archer closing fast.  
 
    The rider shouted, heels bouncing off the horse’s sides and charged into a gallop. But this time Armand had the same horse as his enemy, so being overtaken was unlikely. However, after a short gallop, his mount unexpectedly lurched, almost throwing him. Armand looked back to see an arrow in his horse’s left haunch. This run had ended. Scanning ahead, there were several outcroppings of rock covering a fairly wide area. Perhaps he could hide there.  
 
      
 
      
 
    He was Naranbataar, one of the young Mongol leaders and a captain to Nergui. One of the captain’s men had fallen asleep on guard duty and the slave had escaped – again.  
 
    This time Nergui was furious, running the guard through with his own sword, then giving the responsibility to Naranbataar to either bring the slave back alive or if he could not, then just his head. Angry for being sent on this journey the Mongol captain had little care of the outcome. He’d just as soon kill the troublemaker. But the slave had disappeared into a group of boulders up ahead, making this hunt even more difficult. So, with bow string pulled tight, Naranbataar carefully made his way among the huge rocks, looking for a final shot. 
 
    Armand’s sword was no match for the Mongolian bow and so he hid amid stone and shadow. He was tired of running; it was time to end this. Listening, there was an unmistakable sound of hoof on rock, slowly moving in his direction.  
 
    It started and stopped, tentatively. Finally there was no more movement, and Armand slowly gazed around the corner of a large boulder. He wished the enemy were closer, but there would probably not be another opportunity.  
 
    Waiting until the rider was turned in the opposite direction Armand quickly stood, raised a large rock over his head and hurled it down at the Mongolian. The projectile made a shadow on the ground and the rider spun back to see what was headed his way. But there was only time to raise his left arm in an attempt to protect his head. He succeeded, but the falling rock made contact and the impact knocked the rider to the ground.  
 
    Armand scrambled down the rocks to confront his enemy. The Mongol quickly grabbed his bow with his right hand, but his left arm looked to be broken and he was unable to draw another arrow back. Dropping the useless bow he drew his sword, but here Armand held the advantage and he struck three quick blows, the man dropping his sword and then collapsing onto the ground. He was wounded badly. There was no need to kill him, Armand simply took his horse, and the food and water it carried, and rode off again to the city.  
 
    It was late afternoon when Armand arrived on the outskirts of the town of Safita. This was good news, for it meant it was only a full day’s ride back to Yasmine.  
 
    Riding the horse slowly down a street he thought it odd people seemed to be staring a bit more than usual. Perhaps they weren’t used to strangers. Luckily there was a blacksmith shop up ahead, which was exactly the destination he wanted. Stopping in front he dismounted, just as the smith came walking up to him.  
 
    “A fine horse,” said the stranger.  
 
    “He’s for sale,” Armand offered.  
 
    “You won’t find any buyers here.” 
 
    “I don’t mean to make a large profit,” offered Armand. “If you know someone who needs a horse, I’ll give him a good deal.” 
 
    The blacksmith shook his head. “You don’t understand. This is a Mongol horse and they don’t sell or trade their animals. That means you either stole this horse, or killed someone for it.” 
 
    “You’re right,” answered Armand, impatiently. “A Mongol outlaw shot my horse out from under me. We fought, I won, and took his horse.” 
 
    “The Mongols come into our town from time to time and they don’t care what the story is for someone owning one of their horses. They’ll kill whomever has it. Friend, you won’t even be able to give that horse to anyone in this town.” 
 
    “What about a Mongol sword, then?” Armand pulled it from its scabbard and held it up. The blacksmith’s face lit up a bit.  
 
    “I might be interested in that, if the price is right. Owning even a Mongol sword can be dangerous, but I could keep it hidden.” 
 
    “Well, it’s my only weapon, and I’ve still a day’s ride to home. A sword of lesser quality, plus five silvers and it’s yours.” 
 
    “I don’t have an extra sword at the moment, but I’ll give you a good dagger and four pieces of silver.” 
 
    Armand sighed. “You drive a hard bargain, blacksmith, but I am anxious to get home, I will take it.” He extended the sword and the other man took it, then handed him coins and a dagger from his belt. 
 
    “Which way are you traveling?” he asked Armand. 
 
    “Southwest.” 
 
    “I’ll give you some free advice along with the coins and dagger. Don’t go southwest. There are too many bandits along the road. Go due south, through the hills and then cut back. It’s longer, but safer.” 
 
    Filling two water-skins, his saddle bag with cheese and bread, Armand pondered the blacksmith’s advice, but in the end took the shorter route. He reasoned his Mongolian pony could outrun any bandits he might encounter. 
 
      
 
      
 
    They walked the streets of the town. The afternoon was hot and dusty and Yasmine sighed.  
 
    “Atrox, this is our third slave market and there is no sign of Armand; no one has seen him. We’ve seen nothing to bring hope.” 
 
    “Do not despair, Yasmine. In the morning we’ll leave for Halba. There is another slave market there.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    She was dreaming. This same vision had come to her twice before, but upon waking she had forgotten it each time. This dream was the same and she knew it was the third time; walking through a twilight gloom, unseen by anyone around her.  
 
    Off in the distance there was that tree again. The last two times as she had approached it, there had been a glimpse of Armand passing by, a wisp of a spirit. As she left the road and walked toward the tree, Yasmine wondered if she would see him again just one more time, perhaps to say goodbye. 
 
    It was right in front of her now, a large, ancient, gnarled olive tree, and out from behind it, someone... Armand was approaching her moving slowly in her direction.  
 
    “Oh, my Armand,” she whispered. “We have been looking for so long, trying to find you. I fear you have come to give me a last goodbye, a farewell until we meet yet again in another life.” 
 
    He shook his head and a slight smile appeared on his lips. “No, my love, I do not come to say goodbye.” Slowly Armand brought his left hand up and extended toward her, fingers apart. Puzzled, she copied the motion, moving her right hand until they were almost touching. Would his hand pass right through hers? 
 
    But then they touched and his grabbed hers. She felt it, gripping tight. Frightened, she looked to her love’s eyes. 
 
    “Yasmine. I am still alive. But without your help I cannot last long. Come find me, please hurry...” 
 
    She woke with a start. “Atrox!” 
 
    In an instant he was at Yasmine’s side holding her. “A bad dream?” 
 
    “No,” she shook her head. “Atrox, he is still alive.” 
 
    “Perhaps so, but how will we find him?” 
 
    “In a dream I was walking northeast, along a deserted road. Off to my right, in the far distance was the sea. To my left, a way off the road, were boulders strewn about and a solitary olive tree, very old and gnarled. That is where he is. I know it.” 
 
    A thoughtful look appeared on the Tyrian’s face and he nodded. “I’ve seen that tree, a half day’s ride from here. Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sharpness of the pain was gone, leaving a dull delirium. Somehow Armand found shade and that made the days bearable. Someone had told him not to take this road... the blacksmith. But he hadn’t listened.  
 
    The bandits found him and he could not get away. His horse was gone, his dagger, food. Somehow he’d managed to keep one of the water skins hidden from them, but there was only one last good gulp of warm water there.  
 
    His cheek was still swollen, even though it had been a few days since the attack. His lips were parched and cracked. Looking down at his feet, he finally realized they’d taken his shoes.  
 
    He had no strength to stand, only enough left to lean against the old olive tree. Sleep came and went, but brought no strength. If there had been nothing to live for, he would have accepted this final obstacle and conceded defeat. But there was something to live for – Yasmine. And he didn’t know how to relinquish her, how to let her go, and so he would not. And as he watched the sunset yet again Armand guzzled the very last of his water, painfully filled his lungs with air. 
 
    “Yaaasmiiinnee…” He shouted his love’s name into the gathering darkness, this one last call echoing through the hills before he closed his eyes. 
 
    “Yasmine, I am so sorry,” he whispered, slowly shaking his head. “So sorry I could not find my way back to you. Perhaps in our next life...”  
 
    In his mind he saw the angel again, kneeling before him, her face close to his. “Do not give up,” she whispered. “They are coming.” 
 
    In the far distance he thought he heard her calling his name, but the wind took it away. And then her voice again. “Armand…Armand…” 
 
    He did not want the angel’s pity or encouragement. It was too late. But then he felt lips on his and someone else’s tears on his face, someone else’s sobbing and arms encircling him, soft crying.  
 
    “Armand, oh Armand… we found you…” 
 
    Somehow he forced his eyes open. “Yasmine?” he softly whispered. 
 
    “Yes…” 
 
    And just behind her, crouched down, The Tyrian. 
 
    “Atrox…” Armand finally could smile. 
 
    “I’m here, Armand.” 
 
    “My friend, if it is all the same to you, I shall let you continue on your journey without me. It seems unhealthy to travel with you.” 
 
    The Tyrian chuckled and Yasmine kissed Armand again. 
 
    “From now on, my love, I’m not letting you out of my sight.” 
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    The Valley of Mollières 
 
    Toulouse: 1207 AD 
 
      
 
    Sleep was elusive, fitful, with the frustrations of the day poisoning peaceful dreams. Duty required loyalty to the Church. Raymond’s heart longed for peace and even tolerance. He’d held onto these two conflicting ideas for many months. It was not possible to carry both. One must be set aside.  
 
    These lands, Toulouse and Provence, were his to rule by hereditary right. But the Cathars, a people considered heretical by the Roman Catholic Church, had chosen to settle here, undoubtedly because Raymond VI was known for his even-handed rule.  
 
    But now, friendly to both the Church and these heretics, he was caught between them. These Cathars were a peaceful, law abiding people, but Raymond required the endorsement of the Church to maintain the legitimacy of his family’s claims. 
 
    Pope Innocent III was furious because this heresy was somehow flourishing, growing at the expense of the Mother Church. Raymond had embraced this good Christian life the church espoused, treating all with benevolence - even the Cathars.  
 
    Apparently, however, benevolence was considered admirable only when applied to those approved of by the Pope. When such charity was extended to those considered heretics, disapproval was quickly made known. The church had no place for heretics. Raymond finally drifted off to sleep, resigned to a painful course of action. He must bow to the church and bring about the reconversion of the Cathars by force. 
 
    He was walking. Stopping, Raymond smiled, his eyes taking in the grandeur of the beautiful valley, the green meadow with its wildflowers, the snow-capped mountains in the distance. 
 
    Behind him he heard a woman’s voice. “You know and love this place.” 
 
    “Yes.” He took a deep breath. “Vallon de Mollières, one of the most beautiful places in all of Provence.” 
 
    Coming from the right, into his field of view, he saw her. In a simple white gown, her skin was pale, her eyes blue, and shoulder length red hair stirred in the gentle breeze.  
 
    “Hello, Raymond.” 
 
    “Who are you? 
 
    “My name is Hania.” 
 
    “This is a dream?” 
 
    “Yes. Why is this place so desirable to you, Raymond?” 
 
    “Its beauty fills my eyes, and in so doing it fills my heart.” 
 
    She nodded. “Have you ever been here at night?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    The scene changed and suddenly it was dark, the moonless sky filled with stars.  
 
    “Do you still find it beautiful?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “But in the darkness your eyes do not have the same feast. Starlight does not give you enough light to see all the beautiful colors. Why do you still find it beautiful?” 
 
    “There are many shades of gray in the darkness, Hania. My eyes know what colors they represent. There is still texture, variety, depth, hints of color and things to please my eyes.” 
 
    “Always the artist, Raymond.” She smiled. 
 
    “Most would address me as Count,” he gently chided.  
 
    “Neither God nor angels care about your rank, Raymond.” 
 
    “You... are...” 
 
    “A divine messenger. And you are an artist. I ask you now to paint this scene and I shall cause it to appear before you.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “There are only two stipulations. You may use only black or white. I will name something in this scene. Please tell me if it should be black or white.” 
 
    “All right....” 
 
    “The sky?” 
 
    “Well, the stars are mostly white, so the sky would have to be black.” 
 
    “Very well.” The entire sky surrounding the stars turned pure black. He was amazed at how different that change made it look. “You said you would make the stars white?” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “By your choice, it is so.” All the stars instantly became white and Raymond was surprised at the subtle colors now missing, from both the sky and stars.  
 
    “The snow on the mountains?” 
 
    “White, of course.” 
 
    “The parts without snow?” 
 
    “Black,” he sighed. 
 
    “Trees, grassy hills, shrubs and flowers?” 
 
    “Black, black, black and black.” 
 
    “We are finished, Raymond. How do you like your valley now?” 
 
    “It is a bleak nightmare, devoid of beauty, depth, variety, pleasure, and even truth. Please restore it to normal.” 
 
    “Gladly.” Hania smiled, the valley returning to its daytime splendor.  
 
    “Why would anyone want this valley to exist in only black and white?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s a good question. You seem to want it that way. Why don’t you tell me?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Raymond, light is the Mother of all colors. Without light you see only shades of gray, but there is still variation. You, in supporting the Pope, desire to see this land as the home of only two kinds of people, Catholics and Cathar, good and bad. God is over all people, Raymond. Each is just a little bit different from another, and that is a good thing. It makes the world a beautiful place. With only black and white, the world truly is bleak. But you would drive out or convert the Cathars, making all of them the same as all of you. You would make the whole world one color, and by your word, devoid of truth.” She stepped closer and gently touched his face. “And then, how would the world look to you, my friend?” 
 
    “It would look empty, like a blank canvas.” 
 
    “Would it be a thing of beauty?” 
 
    He shook his head. “It would not.” 
 
    “You truly ARE an artist.” She smiled and vanished. 
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    The Problem of the Cathars 
 
    Narbonnaise, Toulouse, France: January 15, 1208 AD 
 
      
 
    This second and final meeting had begun amicably enough. Count Raymond was cordial in his welcome of the papal legate, Pierre de Castelnau. He knew why the emissary of the church was here to meet with him, and it was annoying his loyalty to the church would be questioned. But he could hold his temper. Polite decorum could be maintained, assurances given, and soon enough this one would be on his way again, back to the Pope with a favorable report.  
 
    Smiling, they sat across the dark oak table from each other. De Castelnau looked stern, dressed in his uniform of the church, his robes and a heavy gold cross around his neck. The effect did not have its intended impact, for they were in Raymond’s castle, Chateau Narbonnaise, in a room of his choosing, decorated with his tapestries hanging on the stone walls. He knew there were not enough symbols of the church here for the Legate’s pleasing, but he did not care.  
 
    Several steps behind the Legate stood a papal guard. Several steps behind Raymond stood his own guard, a knight named Aloys. Both were silent, rigid, their faces devoid of emotion. 
 
    The diplomat of the pope took a sip of wine, swirled his glass a moment and set it down. “My Lord, Count Raymond,” he began, and then cleared his throat, “I appreciate the hospitality you have shown me thus far–” 
 
    “Your Excellency, it has been my pleasure,” Raymond intentionally interrupted.  
 
    The papal guest smiled and then continued. “It pains me that I must come and speak with you regarding your actions towards those the church considers heretical.” 
 
    “Excellency, I gather we are speaking of the Cathars?” 
 
    “We are, my lord. The Pope is concerned about the lack of progress in bringing these apostates back to the truth.” 
 
    Smiling to hide his anger, Raymond continued. “We have labored greatly to bring them to a knowledge of their errors, and we continue to do so. Although they embrace falsehood, they seem most vigorous in defending their beliefs. I have no doubts that when they come back to the truth they will be among the church’s most staunch supporters.” 
 
    “Your talk is encouraging, my lord, but we see little result. The Holy Father asked to have reports turned in each month showing how many you have rescued from error.” 
 
    “Did you not receive my reports for the last two months?” Raymond gave a look of surprise and false disgust. “Foolish and careless messengers. Our efforts have borne fruit. I will compile a list again and send it to you.” 
 
    “You have had some success then?” The legate looked suspicious. 
 
    “Of course. I would not ignore Pope Innocent’s wishes. I assure you, Excellency, my desires are those of our Lord and Savior.” 
 
    “This is good. The Pope will appreciate your progress. It pleases me I will not have to report your enthusiasm for this cause is waning. I know the Holy Father is pondering excommunication for a few whose commitment is not as strong as yours. It would be most unfortunate if we had to take severe measures against these heretics. I also know he desires to lift your excommunication.” 
 
    Raymond’s eyes flashed at the veiled threat, but he took a deep breath and remained calm. “I am pleased to know you will reassure Pope Innocent of our efforts.” He stood. The meeting was over. He would not genuflect further for the church today. He could almost feel the bitter bile rising in his throat.  
 
    Surprised at the abruptness of Raymond’s action, Pierre de Castelnau stood as well. The Count’s action could not be termed a dismissal, but the man was obviously of an ill mood. There had been none of the customary politeness that would normally attend such a gathering. 
 
    “Adieu, Excellency. May your journey home be filled with the same joy you did bring to our meeting today.” 
 
    Now it was the legate’s turn to fume. The intent of the verbal jab was clear. “As usual, you are far too kind, my lord.” He smiled and turned, walking with his guard to the doorway.  
 
    As soon as the door closed, Raymond kicked the leg of the table. “How dare the church come to me with threats on how I govern my lands! My lands, not theirs. Pious bastards.” 
 
    “My lord,” his knight spoke tentatively, “You do not support the church’s position on the Cathars?” 
 
    “Aloys, you are to be married soon?” 
 
    “I am, my lord.” 
 
    “And your beloved is Cathar?” 
 
    A hesitation. “She is, although she desires marriage and this is at odds with Cathar beliefs.” 
 
    “Do you know her beliefs, my friend? Is she Christian?” 
 
    “She is.” 
 
    “Does she worship the Father, hold faith in Christ and the Holy Spirit?” 
 
    “She does, my lord.” 
 
    Waving his hand dismissively, Raymond shook his head. “It is as I have known for some time. I have no quarrel with such a man or woman who believes such as this. It is sufficient. For the church to demand otherwise is madness. They strain at gnats and swallow camels and would take away all our power of thinking; all of our choice, being far more harsh and judgmental than the god they pretend to serve.” 
 
    “I am grateful to hear your feelings, my lord. They do echo mine.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Two hours later Pierre de Castelnau and his knight had put Toulouse far behind them. The Legate’s guard, Ernesto, rode slightly ahead, ever watchful, ever protective.  
 
    The knight was young but he was faithful, and he’d been a good companion for this journey. The winter day was brisk, but at least there was no snow on the ground. De Castelnau had a good horse and he was dressed warm enough so the ride was not too unpleasant. But it would be good to be back in Rome, to meet with the Pope and give a report of his diligent service.  
 
    Raymond had not convinced him. He was certain the man was not to be trusted and the legate wondered how sympathetic the count actually was to the hated Cathars. It would all come out soon enough.  
 
    Just then there was a thump, as if his horse had stumbled... or perhaps kicked a rock. Very odd, he thought. But then Pierre felt a pain in his midsection, and looking down to the middle of his chest he saw a short wooden shaft protruding from his clothing. At the end of it was a bloody, iron arrow head. 
 
    “Ernesto, I am dead.”  
 
    The knight stopped and turned his horse, just in time to see the older man fall to the ground. 
 
    Perhaps twenty yards away, the archer hid in the bushes, a bow in his hand. The meeting had alarmed him. Raymond was certainly supportive of the Cathars, but the legate was unpredictable and Aloys was afraid a bad report could bring papal rage down upon his fiancée, her family and friends. But his arrow had been true and so de Castelnau would be taking no message back to the Pope.  
 
    Satisfied the legate was dead, he slowly and silently backed away before running across a clearing to his waiting horse. He was sure Count Raymond would not care that de Castelnau had fallen. After all, the roads were not always safe for travelers and being an emissary of the Pope obviously did not offer divine protection.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The bishop walked through the door and stepped into the papal throne room of the Lateran Palace. An involuntary gasp escaped his lips as his mind seized upon the magnificent splendor before him. The reaction was involuntary. It happened every time he entered the cavernous space. In such a place as this he felt no larger than an ant.  
 
    He was grateful for the distance of the walk, for it postponed the news he must present. But each step drew him closer to a feared outburst. Though only the bearer of this message, he knew the anger would, nonetheless, spill over to him. 
 
    And now he was close enough that Pope Innocent III looked up from reading, a warm smile upon his face. That mood was about to change in a terrible way. 
 
    “Bishop Servantus, it is so good to see you.” He extended his right hand and the bishop knelt to kiss the Ring of the Fisherman. 
 
    “Holy Father, it is always a blessing to be in your presence. Unfortunately I must apologize, for today I am the bearer of tragic news.” 
 
    The pontiff’s smile vanished and his jaw set. “What news, Servantus?” 
 
    “Father, your very dear friend, Pierre de Castelnau, has been killed.” 
 
    The Pope lowered his gaze slightly and closed his eyes. “How did he die?” 
 
    “After a two hour ride from Toulouse,” the bishop continued nervously, “the legate was shot in the back with an arrow and died almost immediately.” 
 
    Eyes still closed, the Pope took a deep breath and continued, his voice oddly calm. “Was his attendant killed?” 
 
    “No, my father, he was not harmed at all.” 
 
    “Were they set upon by robbers?” 
 
    “No, Your Eminence.” 
 
    After a moment longer Innocent opened his eyes, his face grim. “This is the work of the Cathars.” The anger was rising. “This is how they repay us for trying to save their souls.” 
 
    “Are you certain, Father? The Cathars are not known for such–” 
 
    “Silence, Bishop Servantus. I know of what I speak. Do you defend them? Do you have sympathies for these heretics?” 
 
    “Of course not. But I know you want to be certain. What course of action shall the church take, Holy Father?” 
 
    “I will ask the Lord for inspiration.” 
 
    Quietly closing the door, Innocent was alone in the ancient sanctuary. The existence of this room was known only by the current pope and the Camerlengo, the one who facilitated the transition from one pope to another. Camerlengo Riccardo told Innocent of this place when his reign began and also informed him of Pius Interficientis.  
 
    Ten years later, Riccardo was gone. Camerlengo Ceccano now held the office. 
 
    Slowly approaching the elevated platform and its semi-circle of dark red drapes, the pope knelt at the foot of the steps, head down.  
 
    “Welcome, Pope Innocent,” the deep voice intoned. “To what do I owe the pleasure of your visit?” 
 
    “Lord, thy servant comes for counsel.” 
 
    “Speak, Pontifex Maximus, and the Lord will hear.” 
 
    Innocent cleared his throat. “Lord, you have directed the church to mount crusades against the Saracens and the Pagans. Sometimes those actions have also included the Jews. Now we are faced with another problem and I come to learn thy will; if we should bring a crusade against the Cathars, a people who were once faithful members of the church. It seems somewhat heavy handed and yet I know not what else to do.” 
 
    “Holy Father, it is wise of you to seek my counsel on this matter. The Cathars are a stiff-necked people. They refuse to recognize your authority and carelessly cast aside the most sacred doctrines of the church. They seldom abandon their new beliefs and their actions undermine the church. They are guilty of apostasy and so bring upon themselves the most severe punishment. You must utterly destroy them.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Two days later Servantus had been summoned to the papal throne room. Innocent was waiting for him. The bishop stopped a few feet away and bowed. “Holy Father, you requested my presence.” 
 
    “I did. I sought inspiration on the problem of the Cathars. Since you were the one who brought me the news prompting this action, I share this first with you. The time for patience is passed. I will summon the kings, nobles, and the Knights Templar at once to begin a crusade against these so called ‘Gentle Christians’.”  
 
    “Of course, Holy Father, but how will you convince them to participate? Many of the nobility seem indifferent to another crusade.” 
 
    “There will be indulgences granted for those who help stamp out this heresy. And punishment must be swift. The Cathars have brought the wrath of God down upon their own heads. They are about to find out there is no longer any room for them anywhere in the Holy Roman Empire. I do not wish to have them even inhabit our prisons. They will be expelled, with all their possessions and property reverting to the church.” 
 
    “And if they resist exile?” 
 
    “If they will not remove their physical bodies from our presence, then we still have power to send their spirits to an eternal punishment. But one thing is certain, they will have no more opportunity to poison the true church. I have also lost my patience with Raymond of Toulouse. I had hoped to soon lift his excommunication and this is how he repays me.” 
 
    Servantus raised an eyebrow. “Would you have him meet a timely end, Holy Father?” 
 
    Innocent smiled. “No, not yet. We shall demand his loyalty on this crusade. If he does not submit, we shall absolve the people of their loyalty. This one is proud and rebellious. It will be much more useful to have him kneel in submission.” 
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    Purification 
 
    1209 AD 
 
      
 
    Raymond stood at the castle window and watched the distant procession approaching. There was the sound of someone entering the room and he instinctively knew who it was. 
 
    “Aloys.” 
 
    “Yes, m’lord?” 
 
    “A papal army approaches.” 
 
    “Yes, Count Raymond. I’ve seen them in the distance for almost an hour now.” 
 
    Raymond turned to face his knight. “Aloys, you must take your wife, both of your families and leave, at least for a period of time.” 
 
    “My lord?” 
 
    “I am sorely afflicted, my friend. The church knows exactly how to get what they want, even from the nobles and royalty. As you know, they have excommunicated me again for refusing to persecute the Cathars. By means of letters they have released those who live in these lands from honoring my rule. That decree is not as yet well known. But I know they will come here today and call me down to meet with them publicly. If I refuse, they will, by proclamation, make it known my titles are void and the people are free to ignore my words. Someone else will take my place who will persecute the Cathars and I will be cast aside, stripped of land and title. If I do go out to meet them I will certainly be forced into humiliation and submission. At that point they may lift my excommunication if I pledge to join their army. I know they will not leave without me this time. I can no longer postpone them, but will be forced to fight against the very people I have tried to protect. It is a maddening quandary and I see no way to escape it. Therefore, you and those you love must leave. I will not take up arms against you.” 
 
    “I understand, m’lord.” The knight hesitated, eyes downcast. “M’lord, I have a grievous confession to make.” 
 
    “If you are speaking of Pierre de Castelnau, do not confess to any part of this crime. They are going to ask me of this and I must answer truthfully.” 
 
    Aloys nodded.  
 
    “Nonetheless, the church has excommunicated an innocent man, and it pains me you suffer for the actions of another. If the guilty party were to confess to them, they would revoke your excommunication.”  
 
    “Aloys, if the guilty party confessed he would be executed, and his new wife and child would lose everything. They would still demand I go against the Cathars before they lifted my excommunication. If I knew who killed de Castelnau, I would banish him from my lands for a year, simply for his own safety. Now go, before they arrive, so I may truthfully tell them I am certain de Castelnau’s killer is not a resident of the lands I rule.” 
 
    The knight began to kneel in gratitude. 
 
    “Aloys, do not kneel. Stand, shake my hand in friendship, and leave.” 
 
    “Yes, m’lord.” 
 
    Two hours later, while taking the midday meal, one of his attendants came to his table. “M’lord, a messenger from the papal army is here to see you.” 
 
    “Tell him to wait and I shall be there shortly.” 
 
    Half an hour later, following the messenger the papal army had sent, Raymond rode at a slow walk toward the entourage, head held high. In some way there would be a resolution of sorts today. How it would play out he knew not.  
 
    About fifty feet away from the group, near the town square, Raymond pulled on the reins to stop his horse. Looking over those in front of him he recognized one rival, Simon de Montfort.  
 
    It made sense he was leading this crusade. It was no secret Montfort wanted to add Toulouse to his holdings. Sitting next to him was another papal legate, one he did not know. A few other nobles were beside them, with numerous knights behind.  
 
    Beyond that, were foot soldiers. Off to the side were over a dozen bishops and priests, standing, waiting. Obviously the message here was intimidation. He nodded in the direction of the Earl of Leicester. “Montfort. Welcome to Toulouse.” 
 
    Simon IV de Montfort smiled. “Raymond, this is the papal legate, Bishop Arnaud Amalric.” 
 
    Raymond tipped his head slightly.  
 
    “Sir Raymond,” the legate began, “We commend you for your desire to be here today to address the issue of your excommunication. Is it our understanding you wish to be back in full communion with the church?” 
 
    “Yes, Bishop Amalric, of course,” the Count dutifully replied. 
 
    “Then please dismount your horse, kneel before us, give your titles and your abjuration of what you have previously embraced in error.” 
 
    He dismounted, handed the reins of his horse to a nearby knight, walked to within twenty feet and went down to one knee on the cobblestones. 
 
    “Both knees,” the legate said. 
 
    Complying, he bowed his head. “I am Sir Raymond, Count of Toulouse, Marquis of Provence, Count of Melgueil, Duke of Narbonne and Count of Agen. This day I do set aside my false opinions and beliefs concerning the Cathars and the heresy they preach and practice. I pledge my loyalty to the church and Pope, and dedicate my armies to ridding the land of this error.” He paused, considering whether to add anything else, but did not. 
 
    It was silent for a moment, and then the legate added: “I am pleased to hear you express your desire to rid the land of heresy. Your great-grandfather, Raymond IV, whose name you bear, was among the most ardent defenders of the faith, and one of the leaders of the first crusade to the Holy Land...” 
 
    Oh yes, they must bring up his pious great grandfather, the perfect example of crusader piety. Of course he should aspire to that high standard; after all, that devout blood surely coursed through his own veins. He had been given the same name. How could he fail to be any less holy? Surely, great-grandfather must be most disappointed with him now.  
 
    Amalric continued. “On the matter of the death of the previous legate, Pierre de Castelnau...”  
 
    Raymond took a breath. “On this matter I express my sorrow and great sadness. He was killed on those lands over which I rule and that gives me a degree of responsibility for his safe travel. However, it was not I who killed him, nor did I order his murder.” 
 
    “But you know who did kill the legate.” 
 
    “Bishop, I certainly have my suspicions. I have banished several citizens from these lands recently for various reasons. I would think it possible the guilty party might be among them.” 
 
    “And where have these gone?” 
 
    “I know not.” 
 
    “Confess the name of the killer.”  
 
    “Bishop Amalric, I swear before God and all those present I do not know the identity of the one who killed Pierre de Castelnau.” 
 
    “Count Raymond, someone must be punished for this crime.” 
 
    “Yes, I agree, justice must be served. We shall continue to hunt for the killer.” 
 
    “No,” said the legate. “Someone must be punished today.” 
 
    “Bishop Amalric, if the guilty should be punished and the guilty party is unknown...” 
 
    “Count Raymond, you have admitted some responsibility for this act. And you still must undergo purification before your excommunication is to be lifted.” 
 
    “Bishop,” began the Count, “from what I understand, my repentance is sufficient to put me back into the grace of God.” 
 
    “Yes,” answered Amalric. 
 
    “And it is my understanding, when we sincerely repent we are forgiven.” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” 
 
    “If I have been forgiven, then my sin is no longer counted against me. So why must I still be punished?”  
 
    “Raymond, you know the doctrine of the church, do not argue shades of meaning with me. Your stubbornness simply shows you are not as submissive as God requires. You must still undergo your purification. Now, remove your clothing.” 
 
    Raymond’s brow furrowed. “Beg pardon, Your Excellency?” 
 
    “All of it, so you may receive your absolution.” 
 
    The Count slowly began to undress. It was just as he thought.  
 
    This was not about forgiveness. It was about submission, subjugation, and humiliation. In a few minutes he had neatly folded and stacked his clothes next to his boots and stood naked before them all, his left hand covering his crotch, to spare them the shame they had inflicted upon him.  
 
    “Now what would you have me do?” 
 
    Two guards came forward, one standing on either side of him. One gestured for him to walk toward the doors of the church.  
 
    Priests were gently placing several ornate containers on a low table near the doors. The legate, with a priest to assist him, walked to within a few feet of the table. Amalric gestured to the items.  
 
    The count was feeling the onset of dread. The pretended authority did not intimidate him, but it seemed inevitable this would involve pain to some degree. He could even accept the unpleasantness of that, but was filled with anxiety their warped justice might inflict injuries that would never heal, leaving him crippled, weak or infirm. And for that reason he would swallow pride and acquiesce to this mockery, hopefully shortening the ordeal. 
 
    “These are the holy relics of St. Saturnin and St. Honoratus,” announced the legate. “It is a great blessing to have them here and to be in their presence. With the purest solemnity you will kneel before them, forsaking your sin and swear to obey the righteous judgments of the church.” 
 
    Raymond nodded, happening to notice one of the bishops standing near the legate held a rope that had been fashioned into some sort of knotted noose. He was also sure another was holding a scourge. So, this would be the means of delivering his absolution, a cruel whip; a stiff handle fastened with nine leather strands tipped with bits of glass, bone and metal. Just the threat of this weapon’s damage, ripping his skin apart, would compel the greatest humility. Now shaking and drained of color, Raymond gently knelt in front of the table. 
 
    “Prostrating myself among these sacred relics, even those of St. Saturnin and St. Honoratus, in whose presence I am unworthy to be, I ask forgiveness for my sins of negligence in ridding the church of the heresy of the Cathars. I forever forsake their doctrine, which I never did embrace. I swear to seek out and punish those responsible for the murder of the Papal Legate Pierre de Castelnau. In this place, where nothing but the truth may be uttered, I swear upon the Holy Body of Christ I will forever obey the commands of the Holy Roman Church in all matters. I humbly submit myself to its righteous judgment and swear fealty to all its doctrine.” 
 
    He knew it would not be enough to avoid the lash entirely, but he hoped it would spare him the worst of the punishment.  
 
    One of the bishops came forward and placed the rope around his neck and handed the other end to Amalric. The legate bade him stand and solemnly led him to side of the church doors, reaching up, threading the rope through an iron ring and tying it tightly. They had him face the wall; for modesty’s sake, they insisted. But the scourge was more painful when administered this way, each lashing whipped the barbed ends around his body, inflicting the most damage to his chest, abdomen and groin. One lash would bring great pain, but he could endure it.  
 
    He knew they would not stop at one. The second lash would amplify the pain. A third one would be excruciating and he prayed that would be enough, because he did not know how much more he could bear. Beyond that, there was much blood and tearing of the skin and muscles. The injuries were frightening, ghastly to behold, and crippling.  
 
    It was silent in the courtyard and Raymond knew the pain was only seconds away. In anticipation his body cramped and writhed, involuntarily pulling toward the wall. And then a rush of air, a snap and multiple slaps, followed by instant ripping agony. In astonishment, an involuntary scream escaped his lungs.  
 
    The first lash was far worse than he’d expected and his body instantly went into shock, legs buckling, muscles contorting. Again, the unmistakable sound of leather cords through air and the cruel collision of hateful barbs on bare skin. Sweat and blood stung and burned, desperate anguish made him twist and twitch. Stinging fire raged across bare flesh and despite a desire to be stoic, a raw screech tore through his lungs. 
 
    “How many more, Eminence?” someone quietly spoke. 
 
    “At least three more, I think,” the legate replied. 
 
    “For the love of God!” Raymond howled. 
 
    “Enough!” Another voice interrupted.  
 
    “Move along, sir, this is none of your concern,” the legate’s terse voice followed. 
 
    “If you try to strike him again, my sword will cut you down,” said the stranger.  
 
    “Guards,” said Amalric, “chase this ruffian off. If he refuses to leave, kill him.” 
 
    Raymond leaned against the stone wall, gasping for breath, unable to see what was happening. But it sounded like the scuffle turned into a sword fight. After a few moments it was quiet again.  
 
    “Now, untie him and let him go,” the stranger’s voice came again. But this time it sounded familiar.  
 
    “Atrox... is it you?” Raymond gasped. 
 
    “Yes it is, Raymond. Don’t worry, they will not strike you again.” 
 
    Silence and then the legate spoke. “Let him go. We’re done here. Raymond, go home and recuperate. I will expect you and your army to be on the outskirts of town tomorrow morning ready to depart with us.” 
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    Arrest 
 
    1209 AD 
 
      
 
    Shortly after dawn the next morning, Montfort and his army gathered to leave Toulouse. While saddling his horse Amalric approached, calling out to the commander. 
 
    “We have more information on the one who interrupted our scourging of Raymond.” 
 
    “Excellent,” said Simon, tightening the saddle strap. “Who is this brute?” 
 
    “Not exactly a brute, Montfort. He is Atrox of Tyre, also known as Pius Interficientis, a personal representative of the Pope. The Holy Father gives him protection.” 
 
    “Well,” answered Simon, “the world is a dangerous place. If he met with an unfortunate demise, how could we be blamed? Accidents happen and I doubt the Pope would restrain us if he knew how this barbarian was interfering with his crusade.” 
 
    “You don’t understand,” said the bishop. “It is not possible to kill him. Even if you strike him down with a fatal wound, he will not die. In a few hours he will recover. He truly is the beneficiary of divine protection.” 
 
    “Sounds like nothing more than a myth,” answered Montfort. “But nonetheless, I would like to see this. We will move to arrest him and if he cannot be killed, then wound him and while incapacitated, imprison him. At least that will stop his interference. Take a dozen foot soldiers and surround him. Position a half dozen archers on surrounding roofs and take down this Tyrian.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    Deep in thought, Atrox walked down the street toward the blacksmith shop. It was about an hour after dawn but something seemed wrong. It was unusually quiet at this intersection, this square marked by a fountain.  
 
    It felt like anticipation was holding its breath. He drew his sword and put his back to the fountain behind him, searching doorways and rooftops. 
 
    After a moment guards gathered on each of the four roads radiating outward. Archers appeared on several rooftops, arrows trained on him. One of the soldiers stepped forward. 
 
    “Are you Atrox of Tyre?” 
 
    “Who is asking?” 
 
    “A captain of the guard for the crusade led by Simon IV of Montfort, Lord of  Montfort l'Amaury, 5th Earl of Leicester.” 
 
    “Why do you bother me?” 
 
    “You are interfering with the business of the church regarding Raymond, Count of Toulouse, who is to accompany us on this crusade.” 
 
    “I am also known as Pius Interficientis, a personal representative of the pope. You have no jurisdiction over me.” 
 
    “I say otherwise,” came a voice behind the captain, walking forward, into view. “I am Simon de Montfort, and you are under arrest. Drop your sword.” 
 
    The Tyrian brought his sword into position. “Take it.” 
 
    “You are surrounded by a dozen of my best swordsmen.” 
 
    “You have no idea how my years of experience with the sword puts theirs to shame.” 
 
    Now Montfort looked curious. “And how many years have you wielded the sword?” 
 
    “Over three-hundred,” answered Atrox. 
 
    Montfort chuckled and turned to the captain. “Send in the soldiers, hold the archers back. I want to see what this braggart can do.” 
 
    Soldiers moved warily in from each of the four directions until they surrounded the fountain. The Tyrian was a head taller than any of them, and the span of his arms meant a great advantage in reach. This always seemed to be the reason behind his opponents’ last minute hesitation. And that indecision always worked in his favor.  
 
    “Take him!” shouted Montfort and, twenty feet away now, the group on his left charged, followed by the rest.  
 
    The Tyrian sidestepped and swung wide, catching one of the men in the shoulder. There was a scream and then a blade and the man fell. Switching direction and spinning Atrox caught another in the back, and that one went down too.  
 
    The rest backed off for a moment, reassessing the situation, and then three more charged. Atrox knocked one blade away and steel grazed his left calf, causing him to shout in pain, seemingly encouraging his enemies. But the wound burned for but a moment and he fought through it, running one soldier through and wounding another. A third of them were down now and the rest backed off again, repositioning themselves to surround him. Four men was a dear price to pay for a single wound, one that scarcely slowed him down, and they seemed to be a bit more wary now. 
 
    He had the fountain behind him, and while not entirely protective, it did prevent easy access from the rear. Finally one of them did make the awkward attempt to splash through the water and catch his back, but it was too noisy and one swing cut the man down. A blade caught Atrox on the right arm, and that might have been a serious problem for someone with lesser experience but Atrox quickly switched hands, and wounded two more of the soldiers. Seven down, five to go. 
 
    “Enough,” Montfort shouted. “Archers!” 
 
    Arrows flew. Two missed entirely, and one bounced off the fountain. He kept moving, trying to anticipate trajectories. One grazed his left thigh and it stung, but it was more annoying than anything. Another flew and somehow he deflected it with his sword. But then another buried itself square in his back and another in his right shoulder.  
 
    The emboldened men at arms rushed at him again, but now Atrox was enraged and he charged at them, cutting one down and then a second. But another arrow caught him in the stomach and yet another to his neck and all at once he was reeling, pain blinding him.  
 
    Taking a wild swing another soldier fell, but Atrox tripped over him and reeled, head crashing against the cobblestones, and bringing darkness. 
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    The Massacre at Béziers  
 
    Béziers, France: July 21, 1209 AD 
 
      
 
    “The Pope can be judged by no one; the Roman church has never erred and never will err till the end of time; the Roman church was founded by Christ alone.”
Pope Gregory VII (1020-1085) 
 
      
 
    The Crusader army began to set up camp in the fields overlooking Béziers. There, several thousand knights, foot soldiers, and mercenaries milled about, casting glances at the fortified city, looking anxious, nervous, excited.  
 
    The nobles were gathered on a small hill, their entourage settling in. Raymond VI of Toulouse was here. It rankled him, but he must make an appearance. However, he was determined not to shed a drop of Cathar blood.  
 
    The leaders were just gathering to discuss strategy when they heard a cry across the field, “A horseman with white flag approaches!” 
 
    A few minutes later Amaud Amalric, the Papal Legate; Simon de Montfort, and Raymond of Toulouse rode out to meet the rider, Renaud de Montpeyroux, Bishop of Béziers. He was a middle aged man, dignified, yet of a concerned countenance.  
 
    “Do not be alarmed, bishop,” said Amalric, “We honor your truce.” 
 
    “Thank you.” The bishop’s face was grim, holding out a rolled document to the legate, who accepted it. “I have a prepared a list of the 222 most influential Cathars in Béziers,” began the bishop. “Of course there are others in the city, but if we turn these 222 over to you, I ask you spare the city. Without their leaders the rest will scatter and their faith will die out. I would surely turn over the rest but they have much support among the people. I hope this compromise will be satisfactory.” 
 
    The Legate studied the list, nodding his head slightly. “This will suffice. If you will do this, we will leave in peace.” 
 
    “Thank you, Eminence,” the bishop answered. “I shall report you have accepted this offer and come back yet today with a response.” 
 
    “We await your return.” 
 
    The bishop turned his horse and it trotted back toward the fortified town.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Later that afternoon the scene repeated itself, with the bishop and three crusader commanders meeting on the field. 
 
    “Bishop de Montpeyroux,” asked the Legate, “I trust our arrangement is acceptable?” 
 
    “I am sorry, Excellency,” the Bishop’s face was ashen. “The people of the town stand with the Cathar leaders and will not allow them to leave. When I pressed them with the urgency of the situation, their resolve becomes even more steeled. Finally they threatened my life if I do not cease attempting to convince them. I am sorry, I have failed.” 
 
    The Legate’s face was blank. “I do not blame you, bishop. What action would you take personally?” 
 
    “I... I do not know, Eminence. Whether to stay with the flock or leave them. Either choice seems less than ideal.” 
 
    “I will leave that to you, Bishop de Montpeyroux. Should you choose to stay I will attempt to assure your safety. Should you decide to leave, you will not be pursued.” 
 
    The bishop nodded. “Thank you, Excellency.” 
 
     “Adieu, Bishop de Montpeyroux.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    July 22, 1209 AD 
 
      
 
    The leaders met at lunch and planned strategy, drawing maps, considering the best way to lay siege to the town. Due to the fortifications it might take as long as a week for them to break through. 
 
    Simon de Montfort looked back and forth from the plans to the fortified town, contemplating tactics. Curious, it appeared a small group from the town had just sent out a few soldiers to harass some of the crusaders foot soldiers and mercenaries.  
 
    Someone asked Montfort a question. He answered it and then looked back to the sortie in amusement. Stupid mercenaries, allowing themselves to be goaded by the town militia. After they suffered a few casualties they’d learn not to be taunted. Just then there was a far off roar. He stood and saw several hundred crusader foot soldiers and mercenaries rush the gate, somehow crashing through. Whirling about he turned to the other leaders.  
 
    “The wall has been breached! To arms!” 
 
    Amaud Amalric stood and was cursing under his breath. “The knights must enter the city first and take charge, not the mercenaries. Assemble outside the gates at once and prepare to attack.” 
 
    The regular army was hastily assembled with Amalric and the nobles at its head.  
 
    “The mercenaries and irregulars have already entered the city. That was not the agreed upon arrangement.” De Montfort’s jaw was set. “I fear all order has broken down for this siege.” 
 
    “There is no order to war,” Raymond spat out. “As soon as swords crash, all illusion of order is gone.” 
 
    “Nevertheless,” the legate’s voice rose above the rest, “we must displace the routiers. I will have purpose. This engagement will be done under the order of the church. Property seized will go to the knights, commanders, and church, not the mercenaries.” 
 
    “Excellency, a question?” 
 
    “Sir Achan, make it quick. It is time to strike.” 
 
    “Excellency, the town protects the Cathars. It is certain they will make every effort to blend in and avoid detection. How do we know who to arrest and detain?” 
 
    The legates face was as stone. “The town protects these heretics at their own peril. Kill them. Kill them all. The Lord will know his own.” 
 
    The screams of the townspeople greeted the horsemen as they rode through the now unguarded gate. The crusaders, furious at the mercenaries for beginning the battle without permission, angrily drove the routiers away.  
 
    At first, the townspeople looked hopeful as their attackers ran away from the riders, but their joy was short lived as the knights turned on them, fighting from horseback, hacking with their blades, almost every swing bringing death.  
 
    It was a crusader’s dream, fighting with the blessing of the Pope, and feeling divine protection as they fought forward with little resistance. Surely the heretics were frozen in terror at the realization of their awful blasphemies, unable to harm the Lord’s warriors. Chased away from battle by the knights, the mercenaries were unwilling to forego the spoils of war and so they moved past the fighting and broke into homes and shops, killing poorly armed men, striking down bewildered children and pulling women to the ground; tearing their clothes off and raping them before running each through with a sword.  
 
    To strike even more terror, the routiers began throwing burning torches onto thatched roofs, bringing roiling dark smoke that suddenly burst into flames, the heat driving frightened families toward the apparent safety of the cathedral and the churches of St. Mary and St. Jude.  
 
    They took refuge in those places, shutting out the armies. But the barricaded doors were broken down; Christian soldiers stormed through, swinging steel, sparing not man, not woman, not infant. The huge cathedral was full beyond capacity with thousands of terrified townspeople hoping for sanctuary on ground considered consecrated.  
 
    They huddled together in the atrium, held close, packed tight against the walls of the transepts, crouched low in the aisles and the nave, prostrated themselves in humble submission in the choir and around the altar, the thick air smelling of burning candles, sweat and fear.  
 
    Two men with swords stood over a little family: a husband, wife, and crying one-year-old girl. The man was trying to be brave. The trembling wife held the little child, who wailed in fear. 
 
    “We are not Cathar. The Cathars do not marry. I am Étienne, this is my wife Geneviève and my daughter Colette. Please leave us in peace. We are faithful Catholics. We recognize Innocent III as our Pope. We do not protect the Cathars. We mean no one any harm.” 
 
    One of the sword bearers smiled. “Your daughter is crying. Let us help you.” 
 
    “My daughter is fine,” the Mother said with pleading eyes, her arms encircling her child. “I promise you she will stop crying.” 
 
    The swordsman’s smile vanished and he held out his arms. “I insist. My friend here has great experience in quieting small children.” 
 
    The wife looked to her husband. He sighed and slowly nodded. There seemed little choice. 
 
    The Mother slowly stood and held out the little girl. “Please, be gentle,” she whispered, a tear rolling down her face. 
 
    The man held out the little girl to his friend. The second swordsman grabbed the child’s ankle and lifted her upside down. The wailing increased.  
 
    “For the love of God!” cried the father. 
 
    “You say you are Catholic. It doesn’t really matter to us whether you are or not.” Turning to his friend, he chuckled. “Your skills at quieting the child do not seem to be working.”  
 
    “Patience, I am quite talented,” said the second, suddenly flinging the young child at the nearby stone wall. She hit with a sickening thud and fell sprawled onto the stone floor, a lifeless, silent doll. 
 
    “See,” he smiled, “the crying has stopped.” 
 
    “Noooo!” shrieked the Mother, collapsing onto the ground. The distraught father let out a roar and sprung on his daughter’s murderer, knocking him down, burying his knife in the man’s chest. 
 
    “I am not Cathar, you bastard!” He stabbed over and over again. “Cathars do not believe in violence!” The first swordsman regained his wits and ran Etienne through with his sword, the father collapsing onto his dying, gurgling victim. 
 
    The remaining mercenary turned to the Mother, still sitting in a heap on the floor. Her sobbing had turned to shuddering and gasping, her eyes were glazed and distant, overwhelmed by the horror of her situation. He knelt down, pushing her until she fell onto her back. She seemed too stunned to respond. 
 
    “And so, Geneviève,” he said softly, “it is just you and me now.” Laying his sword down, he ripped her blouse away and began to lower himself onto her.  
 
    As his face got within inches of hers, she sprang to life, grabbing around his neck with her left hand, and digging at his left eye with the fingers of her right hand. She caught him off guard with the viciousness of her defense and he was too slow in responding, reacting only with frantic and noisy flailing.  
 
    With all her might, gritting her teeth, she gouged at the eye, finally pulling it loose, ripping eyeball and bloody tissue from his skull. It was his turn to scream and he thrashed about wildly, blood running down his face. “If you want this body,” she screamed, “You will have to rape my corpse!” 
 
    The swordsman fell back, shrieking, holding his bloody head. Another nearby routier, having seen the melee, stepped closer and ran through the woman with his blade. 
 
    The surrounding townspeople watched in horror and begged the mercenaries for their lives. But it was all for naught; the masses were baptized in rivers of their own blood, amid hymns and lamentations shrieked in ghastly panic as they suffered their capital mortification. The reapers continued until every voice was quieted, every heart stilled, the eerie and pious calm bearing testimony that here, this day, blood sacrifice was somehow still required to pay for one’s own sins. 
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    A Respite 
 
    1209 AD 
 
      
 
    Inconceivably, he had fled the field, having lost his zeal for the slaughter they called a battle. Across a large meadow there was refuge among the trees, and Achan looked there for solitude to purge the memory of the past few hours. 
 
    A knight, renowned for bravery and honor; and what had he done? To desert one’s comrades during the heat of battle was despicable, unthinkable. And yet, recalling the carnage, he remained convinced he had chosen the better path. Kneeling in prayer, Achan alternately pled in anguish for forgiveness and then as the horrible recollection returned, sobbed uncontrollably in his guilt.  
 
    It was there he remained as dusk began to settle on the land. He knew the actual fighting was long past, but the scenes of horror replayed in his mind, over and over. Though somehow finding the ambition to build a small fire he could not bring himself to do more than solemnly sit and stare into the flames, their flickering reminding him of the burning and bloodshed of the day. 
 
    There was a rustling in the bushes and instantly Achan was on his feet, brandishing his sword. 
 
    “Who goes there? Reveal yourself.” 
 
    From the shadows a woman stepped, and stood at the edge of the light. She wore a simple blue dress. Her long blonde hair was plaited in a single braid and it fell across her right shoulder. Walking confidently toward him, she smiled; her blue eyes mesmerized him.  
 
    “Hello, Sir Achan.” 
 
    “How do you know my name? Who are you?” 
 
    In the light of the campfire she looked him over. He was tall, slender, approaching middle age, still fit and trim, and his dark hair and well-kept beard just beginning to turn gray. 
 
    “You are well enough known I recognize you. I am called Lady Meyhnah. The warmth and cheer of your campfire drew me in this direction. May I join you?” 
 
    Sitting down on a rock he stabbed his sword tip into the ground. After a moment of staring at the fire he sighed and spoke. 
 
    “Lady, please sit; though there is neither warmth nor cheer to be found this night, only the anguish of a damned soul.” 
 
    Walking slowly toward him, she perched next to him on the rock and gently rested her hand on his. Surprised, he looked into her eyes, his own brimming with tears. 
 
    “Though you would rather forget it, please tell me of your day.” 
 
    “Lady, I pray you are not of Béziers.” 
 
    She slowly shook her head. “I am not.” 
 
    After a moment he nodded and stared back at the campfire. “The Pope sent us to Béziers for a Holy Crusade, to cleanse the land of heretics. We were told this was an evil town, filled with enemies of the church; Cathars, a hateful people who wished us dead. It appeared we were in for a long siege and then suddenly the battle broke out.  
 
    “Our army rushed the town, intent on destroying this threat to Christianity and the Holy Church. I was caught up in it as much as all the rest. As is usually the case in battle, there was much confusion and turmoil, but it became apparent early on we were winning and we took heart, pressing hard against the enemy.  
 
    “I engaged many who were of the town and yet I soon knew the residents of this place were putting up little resistance; not because they could not, but because they chose not. At the onset there was much confusion about whether some of the faithful were protecting and hiding the heretics. I asked the Abbot Arnaud, our commander, how we should tell the difference between them and his reply made my blood run cold.  
 
    “Kill them all,” he said, “The Lord will recognize his own.” 
 
    At that moment Achan broke out in a sob and was unable to continue. With head down, his body quietly shook from his torment. She put her hand on his shoulder.  
 
    “How horrible! What a terrible command to receive.” 
 
    “Lady Meyhnah,” he cried, “Our knights, normally known for their chivalry... when given holy permission to display their most savage desires... I scarcely knew even the most vile criminals could have hearts so black. 
 
    “I came up on a woman who stood between me and her two young children. To protect her little ones she swung a staff at me, and like a good soldier I ran her through with my steel. As she fell, I noticed she wore a cross around her neck. I was horrified to know I had killed another Christian. Finally coming to my senses as to what we were about I began to look around, and realized our army was burning Christian churches, looting, raping Christian women. I turned back to her two little children just in time to see them cut down by my fellow knights. And then, wiping their blood from my eyes, I saw no heretics, only people with Christian beliefs somewhat different than our own. This was not a holy war to cleanse the land for God. It was nothing more than a brutal massacre as ordered by the Pope.  
 
    “I am a knight of many battles, tested and confident in my skills. Some may even call me brave. But I fled this nightmare and hid in the forest. I cannot ever forget what happened today or forgive the church for ordering the killing of twenty thousand innocent people. Though it seemed a battle such as Israel fought in the Old Testament in the name of God, I cannot stomach it. I cannot believe this is of God. Two groups fought against each other this day. One side barely put up a fight. The other side wrought death, fire and brutal destruction. I can scarcely believe we were on the side of good.” 
 
    “Sir Achan, you are right, this was not of the true God.” Her eyes were soft and kind. “You look exhausted.” 
 
    “I am weary to my very bones, but this day haunts my every thought. I cannot sleep. I fear the nightmares would only worsen.” 
 
    She laid her right hand softly upon his left cheek. “The memories of this day will ever be with you, but the pain can be removed.” 
 
    “How can this be? My guilt is more than I can bear. I see blood before my very eyes, I hear screaming of children, the cries of the dying, I fear my soul is damned…” 
 
    Lifting her hand from his cheek, she placed her index finger over his mouth. “This may sound strange, but I am a messenger, here to help you. Please lay your head in my lap, and together we will find healing for your pain.” 
 
    “My head in your lap, m’lady? I would not presume to be so familiar...” 
 
    “Sir Achan, not just a messenger, but an angel of God. I ask you to let me help you.” 
 
    “Then I would be more than ill mannered, I would also offend God.” 
 
    “Sir Achan, consider my looks. Do they please you?” 
 
    “Indeed, you are very fair to look upon.” 
 
    She smiled coyly. “Is it so unpleasant a request I make, then? I have invited you. I do not believe God will be offended. Please indulge me.” 
 
    Puzzled, he shrugged, but shifted his body, slowly leaning toward her until his head was resting in her lap. He felt a gentle hand upon his brow. 
 
     “Are you comfortable?” 
 
    His head was resting warm and soft, and her hand on his brow relaxed him. “More comfortable than I would have imagined. Lady Meyhnah, how shall my pain be healed?” 
 
    “With light.” 
 
    Somehow, the aches of the day abated, and the weariness turned to slumber and he drifted off, finding himself in a different place, on his back, a star filled night sky above him. Off in the distance somewhere, he heard her voice. “It is presently geassi, or sommer in the Kingdom of Light, a time without darkness, a time for learning and growing. This does not serve our purpose. And so we seek out dalvi, the winter, where night and her lights are found. This is a time of rest.” 
 
    “Winter and her lights?” 
 
    “You call them Aurora Borealis, Dawn’s north wind. These will heal you.” 
 
    And then Meyhnah’s voice faded. Aside from a cool breeze blowing over him, there was no sound. Becoming aware his head was still on her lap, he shifted his eyes slightly to the right to see the angel smiling down at him. Her body was clothed in a translucent luminescence and she glowed with light. Her left hand caressed his hair.  
 
    “Hello, Sir Achan.” 
 
    “M’lady... where are we?” 
 
    “The Kingdom of Light. Look to the sky,” she whispered.  
 
    Turning his gaze, he let the expanse of the firmament fill his view. “What am I looking for?” 
 
    “This...” 
 
    And then he saw a glowing green ripple dance lazily across the sky. The unexpected beauty made him gasp. After a moment it faded. 
 
    “What was...” 
 
    “Shhhh...” she gently stroked his hair. 
 
    Another burst of light flickered upon the darkness, this one larger, shimmering green, changing to blue and then violet before it dimmed. And then another, and yet again, waves of luminescence vibrating, swirling... 
 
    She looked down and saw his eyes wide, dark pupils illuminated by the waves of color. And then a tear running down the side of his face, and another gasp, almost involuntary. 
 
    “It’s so beautiful...” 
 
    “Do you feel it inside of you?” 
 
    “Yes...” 
 
    “They are healing you.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because they love you; more than you can possibly imagine.” 
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    Limoux 
 
    Limoux, France: 1234 AD 
 
      
 
    She was alone, on a walk in the woods, when the Inquisitor came. Off in the distance Rachelle saw the mounted soldiers go by, the papal flag furling in the breeze. So seriously and purposefully they rode into the village of Limoux. What could be the reason for such solemnity? There was no insurrection or rebellion here, at least none that had reached her ears.  
 
    True, she was a young unmarried woman, only eighteen, and so not privy to the conversations that went on at tables gathered with men of the community or church, but still, among all those she knew here, there were no hint of whispers or secrets at all.  
 
    It was known by the people that should the inquisition ever come to Limoux, the villagers should immediately gather. The business of the church was always urgent, and the sooner it was taken care of, the sooner life would return to normal.  
 
    But again Rachelle considered the mood of the town. It made no sense. Surely the party was simply passing through, possibly stopping for supplies and to water their horses, on their way to another town to search for heretical intrigue. 
 
    And so she kept the meandering pace of her walk, picking wildflowers, enjoying the feel of the sun on her face and breeze in her long brown hair. Almost two hours later she arrived back at the village, surprised to see guards of the Inquisition talking to people and escorting them to the church. Her Mother came rushing to her side. 
 
    “Child, where have you been?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Out for a walk. Surely the church has no business in our quiet little town.” 
 
    The older woman shook her head. “The inquisitor is here and wants to talk to each person. They have been asking about you, and your absence has been suspicious to them.” 
 
    Rachelle laughed. “Mother, we both know the Inquisitor will have no interest in our humble family. The citizens of Limoux are all faithful Christians, just good Catholics, following the doctrines of the church.” 
 
    Her Mother nodded grimly. “Just go to the church, have your interview. Be truthful, respectful and serious, and we shall all be home in time for dinner.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    She was seated in a hard wooden chair in front of the Inquisitor. A local priest sat on his left and one Rachelle did not recognize on his right. Behind them, backs against the wall, were three papal guards.  
 
    “I am Father Konrad von Marburg, appointed by Pope Innocent III to combat the Cathar heresy. You will please state your name.” 
 
    “Rachelle De Sauveterre,” she politely responded.  
 
    “Are you married?” 
 
    “No Father, I am not.” 
 
    “How old are you?” 
 
    “Eighteen, sir.” 
 
    “Rachelle, why are you not married?” 
 
    “I was engaged to be married. My fiancé left Limoux a week before we were to be wed. The last I heard, he had married another. Unfortunately, there are not many prospects for marriage in our village, but I am hopeful.” 
 
    “Do you still practice the religion of the Cathars?” 
 
    “What? I have never been Cathar. How could I practice their religion? I have no interest in it at all. My marital status has nothing to do with being Cathar. It is just an unfortunate circumstance.” 
 
    “You were heard to make the following remark a short while ago. ‘The citizens of Limoux are all faithful Christians and good Catholics, following the doctrines of the church.’ So, there are faithful Christians, and besides them, good Catholics in Limoux?” 
 
    “No, that is not what I said. I said the citizens of Limoux are all faithful Christians, just good Catholics, following the doctrines of the church.” 
 
    “By ‘just good Catholics’ do you mean to minimize their beliefs?” 
 
    “Not at all, sir. It was a clarification. Just the good Catholics are faithful Christians. And those are the sum total of the inhabitants of our village. How could anyone besides the Catholics be faithful Christians? It is not possible.” 
 
    “And yet there are Cathars among the people here.” 
 
    “None I am aware of, sir. When I was a child, I remember hearing of a few Cathars in this valley. But I was told they had all left, years ago.” 
 
    “How many years ago?” 
 
    “I do not know. Eight, perhaps ten years ago.” 
 
    “You knew them then?” 
 
    “I knew of them. None were friends or even acquaintances.” 
 
    “What were their names?” 
 
    “Names? This is asking much, sir.” 
 
    “Asking much, Rachelle? How could we ever ask too many questions if we are to root out heresy?” 
 
    “I meant it is much to ask that an eight or nine year old child remember, for so many years, the names of adults she did know or even meet. Hmmm… one moment… Benoît… that may have been one, a woman named Céline, or Cerise… something like that… another man… um… Gerald, or Gerard… I am sorry, I was so young and it has been so many years.” 
 
    “Would you recognize them if you saw them again?” 
 
    “No, I never saw or met any of them. These were just names I heard in whispered gossip.” 
 
    “Why do you protect them, Rachelle?” 
 
    “I do not protect them. Why do you twist my words?” 
 
    “Why are you so defensive, child?” 
 
    She sighed. “I am not trying to be defensive. I am genuinely trying to give you information that will help you fulfill your just cause to remove heretics from our midst.” 
 
    “Do you have any enemies, Rachelle?” 
 
    “None I am aware of. I strive to be kind to all.” 
 
    “Would it surprise you to know someone has accused you of being a Cathar?” 
 
    She scoffed. “Yes, it would surprise me. Who would do such a thing?” 
 
    “Someone who is valiant about protecting the church.” 
 
    “But who?” she repeated. “This is ridiculous and absurd.” 
 
    “We must protect the witness, Rachelle. It is not possible to give you that information. Do you think this business we undertake is ridiculous and absurd?” 
 
    Now she was angry. “Stop twisting my words! Your business is not ridiculous or absurd. To charge one of the faithful is ridiculous, absurd, and also deeply offensive.” 
 
    The inquisitor stared at her, seemingly in deep thought. At that moment a priest came up and whispered something into his ear and he nodded. 
 
    “We will continue these questions tomorrow,” he replied to Rachelle. “The hour is late.” 
 
    “Gladly,” she answered. “What time would you like me to return?” 
 
    “There is no need for that,” answered the Inquisitor. “You will be detained here overnight.” 
 
    “In a cell where prisoners are kept?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Sir, I have lived in Limoux all my life. I assure you, there is no danger of me stealing away in the night. I have nothing to hide, nowhere else to go, and will gladly return in the morning to meet with you.” 
 
    His expression was blank. “You will be spending the night in a cell.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning she was irritable, hungry, thirsty, and sore from sleeping on the floor. It was not possible to rest well in the stark cell. There was not even a bed. But Rachelle was on her feet, having straightened her clothing and run her fingers through her hair. Her first thoughts were that she hoped there would be food and water before the interview continued, but then decided she just wanted to get it over with and go home. Breakfast was not important.  
 
    But the morning passed, uninterrupted. Perturbed, she tracked the sun across the morning sky and finally decided it must be noon. She heard someone coming and was relieved it was her Mother and father.  
 
    “Mama, Papa,” she cried, as they rushed to the bars of the cell. “What is going on? Why do they hold me here?” she asked, voice on the brink of being weepy.  
 
    “We do not know,” her father said. “We were going to ask you the same thing.” 
 
    “The inquisitor asked me a number of questions and he seemed to think I was Cathar, despite all of my assurances. I answered them truthfully. I have nothing to hide.” 
 
    “Why would they think you were Cathar?” her Mother asked. “Why would they think anyone in our town is Cathar?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” answered Rachelle. 
 
    “Have they fed you or given you water?” Mother asked. 
 
    “No, nothing,” Rachelle answered. 
 
    Her Mother pulled a bag from underneath her clothes. “We brought you bread, cheese, and a wineskin for drink.” She passed the food through the bars, and father passed her the wineskin. 
 
    “I do not know if we have permission to do this,” her father said, “But we’re not going to let you go without food and water.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Rachelle answered, tearing into the bread. In between bites she tried to talk, her eyes filled with tears. “They ask me questions about names I heard mentioned in passing as a child. I have to further memories to relay to them. I said I had heard rumors of a few people in the valley who were suspected of being Cathar, someone named Benoît, perhaps?” 
 
    “That name sounds vaguely familiar,” her father said, “but I don’t think he ever lived in Limoux.” 
 
    “And a woman, named Céline, or Cerise?” 
 
    “Yes, I seem to remember that,” said her Mother. “Someone said she was Cathar, but someone else said they didn’t think so. I think she died a long time ago.” 
 
    “Was there a Gerald, or Gerard?” 
 
    “Ah yes,” answered her father. “I’m surprised you’d even heard that name. Most were fairly certain he was Cathar, but he died before you were even born. He lived just outside of Limoux. Never met the man, just heard the stories.” 
 
    “I have wracked my brain, but I do not know what else to tell them,” Rachelle answered. 
 
    “Be truthful and speak plain,” her Mother replied. “I am sure you will be home for dinner.” 
 
    Just then a papal guard arrived and unlocked the cell. He motioned Rachelle to follow.  
 
    “See you soon,” her father called out. 
 
      
 
      
 
    In a few moments she was seated again in front of the inquisitor. 
 
    “Hello, Rachelle,” he acknowledged her, not looking up from his writing. 
 
    “Hello, Father von Marburg,” she replied. 
 
    Finally he raised his gaze. “Did a night’s rest improve your memory?” 
 
    “Sir, I am afraid there are no more details to recall. These were simply random comments overheard by young children. Adults often change the subject when children are around and so only bits of conversations were heard. I am sorry.” 
 
    “Have you been honest with me, child?” 
 
    “Of course. I have no reason not to be honest.” 
 
    “And yet, your Mother was heard to admonish you, just minutes ago, to be truthful and speak plain.” 
 
    Rachelle sighed. “Not an admonishment, Father, just a reminder, as Mothers are wont to do, as they say things such as ‘sit up straight, do not talk with food in your mouth, and be respectful to adults.’ If my Mother was overheard giving me advice, then surely someone heard us striving to recall any other information I could pass on to aid you in uprooting heresy.” 
 
    “You presume much, young lady, and your attitude is contrary.” 
 
    “It is only my intent to answer all of your questions as completely and precisely as you desire; to aid you in the efficiency of your process that you might accomplish everything the Lord would have you do. That, Father, is my fondest objective.” 
 
    “Then give me the names of the Cathars and admit to the accusation made against you.” 
 
    “It is baffling that my sincere desire to recollect the most dim and incomplete memories of my childhood has brought suspicion upon me. I could have been dishonest and said I knew nothing. But I honestly searched my foggy remembrance for any clues that might be of help. I truly desire you learn these names, sir. But some of the older people of this village may be able to provide you with more complete information. You are asking for the testimony of a child, something that is seldom given much weight. And as far as the accusation against me, it astounds me someone would say this. If I confirmed this accusation then I would be telling a lie. And I will not lie. Ask of me to the townspeople. Any of them will vouch for my character.” 
 
    “And yet one of them has accused you.” 
 
    “It is but the word of one against the word of many. Why would you give such weight to a single opinion when all the rest would say otherwise?” 
 
    “Sometimes a single person may stumble across a truth the many are unaware of.” 
 
    “Father, I know not what else to say. I have poured out my honest heart to you, with the greatest clarity of memory I possess. I know nothing else that would help you.” 
 
    “Well, we shall see.” 
 
    His sentence struck her with an awful premonition. “Oh my God, you have already condemned me, haven’t you?” 
 
    “You seem prone to outrageous ideas, young lady.” 
 
    She was taken down steps to a windowless room and forced to lie on a heavy oaken table. They bound her wrists and ankles and left her alone in darkness for long enough her body ached from the cold hard surface.  
 
    Somehow she dozed off to sleep, only to be startled awake indeterminable hours later by the Inquisitor and his assistants, one of which lit a number of candles in the room. 
 
    “Hello, Rachelle,” said Marburg pleasantly. 
 
    “Why are you doing this?” she answered.  
 
    “We both know why this is happening, child. Your stubbornness requires it.” 
 
    “I think YOUR stubbornness requires it, Father. You are determined to find guilt where none exists.” 
 
    “Careful, Rachelle, your defiance mandates punishment.” He nodded at one of his assistants who then swung a hard stick, striking the bottoms of both of her bare feet.  
 
    She gave out an involuntary scream. “Stop it,” she angrily shouted. “You are punishing an innocent person. We all know that.” 
 
    “Wrong answer, child,” Marburg answered. 
 
    The cruel stick swung again, striking harder and the pain made her howl. She had never imagined such a thing as this could be so painful. But then the thought occurred that these men would know of such pain because this was how these things were done. She shuddered to know they must employ even more sadistic methods should this pain not give them the answers they sought.  
 
    “What do you have to tell us now, Rachelle?” The inquisitor demanded.  
 
    “Father Marburg, how can I give you what I do not have? God asks for my faith and I have given it. He asks for my tithes and I have given them. He asks for my prayers and I have given them. I give of my time and sympathies to help the church, the poor and the sick. I give God my love, adoration, and submission and I have done all of those things freely. All that has been asked of me I have gladly given, with a cheerful heart. But now you are insisting I give you things I do not own, have the ability to acquire or even have knowledge of. Please, tell me how to do this.” 
 
    “Rachelle, have you given God your loyalty?” 
 
    “Of course I give my loyalty.” 
 
    “And yet you omitted that from the things you named.” 
 
    “Father, loyalty is implied. If I give my love, adoration, and submission, then loyalty is contained within these. They would be incomplete without it.” 
 
    “Do not play word games with me, child.” 
 
    But now her frustration and anger was rising again. “Father, I am of the feeling that the list of my offerings would never be complete in your eyes. If I were to convince you of my loyalty, you would question my trust, my purity, my virginity, my charity and my virtue, since I did not mention those either.” 
 
    “And since you have broached the subject, do tell me why you hold these things back.” 
 
    “I do not hold them back,” she shouted. “Few conversations require an exhaustive list. If someone asks of your family, most would list the relatives they see most often and leave off the others so as not to bore the questioner.” 
 
    “But we are not talking of family members! We are talking of heresy. Unless you now imply those you hide with your silence are members of your family!” 
 
    “No, I do not!” 
 
    “Stop lying to me!” Marburg nodded to someone and another blow struck the bottoms of Rachelle’s feet again, eliciting another raw howl. 
 
    Now fear gripped her heart. What damage had they done to her feet? Were there now broken bones? If so would they heal that she might walk again?  
 
    A fleeting thought suggested they knew exactly what they were doing and the purpose of this was to use pain to overcome stubborn resistance. She had always believed that truth would prevail and so she held ferociously to it. But it was doing her no good here. Rachelle’s ability to resist the pain was limited and they held the upper hand.  
 
    Then it occurred to her their ability to administer pain knew no caution. They were so sure of their accusations, they would keep increasing the pain until desperation took the place of truth. And whether a confession was true or not, it validated their accusation. Savage pain tore at her feet, but their brutality was enraging her. She was determined to hold to truth.  
 
    Marburg leaned over to make eye contact. “What say you now, child?” 
 
    “I cannot lie to you, Father Marburg, I am innocent of all charges.” 
 
    The inquisitor shook his head, turned to his assistant and nodded. There was a small wood burning stove in the corner that was keeping the room warm and she heard the sound of the stove door opening. A feeling of dread enveloped her. Abruptly, white hot heat enveloped her feet and she shrieked in horror. Beating her feet was not enough, now they had viciously burned them and it was certain she would never use them to walk again. 
 
    “Do you have a different answer for me, Rachelle?” Marburg’s calm voice reached her ears. 
 
    “No!” she screamed, and the glowing iron was pressed against the bottom of her feet again. The room smelled like cooked meat.  
 
    Rachelle was caught up now in a frantic wail, trapped by fear and pain. Marburg let it go on for a few moments and then slapped her face. 
 
    “Silence. I will let you sleep tonight with your pain and tomorrow we shall see if you are ready to yield to the Lord’s mercy and confess your sins.” 
 
    Later that evening the sun had set and Rachelle lay in the darkness, bound to the table, her limbs asleep, feet throbbing in pain; hungry, thirsty, bewildered, unable to comprehend the horror that had befallen her. And then there was a light and a being appeared in front of her, clothed in swirling light, long flaxen hair and a face of kindness and love.  
 
    “Rachelle...” a soft feminine voice called her name.  
 
    “Why do they do this to me?” Rachelle asked.  
 
    “This is of men, not God. They do these things for power.” She lightly touched Rachelle’s feet and the pain abated.  
 
    “You’re an angel.” 
 
    “I am.”  
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “You are welcome. My name is Meyhnah.” 
 
    “Will they let me go, Meyhnah?” 
 
    “No, they will not.” 
 
    “What purpose does it serve?” 
 
    “By their actions they instill terror so others will cooperate in any way possible to avoid your fate.” 
 
    “What will they do to me tomorrow?” 
 
    Tears flowed down the angel’s face. “They have a cruel device they intend to use to rip your breasts off, one by one.” 
 
    “Oh God, no!” 
 
    “I will not let them do that to you.” 
 
    “You healed me, cannot you also free me?” 
 
    “Yes, but you have learned all you were supposed to from this life. There is no compelling reason to linger here.” 
 
    Rachelle was quiet for a moment. “My life has been taken from me by evil men.” 
 
    “Yet choices remain for you,” replied Meyhnah.  
 
    “What choices?” 
 
    “Even as they plot more pain for you, Marburg wants you to believe there is hope they will spare you. He counts on this expectation; that it will cause you to submit to even more sadistic horror. It is their expectation after they tear off your breasts you will confess, if for no other reason than to stop the torture. But they will not release you then. Your horrible and permanent disfigurement would be a constant reminder of their savage cruelty. It would bring you sympathy and create resentment against the inquisition. 
 
    “They will tell you the confession came too late; that you must be burned in order to be forgiven, and the only ‘mercy’ they offer from the pain of burning is strangling you first.  
 
    “If you do not confess, they will burn you alive to maximize your pain. The fear of this ghastly pain is intended to break you. But no matter what, they will not spare you, so take back your choice.” 
 
    “How do I do that?” 
 
    “Do not buy into their false hope. Tomorrow when they come again, do not confess. Defy them, anger them. They will say you have condemned yourself to death and lost your last chance at freedom. But the torture will stop. They will refuse you the ‘mercy’ of strangulation and let the flames take your life. Say whatever you wish then and have no fear. Tell the witnesses to your death of the injustice the church is dealing out. I will subdue the pain and take you home before the flames take your life.”  
 
    She slept the peace of innocence during the night and awoke with the anticipation of freedom, unshackled from the burden of fear.  
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    Freedom 
 
    Limoux, France: 1234 AD 
 
      
 
    Early the next morning, the inquisitor and two priests entered the room where she was still bound.  
 
    “Rachelle,” said Marburg, “Are you ready to confess, or do you need more persuasion?” 
 
    She took a breath and hesitated but just a moment. “No. We both know I am innocent. It is only your pride and fear of appearing wrong in the eyes of the people that compels you to continue this grisly practice.” 
 
    “Careful, child, your life is in the balance. I have the power to either free you or condemn you to death.” 
 
    “But I am innocent. If you willfully condemn an innocent person, you condemn yourself in the eyes of God. Release me and admit the error of your inspiration in this matter. You have no right to hold me.” 
 
    “You doubt I follow the will of God?” His voice was rising in pitch and volume. 
 
    “Bishop Marburg, you have no comprehension whatsoever of the will of God,” she shot back. 
 
    “I sentence you to be burned this day,” he shouted. “Confess and take back your accusations and it will be a merciful death. What say you to that?” 
 
    She looked into his eyes. “A loving God would never inflict this upon his children, and so I say you are a servant of the devil.” 
 
    Marburg had turned purple and seemed at a loss for words. Finally he stabbed his finger in the direction of one of the priests. 
 
    “Contact the civil authorities in Carcassonne and tell them before the day is over, a heretic must needs be burned at the stake. We require a sentence of death from them. Pay whatever this verdict costs.” He pointed at the other one. “Prepare the stake and gather wood.” 
 
    And then, trembling in rage, he turned to Rachelle. “You poor deluded girl; in just a few short hours you will reap the rewards of your blasphemy, suffering the most painful of all deaths. There will be no body left to bury, so how will you come forth in the resurrection? You have damned yourself forever. The pains these flames bring you are only a sample of a far greater suffering you will eternally endure, burning forever in your wickedness. Do you understand? Beg for mercy now. To my great satisfaction, I offer you none.” 
 
    But the heavenly messenger’s words had given her courage. “The one you pretend to worship has told us not to judge. And yet you do so with such great impunity. So, Father Marburg, fuck you.” 
 
    Later in the day, with brutish savagery, Rachelle was dragged from the cell. Jerking her hands from the bindings broke her left wrist and two of her fingers. Unexpectedly, she was kicked in the side. She felt a crack and knew ribs had been broken, and their rough handling amplified that pain.  
 
    “Do not strike her in the face or head,” Marburg’s voice came to her ears. Unable to walk because of her ruined feet, they pulled her up the stairs, through the building and out into the square where they threw her roughly to the ground. The trauma of the treatment left her in a heap in the dirt but she could hear shocked gasps and crying from the crowd. Then came the shouts and screams of her parents, the sound of them running toward her.  
 
    “Let me through,” she heard Papa shout. “Let me through!” 
 
    But only her Mother reached her side, and pulled her close. “Rachelle, oh my baby, what has happened to you? How could this be?” 
 
    Half delirious from pain, she tried to smile and looked up at her Mother.  “It’s all right, Mama. It’s okay. Do not cry for me.” 
 
    Then guards roughly pulled her away and Father Marburg’s voice came again. 
 
    “Dear citizens of Limoux; the church came to your village two days ago with every expectation this visit would be only a formality, with no thought of finding heresy among you. It breaks our hearts to tell you otherwise. One of your own, Rachelle De Sauveterre, has been questioned by our tribunal and all evidence finds her guilty of heresy. In spite of overwhelming proof showing this, she stubbornly holds to the false doctrine of the Cathars. She was given multiple opportunities to confess, and in the end, finally returning mercy with lies, spiteful hate, and contempt. We turned her case over to the civil authorities in Carcassonne. The magistrate is with us now to render a verdict.”  
 
    A solemn faced man stepped forward and looked the crowd over. “People of Limoux, these representatives of the church, having presented irrefutable evidence regarding both the blasphemy and heresy of Rachelle De Sauveterre compel us now to render a verdict. Her words, attitude, and very nature, present a serious danger to the people of this town. So serious is her offense we fear it is enough to earn the greatest condemnation of God. Even now, she refuses to repent. And so, reason decrees we must render the verdict of death, hoping this may bring purification to her soul and present her in better graces before our Lord. This therefore is our decision. May God have mercy upon her soul.” 
 
    The sound of weeping began to build. Marburg nodded to two men who roughly lifted Rachelle from the dust and pulled her over to the thick post sunk into the ground. Jerking her arms behind the pole, they bound her wrists with leather cords, tied as tightly as possible. The pain on her broken wrist and fingers was excruciating, but the sudden movement of her arms moved the broken ribs and she gasped, feeling almost as if a knife had punctured her side.  
 
    Less than a minute later, kindling and bigger branches of wood were piled around the post, up past the level of her knees. Finally, a hooded man came forward and tossed a burning torch into the pile. Within moments smoke began curling upwards and the crackling of burning wood was heard. 
 
    “Now, only at the very end you see the awful consequences of your sins,” spoke Marburg, loudly, to her and the crowd. “Now, when all offered mercy has been spurned, you see what your defiance has wrought. This is but a preview of your eternity. In a few moments your soul will be in hell, burning even as now. But there will be no end to that pain. It will go on forever, as righteous punishment for your sins against God, his Son and the Holy Ghost.” 
 
    The flames were almost up to her knees now, but Rachelle was surrounded by a comforting presence; Instead of feeling searing heat, there was only warmth.  
 
    “Speak your heart now, Rachelle,” the voice of the messenger came to her ear. “They will not approach to do you more harm. They fear the flames. Say as much as you wish. When you finish, we will leave this place together.” 
 
    Rachelle nodded and cleared her throat, eyes looking over the crowd, then back to Marburg. 
 
    “How very at odds is this public spectacle you present, compared with the actions of the one you pretend to worship. He spoke of love and forgiveness. You embrace condemnation and the most severe punishment anyone can imagine. You bound me, beat the soles of my feet and then burned them, trying to force me to falsely condemn myself. You would have ripped away my clothes and torn off my breasts, but your actions were only to satisfy your lurid lusts. When I still would not confess, you did not assume I was committed to innocence, but in the clutches of Satan. I knew no matter what I said, it would never be enough. The prisoner of your inquisition cannot ever be pardoned. There is no trial for the accused, only a mandatory condemnation. When you sent your priest to fetch the magistrate, I overheard you tell him you required a sentence of death, no matter what the cost. Tell us now, how much did you pay for this verdict?” 
 
    Marburg only shook his head in pious disgust. 
 
    “And now you bring all to see, showing them good always triumphs over evil and sin is always punished. But here again you lie. What is good about this holocaust? Its purpose is only to terrify everyone into fearful obedience and submission.” 
 
    And then she turned to gaze at the crowd. 
 
    “This day I proclaim my innocence. There was no evil here in Limoux until Father Konrad von Marburg and the church brought it. And my death does not take any evil from your midst. It is still here, and if you wish to see it look no further than the inquisition.” 
 
    Abruptly, Rachelle realized she’d said almost everything in her heart. Pausing for a moment, she gazed about her beloved village; took one last look at the surrounding hills blooming with wild flowers, the sky, the clouds... then back to onlookers and her tearful parents. It was time to say goodbye.  
 
    “And lastly, I do not leave here for an eternity of damnation. I am going home now, guided by a messenger of light...” 
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    Reunions 
 
    Outside the city of Yerevan, Armenia: 1242 AD 
 
    
Atrox sat in the gloom of the cell; the shadowy afternoon fading into another night. This was worse than death. It was never ending boredom and confinement, his most terrible fear come to pass. How could he spend the gift of years in such a way, in this prison? Montfort had him taken so far from Rome. Montfort was surely dead by now. How could the Pope, or any of his successors know where he was, here in Armenia? Who knows how many Popes there had even been since he had last been to Rome. After this many years there was no one alive who remembered him. 
 
    A conversation outside. Someone was speaking with the guard and Atrox strained to hear. 
 
    “Pardon me, sir. I hear you have the privilege of guarding a prisoner who has been in your custody for some 35 years?” 
 
    “This is true,” answered the guard. 
 
    “How extraordinary is this, that someone should survive confinement for so long? I hear that people come to witness this, to see your prisoner?” 
 
    “They do, sir. But the hour is late. Come back tomorrow if you like.” 
 
    “But I would like to see this prisoner now. I’ve come a great distance.” 
 
    Two other voices. “Didn’t you hear? Move along.” 
 
    “You’re wasting our time. Off with you.” 
 
    “I’m afraid that is not possible,” came the visitor’s insistent voice. “Show me the prisoner now.” Something was familiar about the voice. 
 
    “Three swords to one,” answered the first guard. “Leave now, and you may live.” 
 
    “I have two swords,” the stranger corrected them. “And I’m not leaving.”  
 
    There was some sort of fight. Blades crashing, shouting, a blood curdling scream, more scuffling, and then silence. The sound of keys in a lock and then the stranger’s voice. 
 
    “Come out, Atrox. It has to be you in there. No one else would have survived this long.” 
 
    The Tyrian cautiously moved to the door of the cell and stepped out, squinting from the light and then breaking into a grin and embracing his benefactor. 
 
    “Tomorbaatar, why aren’t you guarding the Dzungarian gate?” 
 
    The Highwayman chuckled. “The Mongols have expanded their empire, even to this place. The gate is now deep within their territory and my services were needed elsewhere. Besides, I decided to take some time to myself, a break from my job, like you have been doing.” He laughed. 
 
    Atrox smiled and shook his head. “This has been my worst nightmare, spending all these years in captivity. Thank you for freeing me.” 
 
    “Why were you locked up?” 
 
    “For helping a friend who ran afoul of some zealots of the church. Such a complicated mess. But enough of that. Let’s leave this wretched place. Where were you headed?” 
 
    “Into the city.” 
 
    “You’re on foot?” 
 
    “My horse went lame. I need to get another.” 
 
    Atrox saw something on the ground and hurried over to one of the wounded guards. 
 
    “This is my Ulfberht sword.” He lifted it up and examined it. “Still in good shape.” The Tyrian reached down and grabbed the scabbard from the wounded man, who moaned and clawed at him, trying to hold on to it. “Thief, give it back.” Atrox gave him a kick in the side and pulled the scabbard away. 
 
    The Highwayman held up his own sword. “Got a new one since we met. Viking steel, I think it’s a bit longer than yours.” 
 
    “Oh, are we having a pissing contest, now?” Atrox laughed and held his own up to match.  
 
    The Mongolian laughed. “Told you!” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, you bastard. Let’s get out of this miserable place.” 
 
    They walked until sunset and then went off the road, setting up camp and building a fire. Sitting around the flames, they ate a simple meal.  
 
    “So Tyrian, where will you go now, what will you do?” 
 
    “Back to Rome, I suppose,” answered Atrox. “Although, like you, I feel inclined to take some time for myself.” 
 
    “You should travel with me for a while,” said Tomorbataar, “I wouldn’t mind the company.” 
 
    Atrox nodded. “I’d like that. You’re looking for a bodyguard, then?” 
 
    The Highwayman laughed. “You beat me to the joke, you bastard.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning found them walking down the road again. 
 
    “We should be at the town by noon,” said the Highwayman. 
 
    Coming around a bend in the road, the trees thinned out some to reveal an old cemetery.  
 
    “Wait,” said Atrox, stopping and scanning the area. “Ah, this place looks familiar.” Jogging over to a headstone his eyes darted around. He pointed. “There, that rock, next to where the trees start, help me move it.”  
 
    He scrambled to the large stone, digging around the edge, getting his fingers under to lift it. Tomorbataar quickly moved to help him. 
 
    “How long has it been since I met you at the gate?” asked Atrox.  
 
    “I think it has been almost forty years.” 
 
    The stone rolled over, revealing the dirt underneath. “I need one of your daggers to dig with.” Atrox held out his hand. 
 
    “You want to dull my dagger by using it as a shovel?” Tomorbataar complained. 
 
    “I’ll buy you a new one. Almost a hundred years ago I buried a small horde of gold and silver here.” 
 
    “Oh, why didn’t you say so? Here.” 
 
    Atrox clawed at the ground with the blade, finally striking something hard. In a few minutes they had lifted a small chest from the ground, perhaps a foot long and also almost that wide and tall. Using a rock, the Tyrian smashed the lock and lifted the lid, revealing a half dozen leather bags. He lifted the first one out, spread the draw strings and nodded. Lifting it out, he tossed it to the Highwayman.  
 
    “A bag of gold coins. In gratitude for rescuing me. Buy a horse and another dagger.” 
 
    “Thank you, my friend.” 
 
    Atrox scratched his beard for a moment. “I think I’ll take a couple bags and rebury the rest, just in case I come back this way.” 
 
    Another voice from behind them broke in. “Save yourself the trouble. I think we’ll take all of it.” 
 
    Startled, Atrox and Tomorbataar looked over their shoulders to see half a dozen men with swords drawn.  
 
    “Hand it over, right now, and we may let you live.” 
 
    The Tyrian and the Highwayman looked back to each other and roared with laughter. 
 
    “Why are you laughing?” demanded the leader of the group.  
 
    “It’s not a very fair fight,” offered Tomorbataar, standing up.  
 
    “We’re fuckin’ robbing you, why would we make it a fair fight?” 
 
    “If you’d like to go get some more men, we’ll wait,” said Atrox, standing as well. 
 
    The Highwayman laughed again. 
 
    The robber leader looked puzzled. “Pretty bold talk. Just give me the gold.” 
 
    Atrox looked at his friend and sighed. “I just got out of prison. I didn’t think I’d be doing this again so soon.” 
 
    “Well, we are on the edge of a cemetery,” said Tomorbataar. He turned to the leader. “Look, if you leave now, we may let YOU live.” 
 
    “Kill them,” shouted the leader, and the band of robbers charged. 
 
    It was over in a few moments. Four of the robbers were dead, the last two lay on the ground, moaning in great pain. The Highwayman rolled the leader back over onto his back and the man grimaced. 
 
    “Your men wounded both of us, but you cannot kill us. You should have left when you had the chance.” 
 
    “Are you going to kill me now?” the man asked. 
 
    “I see no reason to do so. Atrox?” 
 
    The Tyrian was reburying the chest. “No, not necessary. I’m putting the gold back under the rock. It will be safe. His wounds are severe and by tomorrow morning he’ll be dead.” 
 
     Back on the road, they walked the last few miles into Yerevan and headed to the market stalls, each going in a different direction, planning to meet up again at the blacksmith shop. 
 
    Atrox stopped at a stand in the market to look over the merchandise. In the next stall, a woman selling bread smiled at him. Curiosity took him to her booth and he pointed to a loaf of bread. 
 
    “That one please.” As she reached for the bread, he realized he was staring. Her hair was blonde, her eyes blue. “Your coloring is fairer than most in Armenia.” 
 
    “Is that a compliment, sir?” 
 
    Her remark took him off guard. “Well, yes... it makes me wonder who your people are.” 
 
    “I am of Constantinople.” 
 
    He chuckled. “I have been to Constantinople. The Greeks I have seen there are not so light of hair or skin. And their eyes are mostly brown.” 
 
    Now it was her turn to laugh. “Oh, you silly, silly man. If you have been to Constantinople, surely you have seen the Varangian guard. My father was Viking, as was my Mother’s father. The Vikings are very fair and…” 
 
    “Wait,” Atrox held up his hand. “What did you just call me?” 
 
    She smirked and took a breath. “I said you were a silly, silly man.” 
 
    He looked away to hide his tears. “That is what my wife used to call me.” 
 
    “And that is what she will always call you. Atrox, do you not recognize me, your Nuray?” 
 
    “Nuray...” his voice cracked. “Is it really you?” 
 
    “Oh, my love, it is. You have been wandering the world for so long now. Are you not weary?” 
 
    “Yes. But I can do anything if you are here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    An hour later they were still talking and the Highwayman approached the booth, annoyed at first, but then smiling as he saw what was going on. 
 
    “Atrox, are you still haggling over the price of bread?” 
 
    The Tyrian turned to his friend. “Tomorbataar, this is Nuray. We have known each other for a very long time.” 
 
    The Highwayman looked surprised. “She is like us then?” 
 
    Atrox shook his head and smiled at Nuray. “No, just incredibly persistent.” 
 
    “Well, by the look in your eyes, I can see our plans for traveling together will have to wait.” 
 
    “Someday, my friend,” Atrox answered. “But for now, I am going to embrace your advice and take some time for myself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hours later, back in Nuray’s home, they lay in the darkness, in each other’s arms.  
 
    “I can’t believe I found you again,” whispered Atrox. 
 
    A chuckle. “Oh, you did not find me, my love. I found you.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “So many things had to happen to bring about our reunion. I am too tired right now, but ask me tomorrow.” 
 
    “Tomorrow... I am going to wake up tomorrow and you will still be here. This is not a dream.” 
 
    “Oh Atrox, life is nothing but a dream. Go to sleep and find me there, in a place much more real than this.” 
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    The Cathar Masada 
 
    Château de Montséqur, May 1244 AD 
 
      
 
    Atrox was on his way back to Rome after delivering a papal bull to the church in Spain. He’d taken a different way home and found himself passing through a lovely narrow valley that seemed unfamiliar.  
 
    Up ahead, near the end of the valley loomed an imposing mountain, with steep walls and upon closer inspection, it appeared there were the ruins of a castle at the very top. He rode for another few minutes, his curiosity often taking his gaze to the mountaintop.  
 
    At times such as this his thoughts always drifted back to Nuray and their reunion two years ago. She explained that it was inevitable, that there was a connection that drew them together, like moth to flame, lodestone to iron, or a bird to the urgency of migration when autumn is approaching.  
 
    Nuray always seemed so much more attuned to such things, and Atrox was sure her awareness of this pull was much more conscious than he could feel. 
 
    His thoughts were interrupted by a sound of alarm from his horse, and the Tyrian’s gaze immediately came back to the ground and the view ahead of him. Now what? Years ago, an unexpected confrontation would have made him feel alive with the anticipation of another battle. But now he just hoped to get past this distraction, whatever it would end up being, back to Rome, and then home to Nuray. 
 
    To the side of the narrow road he saw about twenty thick posts set into the ground, spaced about forty to fifty feet apart. All were charred black from fire, and the ground burned in circular patterns around them. Curiously, he noticed someone near one of the posts digging with a spade. Tying this horse to a nearby tree, Atrox drew his sword and walked toward the figure, determined to discover the reason for all of these strange sights. 
 
    Now twenty feet away from the figure, it was easier to see what was happening. It was an old man, scooping up dirt and ash into a bucket. The man picked up something, looked it over, dropped the spade, sat on the ground, face in hands and began to weep.  
 
    There was no danger here. Atrox sheathed his sword and walked closer. 
 
    “Hello,” he called out. 
 
    The man quickly looked up, a look of alarm on his face.  
 
    Holding up hands to show he meant no danger, Atrox slowly approached him. “My name is Atrox,” he offered.  
 
    “I am Achille,” the man answered. He was short and wiry, skin wrinkled by the sun, with a shock of gray hair and stubble of the same color. He had deep blue eyes filled with concern. “Why are you here, sir?” 
 
    The Tyrian sat on a nearby rock. “I was simply passing through this valley. I’ve never been here before.” 
 
    His non-threatening stance and tone seemed to relax Achille. “My actions probably look strange to you, friend.” 
 
    Atrox smiled. “I agree with you on that.” 
 
    “I would explain them to you, but I have a concern as to your allegiance. If you are one of the crusaders I fear I would put myself in jeopardy.” He paused, trying to control his emotions, but a sob betrayed him. “And yet if you are one of them, perhaps it is just as well, for by my actions I escaped the fate of my friends and I feel my cowardice deserves their same punishment.” 
 
    “Speak freely. You rightly call me friend. I have no quarrel with you and I am not one of the crusaders you fear.” 
 
    The old man studied him for a moment, then nodded and sighed, rising to find his own rock to sit upon. He looked to the mountaintop and then back to Atrox. “The ruined castle up there is Château de Montségur. For a number of years now the church pursued the Cathars all through this land, slaughtering them wherever they were found. That castle became the bastion of the Cathars, their last refuge. The persecution became so bad most of the remaining Cathars fled here. Only a few hundred were left. Raymond VII, Count of Toulouse besieged it three years ago, without success.” 
 
    “Raymond attacked the castle?” asked Atrox. “Raymond has been a friend to the Cathars.” 
 
    “Raymond VI was a great friend to the Cathars. But he died over twenty years ago and his cruel son reigns now. And Raymond VII is an enemy of the Cathars. However, his siege failed. Finally, almost a year ago, the Crusaders brought 10,000 soldiers to attack again. Only about three hundred were in the castle then, about one hundred defenders, two hundred Perfects and a few other civilians. The Perfects do not believe in violence and so they did not fight. And yet, for nine months, one hundred fighters held off 10,000 crusaders. It seemed a divine sign.” 
 
    Achille choked up then and was silent for a moment. Finally, he looked up, took a breath and continued. “Finally, the crusaders took the castle and demanded the Cathars renounce their beliefs and embrace again the Catholic faith. A few did and they were allowed to leave. From what I hear, none of the Perfects, neither male nor female would betray their beliefs. They were not allowed to leave.” 
 
    There was a knot in the Tyrian’s stomach, but curiosity wanted an answer. “What do you mean, Achille?” 
 
    “They are still here. All two hundred of them, giving no resistance to their captors, burned alive at the stake. And I come here every day, reverently and with the greatest respect, to gather up their ashes and place them all in a common grave. I know this defies the wishes of the church, who would deny them any burial at all. But this is my solemn duty.” 
 
    “Why is this your duty, Achille?” 
 
    At that, the old man’s lip began to tremble and tears ran down his cheek. “I know their story because I was here, at Château de Montségur. I am not a Perfect, but I am Cathar. A few weeks before the fortress fell there was a brief lull in the fighting. I and a few others slipped away in the night. Many of those were killed. I know not if any besides me survived. I was frightened and I fled. And by doing so, I have betrayed all those companions I knew. My ashes should be among the faithful. But they are not. And so at the very least, I can do this for them and bury theirs. I can give them this small kindness. Centuries ago, the Jews made a last stand at a mountain fortress. A few weeks ago, the Cathars did so as well. This was our Masada.” 
 
    Achille seemed to have ended the story. The Tyrian waited for a moment, just to be sure. “Achille, thank you for sharing your story with me. Such a horrific massacre was committed here and I cannot understand any justification for it. But perhaps there is another thing you can do for those who died.” 
 
    “What?” Achille’s face was hopeful. 
 
    “You are very good with your words. Seek out those who are sympathetic to your cause, and spread the word of this massacre. The victors will relay the events much differently than you. But your words may bring more accountability upon those who acted so savagely.” 
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    The Children’s Crusade 
 
    Dubrovnik, Dalmatia: 1259 AD  
 
      
 
    Atrox and Nuray eventually settled in Dubrovnik, in a fine villa near the sea. Over the long years he had accumulated a fair amount of wealth, but living on his own and traveling so much, Atrox had never had a desire to acquire land and a home. Now was that time, to share his means with the one he loved. 
 
    Living on the shores of the eastern Adriatic Sea meant the eastern coast of Italy was scarcely a hundred mile sea voyage. Atrox was able to come home more often and sometimes spent a month with Nuray between assignments. 
 
    But today he was gone. A very warm July afternoon found Nuray in her kitchen, gazing out the window to the sea. Atrox seldom returned to her by boat, but the blue ocean distracted her today, giving the serenity she always sought.  
 
    Soon it would be time to prepare the evening meal and first that meant a short walk to the nearby well. Coming out the doorway, she strolled the stone patio to her destination, seeing movement out of the corner of her eye.  
 
    Josef, her gardener was working nearby, moving rocks and planting a shrub. Stopping to rest, he was tipping his water bag all the way, getting the last few drops from it. Finished with the bag, he set it down, noticing her at the well and waved. She nodded and smiled.  
 
    Filling the bucket, she walked toward Josef. It pleased her they’d decided to hire him. He was somewhat on in years and was no longer able to do many sorts of work. But he liked plants, and the earth, and though he might no longer labor as fast as a younger man, he did his job well.  
 
    Approaching, she called out. “Josef, would you like some more water?” 
 
    Turning away from his work, he sat on a rock and grinned. “Oh, yes please.” 
 
    He’d taken off his shirt because of the heat, and his tanned body was quite a contrast with his almost white hair and beard. But Nuray had never seen him this close without a shirt and noticed many scars on his back and shoulders.  
 
    Dipping the ladle in the cool water she extended it to him and he took it with another smile and a nod of the head. “Very kind of you, m’lady.” 
 
    She nodded and sat on a nearby rock. Josef’s expression told her he knew she’d wondered about the scars. “My friend,” she began, “It appears you’ve had a very difficult life. I had no idea.” 
 
    A nervous chuckle. “From many years ago, yes.” But she remained silent, looking at him expectantly. “It was a long time ago, I’ve never wanted to bore you or your husband with my story.” 
 
    “If you have no objections to telling it, I would be pleased to listen. You are our friend, and your pain, even though long ago, is a sorrowful thing.” 
 
    Josef gazed at the ground and then nodded, looking back up into her eyes. “Thank you. Many years ago, in the year 1212, the general mood was in decline across much of the continent. It was fairly well known that although the First Crusade had succeeded, the Second, Third and Fourth had failed. People wondered why this happened; were they unworthy, and was the religion of Islam destined to overtake us? 
 
    “But in the springtime of that year, something unusual happened. It was at the time of Easter and the equinox, and near Cologne, an eloquent young man, a peasant youth named Nicholas, began to preach, saying he had seen visions and was called of God. There he announced his calling was to lead boys and young men on a crusade to Jerusalem to retake what the Crusaders had failed to hold. Adults mocked him, asking how he would accomplish this great thing. He said he was not taking the children to war, but they would march to the Mediterranean Sea and God would part the waters so they could walk across on dry land, as did Moses. Nicholas said thousands of children would march to the gates of Jerusalem, protected by God. The Saracens would look out upon these in awe, throw down their swords, convert to Christianity and thus the Holy Land would be won without further shedding of blood.” 
 
    “It sounds compelling,” said Nuray.  
 
    “Oh it was. And Nicholas’ message inspired thousands, eager to help the cause, and determined to succeed where their elders had not. Teenagers and boys as young as six fled their families, eager to join this children’s crusade, and the pleas of parents and family could barely dissuade them. I was among that group, only ten years old. We determined to cross the Alps and march to Genoa, where Nicholas said God was prepared to part the sea.  
 
    “But no one was experienced in such things. We took only such food as kind-hearted supporters could supply and our clothing was not sufficient to withstand the mountain passes. Nicholas assured us we were protected by God, and he would provide, such as was done for Israel in the wilderness.  
 
    “Thirty thousand of us began the trek across the Alps. Our naïve enthusiasm drove us, but it was no match for the terrain and climate. Two thirds of my companions died from cold, exposure and starvation. About three thousand of the remaining left to go home. They were the smart ones, but I never heard if any of those made it back to their families.”  
 
    Josef paused. “M’lady, I have told you only a small part of this story, and yet I have detained you from those things you were about. I am sorry for this.” 
 
    Nuray scoffed. “Josef, do not apologize. After dinner, I would like to hear the rest of your story.” 
 
    The gardener nodded. “As you wish.” 
 
    Some three hours later, after a maidservant had cleared away the remains of the dinner, Josef and Nuray sat in the great room, a fire in the hearth, and the sun sagged toward the horizon, bringing the beginnings of twilight.  
 
    Before continuing his own story Josef also relayed the circumstances of a similar crusade which began in France, led by a youth named Stephen of Cloyes. The movements were concurrent, but the French group marched south with the intent to leave Europe from Marseilles.  
 
    Nuray had many questions and her genuine interest seemed to hearten him, that at last he’d found someone interested enough to share his life with. But soon she’d heard enough of the other expedition. Her curiosity was drawn specifically to his personal experience. “Enough of the French now, Josef. Please, continue with what happened to you and your group.”  
 
    “Yes, m’lady. We had somehow made it over the Alps, sorrowing at friends and companions who had fallen. It took so long to bury them, but we could not deny them a Christian burial. Sadly, however, because of their sheer numbers, we had to dig mass graves. The rest of us, some seven thousand, pressed toward Genoa. The mood was mixed when we arrived. Nicholas immediately took us to the shore of the sea and invoked a blessing to part it. 
 
    “Nothing happened, of course, and many were bitterly disappointed. Some left the cause, disillusioned, but many stayed on the shore, determined to wait on the Lord, certain this miracle would happen in his good time. 
 
    “Here again, many adults mocked us, but some were impressed with our zeal. They relayed to us that word of our expedition had reached Pope Innocent III and he remarked the very children put us to shame.’ 
 
    “While not an endorsement of our cause, we nonetheless took encouragement from it. Many of the adults in Genoa who admired our commitment offered to let us settle there, and some embraced that offer. As the group further fractured, another few hundred abandoned the cause with the desire to return to their homes and families.  
 
    This left an assembly of less than one-tenth our original number. It was at this point, two merchants stepped forward, Hugh the Iron and William the Pig. They offered free passage to all of us who wished to go to the Holy Land and we rejoiced, thinking the Lord had provided a way for his purposes to be fulfilled.  
 
    Our diminished numbers still filled seven ships and we sailed with glad hearts, pleased the way had been made available to us. But our little fleet crossed paths with a storm and two vessels sank with total loss of life. The remaining five continued on, but we soon found out our Christian benefactors had darker purposes.  
 
    We were taken to Tripoli in North Africa and sold into slavery to the Saracens. I, along with a number of others, was sent to Egypt, where the Ayyubid Sultanate ruled.  
 
    A half dozen of us were sold to a particular brutal Arab master named Ghalib, who beat us for the slightest provocation. He demanded we convert to Islam, which we were loath to do. Two of the boys were very defiant, not realizing how serious their disobedience was looked upon. They were beheaded to show us the consequence of rebellion.  
 
    The rest of us struggled with the choice. Should we die as Christian martyrs, or pretend to convert and simply go through the motions of this religion to spare our lives? In the end, we chose the second course, knowing if we should ever escape we would immediately forsake what had been forced on us.  
 
    Shortly thereafter, one of our group of four became ill and died. Another, to escape his misery, took his own life. Two years later my remaining companion was sold to someone else and for the rest of my captivity I was without any of my original comrades. After ten years I was able to escape, stealing away in the night, knowing if I were seen anywhere in the area, my appearance would betray me. It took me over five years to find my way back to Europe and another two to get home. My parents were dead, my sister gone. I eventually found a cousin, but I had lost everything else.” 
 
    He paused for a moment, the buried grief overtaking him. 
 
    “Oh, Josef,” answered Nuray, her eyes filled with tears, “What a sad and tragic journey.” 
 
    The gardener nodded. “Yet, I was one of the lucky ones. Several years later I happened upon one of my former companions and we compared experiences. We came to the conclusion the vast majority of those who participated in this folly had perished. It seemed impossible more than a few hundred of our original thirty thousand could have survived this tragic experience. Even today I wonder why God allowed us to suffer so. How could we have been so misled in the name of Christianity?” 
 
    She let his question hang in the air for a moment before she began. “Josef, this was not of God. Those who claim revelation from God on behalf of others are led astray by their own egos. Most do such things for power or glory. Even those with the best intentions hope for recognition, convinced they are the best choice to be the anointed of God, ordained to speak on his behalf. Such is not the way of truth, my friend. Do not trouble your heart with ideas of worthiness being the cause of failure. No man deserves to speak of inspiration on your behalf. This journey we are on is an individual one and the inspiration you receive is for you alone. Those who tell otherwise are not seeking the light.” 
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    Grim Reminder 
 
    1263 AD 
 
      
 
    “Atrox…” 
 
    “Atrox…” the voice came again into his sleeping mind and this time he stirred slightly. 
 
    “Atrox, I am coming for you.” 
 
    Now he was sitting upright in bed, eyes searching the dark room. 
 
    “What is it?” Nuray mumbled, half asleep. 
 
    “Probably nothing, go back to sleep.” He slid out of bed, padded quietly toward the door, grabbing his sword on the way.  
 
    Outside, the moon was up, but it was foggy and so it seemed as though an illuminated mist covered the land. Walking toward where he knew the road was, the Tyrian gazed out into the gray. Something... someone was cloaked by the gloom.  
 
    “Who’s there?” he called, raising his sword.  
 
    Nothing… 
 
    “Show yourself,” he called.  
 
    A dark, hollow voice drifted through the miasma. “You have been long away from the protection of Rome, Atrox. For fifty-six years you have been absent.” 
 
    “What is that to you? What is the name of my accuser?” 
 
    “I am Samael,” the voice answered. “I am Death.” A dark silhouette appeared in the fog. 
 
    Atrox smiled. “I have been given power over death for 770 years and still have almost 400 years of life before me. Come to me Samael, I am not afraid of you.” 
 
    The figure began striding toward him and as it did it grew in stature. And then it stopped, the shadow now twice the height of the Tyrian.  
 
    “I am yet a quarter mile away. Would you have me come closer?” 
 
    Atrox scowled. “Why are you here?” 
 
    “I know of your pact and that it prolongs your mortality. Your protection from me is contingent upon keeping the covenant you made with the Pope and his god.” 
 
    “For most of those fifty-six years I was in prison, while on the Pope’s business, Samael. That time away cannot be held against me. And now, after almost half of my long years have been spent, I dare take some time to myself to enjoy what I have been given. Do not lay guilt upon me, Samael, I have broken no covenant.” 
 
    “Perhaps not. But the longer you neglect your benefactor, the more it appears you have set aside your promise. Even if your heart still holds to it, your actions will show otherwise and you will be forsaken. Your long life will be cut short and the lives of all you have slain will be counted against you. But stay away as long as you like. It matters not to me.” 
 
    “Then why give me this warning?” Atrox challenged the specter. 
 
    “Because I glory in your fear, Atrox. You thought your number of days was secure, but only your obedience keeps me at bay. Know I am stalking you as a roaring and ravening lion, and on the day I am loosed your courage will turn to water, your heart will melt as wax, and I shall bring you down into the dust of death.” 
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    Another Farewell 
 
    Dubrovnik, Dalmatia: 1282 AD  
 
      
 
    This day he was on his way back to Rome from Venice. He could have easily gone north, then west and finally southeast, along the coast of Italy, but his desire to be with Nuray took him to the eastern coast and a quicker route home to Dubrovnik. Rome would have to wait. The warm weather suited him here, and Nuray found it more comfortable now she was advancing in years.  
 
    It had been difficult to leave her a month ago while he went to fulfill yet another assignment. In the years since they had reunited Atrox had barely aged, but his beloved Nuray was now sixty-eight years old and her health was starting to fail. The last few miles from home he spurred his horse to a gallop. He would be there before the sun set. 
 
    Rushing into their home, he searched through the rooms, finally finding her lying on top of the bed. Awaking when he entered the room, her eyes lit up, and she raised herself up on one elbow. “I was napping,” she assured him. “I do not have as much energy these days.” 
 
    Leaning over, he kissed her softly and then sat on a chair at the side of the bed. “I hurried home as fast as I could.” 
 
    “So you could spend time with this old woman?” She smiled, reaching over to brush a few stray hairs out of his eyes. “Is that a gray hair I see, Atrox? It gives me some comfort to know you are, in small ways, catching up with me. Born in the year 886, you are 396 years old, but scarcely look forty. Why would you want to be with an old woman like me? You are strong, handsome and rich. You could have any woman you wanted.” 
 
    “You,” his voice was tight, “are the only one I ever wanted, Nuray.” 
 
    She reached out and clasped his hand. “I know, my love. I just wanted to hear you say it one more time.” 
 
    “What do you mean, one more time?” 
 
    “Isn’t it strange,” she answered, “over the course of a lifetime we only die once. And yet, somehow, we seem to know when it is happening. I suppose it is because we remember how it feels from our past lives.” 
 
    “You’re not dying...” 
 
    “It’s all right, my love. You’ve made us a beautiful place to live, here on the shores of the sea, but you cannot possibly imagine the beauty that awaits after leaving this life. So much light, so much love.” 
 
    He hung his head, eyes closed. 
 
    Nuray ran her fingers through his hair. “Atrox, this life does not serve you. You think your long years are a blessing, but they are a burden. Walk away from this dark promise you have made. It is time for you to come home as well. You have stayed here far too long.” 
 
    A pause and then he looked up again. “The things I have done were supposed to be carried out in the service of God. If I forsake that promise now, before my years are over, they will all be counted against me and I will be eternally condemned. And then I will surely never see you again.” 
 
    “I do not believe that is true,” she said. “I think you have been deceived. But all of this is for you to sort through and figure out. Ask your angels, they will tell you true.” 
 
    “My what?” 
 
    “Your angels. We all have messengers of light to help us through this life, Atrox.” 
 
    “I have none. How could I possibly be worthy of such help?” 
 
    Now it was her turn to pause. “You are in turmoil, trying to hold to contradictory goals. Your life’s journey is not what the church would have you do. Your life’s journey is to find out who you truly are. And the messengers will help you, if you will but listen, and know that ‘being worthy’ is nothing more than this world’s way of beating you down even more.” 
 
    “You see and understand so much more than me. I am not keeping up with your wisdom and that must be a disappoint to you. I must be a disa –” 
 
    “No,” she answered softly. “Atrox, you are and have always been my hero. I am so lucky to have you. I’m so fortunate to have someone who loves me as much as you do. Now, you silly, silly man, I know what you are trying to do. You would keep this conversation going all night, that I might forget to leave you. But it is not my choice to leave, it is just my time.” 
 
    “Oh Nuray.” A tear ran down his cheek. “Not again, not again. I do not know if I can bear this again.” 
 
    “You can.” Her voice was losing strength and her eyes were slowing closing. 
 
     “Will you come back? Will you find me again?” he anxiously whispered. 
 
    “My beloved Atrox, I will always find you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning he dug a grave on their property, near an old olive tree. The gardener and blacksmith helped. After she was laid to rest, Atrox spent the rest of the day sitting on the ground, next to the plot.  
 
    He’d been alone for many years and when Nuray came back, that loneliness vanished, driven away by the joy of finding his beloved. But now, that old feeling was back, taking the place of human companionship. It seemed most people made friendships rather easily, as if they craved the presence of others. Ironically, Atrox felt hesitation at such commitments knowing his travels and length of years would eventually leave all of them, even his dear Nuray, under the cold ground. And to his loneliness, the pain of death descended. But her promise took some of the sting.  
 
    She would always find him. How long that would take, he knew not. Nuray was gone, but he would carry her optimism and her promise. After a few days of mourning he would make a marker for her grave, and put the servants in charge of maintaining his place. Then it would be time to return to Rome. 
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    Inferno 
 
    Palais des Papes, Avignon, France 1320 
 
      
 
    Pope John XXII looked across the table at his two loyal cardinals. Ten days ago he assigned the three of them to read the book. And now, ample time having passed, they were here to decide its merits.  
 
    “Brethren, I trust you have each had an opportunity to read this just published book, this comedy, by Dante Alighieri.” 
 
     “I have,” said Cardinal Roux. 
 
    Cardinal Garnier nodded. “And I as well.” 
 
    “Good,” replied the Pope. “I wish to know your minds on this section called The Inferno. Cardinal Garnier?” 
 
    “Holy Father,” Garnier began, “I began to read this story with anticipation, because the author is somewhat known, having published other noteworthy works. However, after not too many pages, my heart was heavy. Dante Alighieri treats the things of the papacy with great disrespect. He condemns one Pope to purgatory, and three others to the seventh circle of this Hell his mind has invented. This is not just a criticism of a particular Pope, it attacks the institution of the papacy, and thus, one of the foundations of the church. It is blasphemy, plain and simple. I believe this is a case similar to many others the church has addressed. We must hunt down this book and burn every copy. The author must be arrested, put on trial and receive the full measure of justice for his crimes.” 
 
    The Pope nodded his head. “Cardinal Garnier, I am grateful for your enthusiastic defense of the church. Thank you... Cardinal Roux?” 
 
    The other cardinal was looking down at the table, fidgeting somewhat. He glanced up and then back down at the table.  
 
    “I am hesitant to give my thoughts,” he replied, “as they are somewhat at odds with what has already been expressed.” 
 
    Pope John smiled warmly. “Be at peace. This is why I called you here. It may surprise you to hear, but I think I may be somewhat of the same mind as you.” 
 
    Roux exhaled, looking visibly more relaxed. “Thank you, Holy Father. Yes, like Cardinal Garnier, I am appalled at the punishments Dante wishes upon previous popes. However, I am encouraged by other facets of the work. He does condemn various mythologies, and a number of well known non-Christian figures as well; Socrates, Plato, Aristotle, Ptolemy and others. The works of these pagans might elevate them somewhat in the eyes of the people, but Dante Alighieri confirms their eternal reward will be endless suffering. This reaffirms the church’s position. He speaks against secular authorities who were known to be corrupt and reaffirms the final end of those who commit the seven deadly sins.” 
 
    “Yes!” The Pope smiled and nodded. “Very true. And there is even more. He writes in Italian, the common language of the people. And so, his book will be accessible to the masses. Since the Church maintains tight control over access to the Bible, very few know the scriptures give scant details regarding the punishment of the wicked. Therefore, if we do not censor this book, people will assume we endorse Dante’s view of Hell as doctrinal, a progressively horrific place, where sinners suffer hideously cruel, brutal, never ending suffering for all the eternities. The terrors he describes will be a powerful deterrent for anyone contemplating defiance of the Church. Dante Alighieri has given us a great gift.” 
 
    The next day, Atrox was escorted to the Papal seat where Pope John waited. They had spoken two weeks earlier about a writer named Dante Alighieri and on that day the Pope had been upset. Atrox assumed today’s assignment was to either bring Dante to Avignon for trial or to simply strike him down. That thought process was interrupted by his arrival in front of the Pope. 
 
    “Hello, Atrox.” 
 
    “Pope John, it is good to see you. I am thinking you have an assignment for me?” 
 
    “I do.” The pontiff handed the Tyrian a document sealed with the Papal emblem.  
 
    This seemed unusual. Orders were almost always given verbally, unless this was a document to justify Atrox’s actions should some local magistrate detain him.  
 
    “Atrox, give this document to Dante Alighieri. It is my Papal endorsement of his book. He is welcome to use this endorsement whenever necessary to ensure his own safety and protect his book from seizure... My son, you look puzzled.” 
 
    “I thought you felt Dante was guilty of apostasy?” 
 
    The Pope raised an eyebrow. “Apostasy?” 
 
    Atrox scowled. “Or heresy, or sacrilege… I confuse all of these.” 
 
    The pontiff chuckled. “Heresy is in the thinking of thoughts and opinions contrary to doctrine and the will of God. It is the beginnings of apostasy. If one should speak or write those opinions, then they are guilty of blasphemy; which is the vocalizing of one’s errant thoughts. To take other actions, besides speaking, to profane sacred things, this is sacrilege. And all these actions together will lead one away from the church. So, when someone has formed these nefarious thoughts, when they have spoken on them and acted upon them, when they have walked away from truth, when they have set aside all Godly things, this is apostasy. So, one may simply be guilty of heresy and nothing else. But if they are guilty of anything more than heresy, they are also guilty of any of the lesser sins. Someone guilty of apostasy, would be guilty of all four. When I first heard of Dante Alighieri’s book, I was concerned that he might be guilty of both heresy and blasphemy. However, I have read his book; Cardinals Roux and Garnier have also read his book. It is our conclusion that Dante is guilty of none of these.” 
 
    The Tyrian left Avignon somewhat puzzled. He was grateful to be on an assignment that did not deal out death, and yet he was perplexed by the Pope’s action. It seemed quite at odds with other assignments that never extended mercy, where swift justice was the reward for any rebellion. 
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    The Black Death 
 
    Florence: 1348 AD 
 
      
 
    It was late afternoon and now only a mile outside of Florence, he kept his horse to a slow walk. There was no reason to hurry, sunset was more than an hour away.  
 
    Up ahead Atrox saw a sight that had become all too familiar in these last several months. Out in a field, a man digging a hole, a woman kneeling nearby, sobbing her grief. And then the man gently lifting a small body wrapped in a blanket, from a nearby wagon. Carefully laying it in the grave, the woman’s sobs became a wail of despair. Next to her the man dropped to his knees, embraced her and shared the sorrow. 
 
    Atrox looked away, his own eyes burning with tears. Like a wildfire this plague had burned through the countryside with astonishing speed and terrible efficiency. From what he had seen, some towns and cities had lost up to half their population. And it seemed a horrible way to die.  
 
    First it was just a headache, chills and fever. But soon the victim was nauseous and vomiting. And then, one by one, hard painful lumps appeared in the groin and armpits. They turned black, split open, and oozed blood and pus. Yet they still grew, causing great pain and a horrible stench. 
 
    A few would recover, but most would get worse, pissing and shitting blood. Black spots would appear all over the body and finally death would come, less than a week after the first headache. They called it The Black Death. It was merciless and unforgiving, and before its arrival few could have imagined a pestilence so deadly and grotesque. No invading army could have ever been so brutally effective. 
 
    A few weeks ago Atrox contracted this plague. At first he was worried, but then counted on the promise given him of long life, knowing more than three hundred years were yet promised him. The headache came, then the chills and fever. The nausea began, but then faded. After three days he had recovered and took comfort in knowing the few who did survive seemed immune to further infection.  
 
    Coming now into the outskirts of Florence there were very few people, hardly the bustling city he remembered just a few short years ago. Up ahead, in a town square was a fountain. No one was around except for a lone woman who sat at the base, sobbing loudly. Atrox watched another woman approach her as if to give comfort. But the distraught woman waved her away and continued her wail of despair.  
 
    He plodded on. It had been his hope to stop here for the night before he continued on, but this place was a wasteland and all the death made it seem almost abandoned. In the failing light there should have been lanterns and candles in many of the windows, but there were almost none. And the greater darkness added to gloom.  
 
    At the side of the street Atrox heard a woman pleading with a boy. “Stefano, please. The man is bringing the cart down the street to pick up bodies. Please help me.” 
 
    “Mother, I am not strong enough. Father’s body is too heavy. I cannot help you lift it.” 
 
    The boy began to cry, and the cart came closer.  
 
    Atrox dismounted and moved to speak to Mother and son.  
 
    “Woman, what is your name?” 
 
    “It is Rina, sir.” 
 
    “I will carry your husband’s body to the cart.” 
 
    “Thank you sir, but I have no money to pay you for this.” 
 
    “It is an act of kindness only. You do not need to pay me.” 
 
    “But you will get this plague.” 
 
    “I’ve already had it. I got better.” 
 
    She hesitated for just a moment, and then caught a sob in her throat. “Thank you, very much.” 
 
    Just as the cart came by, Atrox lifted the body and laid it as gently as possible on the cart. He gave the man a silver coin.  
 
    The woman called out to him again. “Sir, may I know your name?” 
 
    “It is Atrox.” 
 
    “Please, Atrox, come for dinner with us. It is the least we can do.” 
 
    An hour later they were eating stew in Rina’s humble cottage. There was even bread. 
 
    Stefano ate but kept his eyes on the Tyrian, either in fear or fascination of his demeanor.  
 
    Atrox smiled at the boy. “Do not fear me, Stefano. I would never do your family harm.” 
 
    The boy nodded. “I know.” 
 
    “How do you know, Stefano?” Rina asked.  
 
    “He has kind eyes.” 
 
    Atrox laughed. “I’ve had to deal with many bad people in my life, Stefano. They would probably not say the same of me.” 
 
    “Can I hold your sword?” 
 
    Atrox glanced at Rina to gauge her reaction and saw a slight shake of her head. 
 
    “How about my dagger instead?” Atrox pulled it from its sheath, flipped the handle toward the boy and extended it. Wide eyed Stefano carefully accepted it, turning it over in his hands and holding the blade up to see it better. 
 
    “Be careful, Stefano,” his Mother warned. 
 
    “It’s very sharp,” warned Atrox. 
 
    “Have you ever killed anyone with it?” 
 
    “Stefano,” Rina’s voice was sharp. “That is not a question we ask someone!” 
 
    “Let’s just say I’ve had to use it to defend myself,” he answered.  
 
    The boy held it out to give it back. “Where did you get it?” 
 
    “In Jerusalem...” 
 
    “You’ve been to Jerusalem?” 
 
    “Stefano, don’t interrupt.” 
 
    “Yes, in Jerusalem, a very long time ago.” It seemed time to change the subject. “Rina, you share so much when you have so little, thank you,” said the Tyrian.  
 
    “In these times there is little to share,” she answered. “Even friendship is a rare commodity. Where are you headed, Atrox?” 
 
    “Northwest to Prato. I deliver a message to Bishop Ribando.” 
 
    She looked surprised. “I had no idea we entertained such an important guest; an emissary of the church.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Not a church official, Rina. Only a messenger sent by the Pope to inform the bishop to stop persecuting the Jews for this plague. It is not their doing.” 
 
    “I am glad you are taking that message, Atrox. I do not believe it is their doing either. I have my own ideas about this plague.”  
 
    “Oh, and what do you think is the cause?” Atrox raised an eyebrow. 
 
    She shook her head. “You are a messenger of the church. I should not speak of such things.” 
 
    “You may speak freely, Rina. I am a messenger, but I have never even been baptized into the church. Your words are safe with me.” 
 
    “You do not speak or look like an official of the church. Stefano is right. You are more kind than most I have met. All right then. My Mother said that over a hundred years ago people began killing cats because of the church’s belief they were evil, and today there are hardly any cats anywhere. Some say this plague has been brought to us by rats. If there are no cats then the rats get out of control and...” she shrugged. 
 
    Atrox nodded thoughtfully. “That idea makes sense. I think you could be right.”  
 
    “Do you think I sin by pondering such things?” 
 
    “No, I do not. In my experience the church makes just as many mistakes as anyone else.” 
 
    “But isn’t the Pope God’s representative on Earth?” 
 
    “If he is, he’s not listening very well.” 
 
    She laughed and then looked embarrassed. “I have not had much reason to smile in the past few weeks. We would be honored if you would stay with us tonight. There is clean straw and a blanket over in the corner.” 
 
    “Thank you, Rina. I accept your offer.” 
 
    He departed the next morning before dawn, while Rina and Stefano still slept. Atrox left a few coins on her table and quietly slipped away, intent on arriving at Prato before the day was too far gone.  
 
    Hearing that Bishop Ribando was at the local monastery, Atrox journeyed there. Announcing his visit, a bishop came to greet him in the courtyard. 
 
    “Bishop Ribando?” The Tyrian inquired.  
 
    “Who wants to know?” asked the bishop.  
 
    “I am Atrox of Tyre, a messenger of Pope Clement.” He held out a parchment with the Pope’s seal upon it. Seeing this, the bishop’s expression softened.  
 
    “I am Bishop Mosconi. Bishop Ribando died yesterday of the plague. What instructions do you bring from Clement?” 
 
    “His words are for you to read, Bishop Mosconi. But he says the persecution of the Jews regarding the plague must stop. He says they are not responsible for this pestilence.” 
 
    Mosconi nodded. “I would agree. For a few months now I have tried to persuade Ribando to abandon these persecutions. Thank you for bringing official word.” 
 
    After a few days Atrox left Prato and decided to go back through Florence once more, partly because he desired to see Rina and her son, and also see what had become of the distraught woman at the fountain. 
 
    Incredibly, after all these days, the distressed woman had not moved from her place of mourning. Atrox decided to speak to her. “Woman, I have come to inquire about you.” 
 
    “It is pointless. The gloom is suffocating.” 
 
    “Have your tears and the passing of days given no peace at all?” 
 
    “None, sir.” 
 
    “You need sleep, food and water. Perhaps these things would improve your mood.” 
 
    “There is no cure for this dread melancholy. It is a dark crushing weight that grinds me down and I howl lamentations of resignation into the darkness of the eternal abyss.” 
 
    “Where is your hope?” 
 
    “It is a bleak wasteland of twisted pain,” she sobbed, “ … there is no hope here. It has forever deserted this land.” 
 
    “I have seen much over the years,” he gently offered. “At some point misery and despair will give way to grief and sorrow. Hope will return.” 
 
    She grabbed his wrist and locked her eyes on his, with a grip stronger than he expected. “Grief and sorrow are lies. There is no hope!” she wailed.  
 
    Atrox jerked his arm away. “You’re wrong. Your bleak mood hangs like a pall over this city, affecting everyone within the sound of your voice. I am sorry for your loss, but all have lost loved ones. You clutch this desperate pain too tightly. But if that is what you wish, go somewhere else, some place your suffering does not amplify that of those around you.”  
 
    For the first time she gazed into his eyes, and Atrox could see how her look had changed. There was now a ferocious, defiant glare from eyes so black he saw no pupils. Her hair looked stringy, and her tears seemed mixed with blood…  
 
    “Suffering is what I nurture. I am Misery. I am Despair. There is no hope here. I am Oizys, and I embrace the death of all hope.” 
 
    Now he was angry. “Not here, you don’t.” 
 
    Keeping her glare, she grabbed the fabric that formed the neck of her garment and tore it away. And then Oizys gazed upward, shouting a hideous shriek into the sky. Atrox heard the breaking of her teeth and she brought her gaze down to him again. Blood was dripping from her mouth. 
 
    “You fool, all feel misery. And I can prolong yours as long as I want.” 
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    The Misery 
 
    1348 AD 
 
      
 
    Darkness, and then a sensation of falling, tumbling into nothingness. How long it lasted, he could not tell. But abruptly the darkness brightened, just before he hit the ground with a hard thud, face down in the dirt.  
 
    Dazed, Atrox lay there for a while before rolling over onto his back to gaze into a featureless sky. Realizing he wasn’t hurt the Tyrian finally sat up, looked around and saw he was on a vast, flat plain.  
 
    Hard, dry and cracked, the color of bone, it extended for miles in all directions. On every horizon there were low mountains with few features. It was twilight with a cold wind blowing, and it felt like he should walk. Standing, he slowly scanned every direction, looking for some feature that was different, some landmark, but everything looked the same.  
 
    Nonetheless Atrox felt compelled to do something and walking was all there was. And so, one foot in front of the other, he trudged along; but after some time he stopped.  
 
    How far had he gone? The distant mountains still looked the same. The vast plain beneath his feet gave no clues, the occasional random cracks in the ground all looked so very alike. He cast no shadow on the ground and for a moment Atrox wondered if that meant he had somehow died in the fall.  
 
    Eyes drifted upward to the sky... again... gray and overcast. That had not changed either. He was not dead, the light was just diffused. There would be no shadow in this place. Yet he felt no hunger, no pain, no weariness, no passage of time. It seemed benign, and yet a slowly creeping feeling of bleak malaise seemed to encroach on his mind and spirit.  
 
    And then another realization. Aside from the sound of the wind, it was silent in this place. There were no leaves for the breeze to rustle, no birds to sing, or even vultures overhead circling him. There was no life here but his own. 
 
    It was utter loneliness. And that was disorienting. What was the purpose? Why was he here? Oizys, the one proclaiming misery had sent him here, but to what end? 
 
    A moment later Atrox decided to look behind him and was stunned to see a lake, or perhaps a sea, a flat silver surface that looked as if it went all the way to the mountains.  
 
    It didn’t seem deep and the cold gusting wind seemed to have no effect on it. On the edge of the water was a small wooden boat and he plodded toward it, dismayed to find it was damaged; a gaping hole in the bottom. Nearby was an oar, with most of the paddle broken off. And next to that, a barren, lifeless tree, with no bark and gnarled gray wood giving the appearance of being dead for centuries.  
 
    The disappointment of these discoveries drained his will. There was a word for his emotional state, but he could not think of it. His mind felt empty, devoid of coherent thought.  
 
    There was no context, no meaning, nothing to hold onto. The only objects within his view presented him with the possibility of a task he could not complete. With nothing else to do Atrox sat and closed his eyes, feeling the wind swirling around him. And then he knew what it was he felt.  
 
    Forsaken. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Atrox, why are you here?” A pleasant feminine voice abruptly came to his ears.  
 
    Though pleasing, it still startled him and he opened his eyes, looking up slightly. There stood a woman, clothed in iridescence, with pale skin, short red hair and green eyes.  
 
    She somehow looked familiar. He should know her, but in this despair he could not process the idea.  
 
    “I do not know,” he answered. “I have walked far, very far, and yet have arrived at only this place.” 
 
    She crouched down in front of him. “This is not your journey.” 
 
    “I wanted to row the boat across the sea, but the boat and oar are broken and I have nothing to fix them with.” 
 
    “That is not your journey either.” 
 
    He stood, and she did likewise. “Then I should keep walking,” his voice flat, without emotion. He nodded toward the mountains in the distance. “Perhaps to there.” 
 
    “Atrox, nothing about this place is your journey.” 
 
    “Then why am I here?” 
 
    “Oizys has poisoned your thoughts. You thought you were impervious to her anguish, but all are vulnerable to misery and despair.”  
 
    His gaze went to the ground, staring at nothing. 
 
    Nothing. It was all he had. There was no comfort, just the incomprehensible depths of loneliest solitude. How could have he ever thought there was more than that? 
 
    He was shutting down, disorienting despair consuming him at an alarming rate and the messenger had to bring him back quickly. “Atrox, misery takes away your desire to leave this bleak, wretched place. It breaks your heart and spirit. It convinces you this is where you belong and gives you punishment you do not deserve. It is a horrible crushing burden, leaving you alone and abandoned. I can take you from this despair. You have but to ask.” 
 
    He still was silent, expression blank and downcast. 
 
    “Atrox, would you like to leave this place?” 
 
    He’d always been bold and so sure of his actions, she’d never imagined he could appear this way; shoulders slumped, unfocused, uninterested and confused.  
 
    “Atrox,” she gently implored. “Misery has stolen your hope. You must regain your hope.” 
 
    Finally, he slowly looked up, his eyes red, filled with the deepest, most desolate pain.  
 
    “Just ask me,” she pleaded. 
 
    Tears ran down his face and it seemed as if he wanted to speak, but all he could express was the anguish of tragic defeat.  
 
    “Oh, Atrox…” 
 
    But finally an almost inaudible whisper, “Yes, please. I wish to leave this place.” 
 
    There was an overwhelming flash of light and he was back in the town square, the fountain about thirty feet away. Atrox leaned against a wall, calming a mind still reeling from the whipsaw of emotion. After a few deep breaths he felt some degree of normalcy, and looked to the fountain. Oizys was still at her station. She had not seen him yet. But his emotions had recovered enough and now he was just angry. 
 
    “Oizys!” He bellowed, furious at what she had done to him. 
 
    She stood and turned in his direction. “You’re back. I would have to say I am a bit surprised. But do not direct your anger at me, Tyrian. I know you’ve already become acquainted with my sisters; Apate, Nemesis and Hybris, and Momus, my brother. You’ve seen them wreak their havoc. Know this; I am more powerful than all of them combined. So, you need to turn around and leave this place or I will unleash my full rage on you. You have no idea who you are dealing with. Florence belongs to me now. Get out of my city!” 
 
    Just then, Hania appeared at Atrox’s side. “This is why no one likes you Oizys,” she smirked, “You put everyone in a terrible mood.” 
 
    “Hania...” the dark goddess seethed. 
 
    “You’ve already hit Atrox as hard as you can. And as you can see, he’s still standing.” 
 
    “You have no power over me, Hania. I am too strong here.” 
 
    The red-haired angel glared. “Oh, you are so very mistaken. You’re a parasite, Oizys, just like your brothers and sisters; angels of Babylon, with no real power of your own. And you’re the one who needs to leave.” 
 
    Hania began to glow, becoming brighter, walking toward Oizys, pushing back the darkness. “I don’t even need to do this. I could just give you a hug and a kiss and that would be enough.” 
 
    At this the goddess of Misery vanished, leaving only a fading shriek that echoed through the square and down the streets before dying away.  
 
    Atrox shook his head. “She’s the only one who ever beat me, and you defeated her with no effort at all.” 
 
    The angel turned and smiled, strolling back to him. “It’s just light and love, Atrox.” 
 
    Turning to look down an almost empty street, he sighed, and then looked back to Hania. “Will this city ever be the same as it was?” 
 
    A black cat had wandered over and was rubbing against her legs. She bent down, picked it up, and held it in her arms. It began to purr as she pet it.  
 
    “That’s unusual,” he observed. 
 
    “This cat knows she can trust me,” Hania explained. “She knows I would never harm her. Yes, the city will recover, as will the others. You have wondered what caused this terrible calamity. Would you like me to tell you?” 
 
    The Tyrian nodded. 
 
    “Your friend Rina had it figured out. In 1233, just over one hundred years ago, Pope Gregory IX issued a papal bull entitled Vox in Rama, stating the church must be on guard against the devil. It said cats were sometimes the consort of those evil beings and used in satanic worship. The papal bull condemns cats, particularly black ones like this. Although relatively few people were actually involved in satanic worship...” 
 
    She paused, looking down at the cat, and continuing to pet it. When Hania looked up, there were tears in her eyes.  
 
    “You were sent to deliver a message that the Jews are not responsible for this terrible plague. And the church speaks true on this. But one hundred years ago a pope told the people cats were partially responsible for the malevolence in the world, and frightened Christians, trying to be faithful, trying to avoid evil, began killing cats; black ones when they found them, but others as well. If the devils required cats in their worship, Christians were determined to deny evil the opportunity to have them. The church never condemned this horrible practice and people took that to mean their actions were approved. After all, what did cats matter? But Atrox, all things live in balance. Everything affects everything else, sometimes in obvious ways, sometimes in ways only the most observant can see. Cats have always kept rodent populations under control. But after the Pope’s decree, the slaughter began. For over one hundred years people have been exterminating these wonderful creatures, millions of them, convinced they are doing God’s will.  
 
    They are still doing this, not understanding what a self-proclaimed representative of god should have known: rats carry fleas that give people this disease. And the cats were your protectors. People have destroyed almost all of the cats. And so now, the rats run rampant and bring this horrible pestilence. 
 
    If all the cats had been spared, this Black Death would have killed thousands. Instead it killed tens of millions. By his words, Pope Gregory IX set in motion a monumental disaster. This plague is not God’s punishment for anything the people have done. It is simply the consequence of the pope's uninspired, outrageous decree. Few men in history have intentionally slain as many people as this Pope so recklessly and irresponsibly sentenced to death.” 
 
   


 
  

 55 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jan Hus 
 
    June 24, 1415 AD 
 
      
 
    “Pope Gregory, I am at your service.” The Tyrian bowed. 
 
    “Atrox, I have another assignment for you, but this one is a bit different. There is a man named Jan Hus who preaches in Prague. His teachings are heretical, and he puts great stock in the writings of Wycliffe. These ideas have quickly spread and he has a great deal of public support. I would not have him become a martyr because I fear we would then be at war with his followers.” 
 
    “What would you have me do?” asked Atrox. 
 
    “Things are difficult for the church right now. A number of years ago, in defiance of Rome, Avignon declared Benedict XIII to be the Pope. In an effort to end the controversy, another council was held at Pisa and they elected Alexander V as Pope. He was succeeded by John XXIII.”  
 
    “Three Popes? Rome, Avignon and Pisa? How can this be? How can I know who my employer is?” asked Atrox. 
 
    “I am your employer, Atrox. Rome will prevail. Rome will always prevail. It is a tumultuous time and politics sometimes makes things difficult for the church. This past November, Sigismund of Hungary convened a Council at Constance to put an end to this schism and I am confident we will weather this storm. Hus was promised safety at the council, but was imprisoned shortly after he arrived and is still being held. I want to remove him from this struggle before someone does something rash. On my authority, you are to demand his release from prison and bring him back to Rome.” 
 
    
  
 
    Constance, Germany: July 6, 1415 AD 
 
      
 
    Atrox had been about the business of the church for five hundred years and did not recall ever having come to this place. But now he was just outside of Constance.  
 
    Coming over the Splügen Pass in the Alps his horse had taken lame and he was on foot until able to get another horse. This meant the journey had taken two days longer than he’d anticipated.  
 
    He found the building where the sheriff worked, but the man was not there and he had to speak to a deputy. 
 
    “Do you have a prisoner here named Jan Hus?” 
 
    “Only for a short time, then he was taken to a monastery, before he was put on trial.” 
 
    “He has already been tried?” 
 
    “He has, and found guilty.” 
 
    “What is his punishment to be?” asked the Tyrian. 
 
    “Today he is to be burned at the stake...” 
 
    “Where?” Atrox grabbed the man’s collar. 
 
    “On a hill, just outside town, to the east. If you hurry...” 
 
    But Atrox had already shoved the man away and was through the door and on his horse before the man could get back up. 
 
    In ten minutes he was approaching the hill. People were on either side of the wide path, some ascending, some just standing, talking with each other. Atrox rode until he encountered a roadblock, half a dozen soldiers with swords guarding the way. He could see the pole some fifty yards away, a man tied to it, and brush piled around. 
 
    “Get out of my way!” he bellowed. 
 
    One of the guards stepped forward. “No one is to interfere. We are under orders from Sigismund of Hungary, Holy Roman Emperor.” 
 
    “I am Pius Interficientis, personal representative of Pope Gregory XII, who demands Jan Hus be escorted to Rome. You will let me pass.” 
 
    “Pope Gregory resigned two days ago, to heal the schism in the church.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The council also deposed Benedict XIII of Avignon and John XXIII of Pisa.” 
 
    Off in the distance, smoke was beginning to rise around the pole. “Then I represent whoever has succeeded Pope Gregory. And I demand you release Jan Hus to my custody.” 
 
    “You don’t understand,” answered the guard. “No one has yet been elected as new Pope. Today the church has no Pope. You have no authority here. We will follow the will of Sigismund.” 
 
    From his mount, Atrox looked past the guards to the top of the hill. The smoke had turned into a roaring blaze and the figure tied to the pole was now slumped over, consumed in the inferno. 
 
    Atrox shook his head and looked back to the guard. “You have no idea what you have done here today. Gregory feared this would happen and that this inferno would do nothing but inflame the followers of Hus. You know not what sorrow and fury you have unleashed.” 
 
    Expecting an angry answer from the guard, Atrox was ready to pull his sword. But the man simply nodded and sighed.  
 
    “Stranger,” he answered, “I fear you speak true.” 
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    The Jews 
 
    1423 AD 
 
      
 
    He’d ridden through France and Aragon and finally reached Castile. Five days later, Atrox was almost to Seville. It was not often a Pope would task him with delivering a papal bull, but it had not been too long since southern Castile had been recovered from the Muslims, and Pope Martin V had been concerned about a messenger being attacked by Saracen soldiers.  
 
    But now it was late afternoon and he sat near a well. A short time ago he drew water and drank deeply, then sat on a nearby rock to rest, and think. This mission troubled him. And pondering some of the others, it was not difficult to remember others that disturbed his conscience as well. Were it not for the excellent pay and extraordinary number of years he’d been given, he might have looked for other work. The benefits bade him stay, but still... 
 
    “I am drawing water sir, would you care for a drink?”  
 
    A feminine voice broke his train of thought. A woman, probably from the village, stood in front of him, holding a vase. She looked fairly young, long red hair and green eyes, pale skin; she was pleasing to look upon. 
 
    “I have quenched my thirst once already, but my thoughts caused me to tarry longer than I had planned, so yes, please.” 
 
    In a moment she handed him a wooden cup, filled to the brim with cool water. 
 
    “Thank you,” he nodded. 
 
    “What troubles you, sir?” 
 
    He paused for a moment to consider whether he should speak to the village woman about this. Something about her gaze prompted him to continue. 
 
    “Lady, in my satchel I have an official message from Pope Martin to deliver to the Bishop of Seville.” 
 
    The woman smirked. “You hardly look like a messenger of the church.” 
 
    He shrugged. “You speak true. But this close to Muslim Granada, perhaps that is a good thing.” 
 
    “Perhaps. What is the message you bring?” 
 
    “It is regarding the Jews.” 
 
    “And this troubles you?” 
 
    “Yes. By the way, although I am a messenger to the Pope, I have never joined this Catholic Church, or any other. But I am somewhat familiar with the church’s basic doctrine, and this is what confuses me.” 
 
    “Please share your concerns. Perhaps I might be able to help.” 
 
    “Thank you. I’m sorry, my name is Atrox.” 
 
    “Mine is Hania.” 
 
    “Hania... a lovely name... somehow it sounds familiar to me... it seems as if we have met. But that’s hardly possible, is it?” 
 
    She smiled. “Atrox. Please continue.” 
 
    “This Son of God... he came among the Jews and taught them their old law was dead...” 
 
    “Yes...” 
 
    “I understand he had many followers; many accepted him.” 
 
    “They did.” 
 
    “But toward the end of his life, the Jewish leaders felt he was threatening their authority and they wanted him arrested.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “They finally succeeded. They claimed he was saying blasphemous things about God and wanted him put to death. But they could not do this, because they were subject to Rome. Only the Romans could put someone to death.” 
 
    The woman nodded. 
 
    “They took him to the Roman leaders and claimed he was guilty of sedition. The Romans eventually crucified him. And yet the Catholic Church, centered in Rome, blames the Jews for Jesus’ death.” 
 
    “Your position gives you a great vantage point. You are correct. The Jewish leaders inflamed the passions of enough of their people to demand the Romans crucify Immanuel. That is what I call him, because that is what he first was called. Anyway, since Rome ruled, it was their choice. They didn’t have to crucify the Savior. They chose to. And now Rome rules this church. It does not put them in a good light to take the blame for this act. So, they blame the Jews. This is all in the collected works that have come to be known as the Bible. But most people cannot read, and those who can often cannot read Latin. The church has put the Bible out of the reach of almost everyone. This will eventually change, but until it does the Church is able to pass off their version of the story as truth. So, what does this papal bull command?” 
 
    “That all Jews wear a badge to identify themselves.” 
 
    “Nothing about Muslims wearing a badge to identify themselves?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “And why do you think that is?” 
 
    “Well, the Muslims are mostly Arab. Many have darker skin, dark hair and brown eyes. It is fairly easy to tell who might be Muslim, just by their appearance.” 
 
    “And the Jews?” 
 
    “The Jews often look more like the rest of the Europeans. It is often difficult to identify a Jew simply by their appearance.”  
 
    “And so the Pope requires badges. Why do you think he wants all the Jews to wear badges, to stand out from everyone else?” 
 
    The Tyrian thought for a moment. “The only answer that makes sense is he wants to treat them differently. And I can scarcely believe, in this case, differently means something good.” 
 
    “You are correct, and that is why this all troubles you. Five hundred years from now another leader will demand all Jews wear badges. Things do not turn out well for those so forced to identify themselves.” 
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    Reconquista 
 
    1423 AD 
 
      
 
    Just yesterday he’d spoken to the woman at the well, and now, an hour before sunrise, it seemed as though that event was lifetimes distant. He stood on a mountain ledge, looking down into the valley below. It was very strange; the landscape was nothing like that of Seville, where he had been all day.  
 
    This felt like a dream. And he remembered when he dreamed there was often an unseen companion with him. It had frequently been his waking intention to discover who this escort was, but during a dream that desire proved elusive. 
 
    This time, for some reason, he remembered that goal. And as he called out the question, it startled him to hear his voice speaking Spanish.  
 
    “¿Dónde estás?” 
 
    “I am right here,” a feminine voice came from behind him, and in a moment the companion was at his left side. Startled to see her, he was surprised at the familiarity of her look; red hair, green eyes, and pale skin glowing with a luminescence. It was the one who spoke to him at the well. 
 
    “Where are you, Alfonzo?” 
 
    The question stunned him. “Alfonzo... I used to be called by that name...” his voice trailed off. 
 
    “Yes. Alfonzo, Captain of the armies of Asturias, where are you?” 
 
    Forgotten thoughts brightened; memories began to awaken. “Who...is...Pelayo?” 
 
    “Your cousin, a Visigoth nobleman and first King of Asturias.” 
 
    Eyes adjusting to the dim light, he studied the landscape again.  “Then this is the valley of Covadonga. In the year of our Lord, 722 AD, Pelayo and I led our armies to the first victory over the Moors. But it seems so very long ago.” 
 
    “It was,” the woman answered. 
 
    “What year is it now? 
 
     “It is 1423.” 
 
    “Seven centuries... how long did it take us to recover the Iberian Peninsula?” 
 
    “The Reconquista continues.” 
 
    “Still?” 
 
    “Yes, seven centuries, and still you wage war against the Saracens. More than another lifetime will pass before the Christians retake all of this land. Such a horrible waste of lives, so many generations spent living nothing but this struggle, spilling each others blood, so many dying for each mile your armies push further south. This land cries out for peace. How can hate sustain the rage to fight for so many lifetimes? Why do you fight over dirt?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You fight over dirt. If you win the battle then you think you own the patch of ground where your enemy’s blood was spilled. But not too many years later, you, the victor, will also die, and the land is no longer yours. You waste your years fighting over something you cannot keep. Soldiers die. The land remains.” 
 
    “I do not know why we do this.” He paused, shaking his head and then looking into her eyes. “I saw you earlier today, far from here...” his voice trailed off. 
 
     “You did. Your suspicions were correct; this is but a dream, a reminder of a past life you lived. You were Alfonzo, fighting alongside Pelayo, your cousin and prince, in the name of Christianity. And now, in your current life, you are Atrox, still a mercenary of the church, still fighting in the name of religion.” 
 
    “You make it sound as if I am a prisoner of sorts,” he said. 
 
    “Oh, you are, Atrox. There is something you do not yet understand. Life keeps repeating the same lessons for as long as it takes you to learn them. And I fear it will take you many more years to learn this one. And now, it is time for you to go back to sleep.” 
 
    Eyelids slowly closing, Atrox heard her voice yet one last time. 
 
    “Listen to your dreams. 
 
    They speak while you slumber,  
 
    Trying to wake you up 
 
    Whispering secrets to your mind your heart already knows.” 
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    Banquet of the Chestnuts 
 
    A pub on the outskirts of Rome, Italy: November 4,1501 AD 
 
      
 
    It was late afternoon and he’d been at the pub most of the day, drinking. It was his intent to get drunk, but now as the shadows were lengthening,Atrox had lost interest in drowning his frustrations with alcohol. And it hadn’t help him forget the events of a few days ago.  
 
    He’d been given two assignments by Pope Alexander VI. The first had been to the north in Turin, the second in Naples. And since Rome was on the way to Naples, Atrox stopped there first to see the pope, and that had been a terrible mistake.  
 
    As always The Tyrian came and went as he pleased, and not finding Alexander right away he asked one of the bishops he knew by sight, if not by name. 
 
    “He is in the Apostolic Palace,” said the bishop, “but I understand he is not to be disturbed.” 
 
    Atrox brushed aside that defense. After all, The Tyrian had been given explicit permission by some popes and implicit direction by the rest to interrupt any meeting he deemed necessary. And over the centuries he’d usually been judicious about using that privilege. This time, however, there was no urgency, just a desire to quickly report in and be on his way.  
 
    Hearing many voices in the banquet hall,Atrox opened the door and spun around to watch the door latch, taking care to close it quietly. Satisfied, he turned his gaze back to the room, astonished by the sight before him.  
 
    Tables of dishes, goblets and plates, now almost empty of food had been pushed to the sides of the room. There were…chestnuts strewn all about the floor, and lit candleholders set there as well, spaced evenly for light and warmth. And amongst it all, numerous naked women, seemed be purposefully collecting the chestnuts; but to little avail, because a number of men, also naked, scrambled among them, taking hold of the laughing women and mounting them with great enthusiasm. And at one end of the room, on a slightly elevated platform sat Pope Alexander VI, and Lucretia, his teenage daughter, both with faces red from laughing.  
 
    It was a juxtaposition of two extremes; earthy sensuality, amidst a surrounding where a sacred reverence was the predominant mood. Stunned, Atrox slipped out the door, walking swiftly out of the building, hoping he’d not been seen.  
 
    Now, sitting in the pub, staring out the window, that image played over again in his mind. It wasn’t the sex that bothered him; he’d once been with two women at once, himself. No, it was these actions in contradiction of the preachings of celibacy, piety and virtue. It was hypocrisy. 
 
    The door to the pub opened and four people entered. Two were papal guards and behind them, a man and woman, neither dressed in any way to associate them with the church.  
 
    Atrox watched as the guards each pulled up a chair to his table and sat. The other two stood behind them, simply staring at The Tyrian. 
 
    He glared at them, took a last swig of beer and set the stein down hard. “What can I do for Alexander’s guards this afternoon?” 
 
    “You were at the Apostalic Palace earlier?” asked one guard. 
 
    “I was,” answered the Tyrian. 
 
    “What did you see?” asked the second. 
 
    “Things that seemed so very out of place to doctrine the church is constantly preaching; doctrine they punish others for disobeying. I am not Catholic, but I think if I was those things would have offended every bit of faith I possessed.” 
 
    “Pope Alexander would like to speak with you, to explain what it was you saw,” said the first. “We are here to escort you back to meet with him.” 
 
    “I am in a foul mood for a meeting,” answered Atrox. “What is there to explain?” 
 
    “Will you come with us?” asked the second guard. 
 
    “No, I will not. Not today.” 
 
    “We could arrest you,” he replied. 
 
    “That would not be a wise thing to attempt.” 
 
    “Perhaps not,” said the first. He pulled a bag from his belt and set on the table. “Will you keep these things to yourself? If so, we leave you this bag of gold as thanks.” 
 
    Atrox swept the bag of gold off the table and it hit the floor, scattering coins about the floor. “My silence is not for sale.” 
 
    A few of the other patrons began to bend over to retrieve coins. The second guard stood and pulled sword from sheath. “Don’t.” 
 
    The other customers turned away from the coins and back to their own conversations. The one with the sword kept it drawn to keep order, while his companion gathered the coins. When all had been picked up, the one with the sword sheathed it and leaned on the table, facing Atrox. 
 
    “We are going to report to Alexander that we spoke with you and that you did not require gold to keep your silence.” 
 
    “That’s not what I said.” 
 
    “We will also tell him you will come back to Rome in a few days to meet with him. Do not disappoint him.”  
 
    “I didn’t tell you that either. Who are the other two who came with you?” Atrox asked.  
 
    They looked puzzled. The one with the coins shook his head. “We came alone. There is no one with us.” 
 
    At that they turned and walked out the door.  
 
    The man and woman who had come in at the same time stepped closer to the table. 
 
    “Now you look familiar to me,” said the Tyrian. “We met…three-hundred years ago, when the crusaders brought back the treasures of Constantinople… Hybris and…Momus. Why do you visit me now?” 
 
    “To hold you accountable for your sins, Atrox,” said Hybris. 
 
    “What sins?” he snarled. 
 
    “Your pride has taken you out of the pope’s favor,” she replied. 
 
    “Your contentious attitude is to blame for this fall from his good graces,” said Momus. “Go with the guards and heal this breach of loyalty. 
 
    “Get out of my sight,” seethed The Tyrian. “Now!” 
 
    At that outburst they vanished.  
 
    He would not be reconciled to this hypocrisy. Alexander would not calm his indignation. No. In fact he would not return to Rome for a few years, until he was sure that Alexander had died. 
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    Da Vinci 
 
    Monte Ceceri, Italy: 1506 AD 
 
      
 
    Coming from the north, on his way to Rome, Atrox decided to take a detour toward Florence. After the devastation caused by the plague it was encouraging to see the city recover, becoming, once more, a place of beauty. But rather than going into the city, his intent was simply to find a proper view point to see the city from afar. Monte Ceceri was the perfect place. He’d been to the top of this hill twice in the past and loved the panoramic view; the town of Fiesole to the northwest, and Florence to the southwest. It was a peaceful lookout, a quiet place where he’d seldom seen anyone to interrupt the solitude. 
 
    Another few paces and Atrox had arrived at his chosen lookout. First he gazed to his right, to Fiesole, all the red tile roofs, all the buildings huddled together as part of this town. And then to his left, to Florence a little over a mile away, a much bigger version of Fiesole, a city of thousands. There were vineyards and farmland, and in the distance the dark rolling hills. It was quiet and beautiful.  
 
    But just then, a little further to his left, he noticed a lone figure standing on an outcropping of rock, overlooking the valley below. That was surprising enough, but there seemed to be some sort of apparatus strapped to his shoulders, giving the appearance of large fixed wings extending ten to fifteen feet on either side of him.  
 
    “Hello,” called out Atrox. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m going to fly,” the man called out. 
 
    “If you jump,” the Tyrian chuckled, “I think you are going to die.” 
 
    “I would disagree with you, sir. My assistant, Tommaso Masini, tried out these wings a little over a week ago. They didn’t quite work correctly and he fell, breaking a leg and some ribs. I made a few adjustments and flew a short distance, myself. But his fall had damaged the right wing. I have repaired it and am trying again today.” 
 
    Atrox walked a bit closer. “What makes you think it will work?” 
 
    “I have spent many hours watching the birds, particularly seagulls and how they hold their wings unmoving and they stay aloft for a very long time. I have built my wings in a like manner.” 
 
    “But this sounds dangerous,” the Tyrian said. “Your assistant was injured and one of the wings broke. Why do you wish to do this again?” 
 
    The man looked out over the valley, and back to the Tyrian. “I must do this again, for once you have tasted flight you will walk the earth with your eyes turned skywards, for there you have been and there you will long to return.” 
 
    Atrox nodded. “May I watch your attempt?” 
 
    “Certainly,” the man replied. “I ask only a small favor of you. If you ever hear anyone speak of me, tell them that you watched me fly through the air on the wings of my own invention.” 
 
    “Gladly, sir. I am called Atrox. What is your name?” 
 
    “I’m Leonardo da Vinci.” 
 
    “I have heard of you. Aren’t you a painter?” 
 
    “I am, however that is but one of my interests. Now, if you will excuse me the breeze is favorable, and I must do this.” 
 
    The Tyrian nodded. “Good luck to you, Leonardo.” 
 
    Da Vinci nodded. “Thank you.”  
 
    The inventor took a few steps, launching off the outcropping and for a breathless second losing altitude. But then the man and machine rose again, and in a motion remarkably like a bird began gliding silently through the air, making long lazy circles, drifting to the valley below. The Tyrian watched in astonishment for a moment, and then began simultaneously laughing and applauding.  
 
    Several minutes later, satisfied that the craft was going to land safely, he continued on his way.  
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    The Wrath of God 
 
    September, 1538 AD 
 
      
 
    Atrox found Pope Paul III staring out an open window, toward the smoke filled sky in the southwest.  
 
    The pontiff heard him approach, turned and smiled at the Tyrian. “Welcome back to Rome, my son. The city has missed you.” 
 
    “Thank you, Holy Father. What is it you watch from the window? What darkness is filling the skies? 
 
    “You’ve been to Naples before, haven’t you?” asked Paul. 
 
    “Yes, numerous times.” 
 
    “Have you seen the nearby Flaming fields, Campi Flegrei?” 
 
    “Yes, there seems to always be smoke and the smell of sulfur in the air. It is a foul place. The nearby volcano Vesuvius seems to be part of this bleak landscape. It looks like a portal to hell.” 
 
    Paul nodded and gazed out the window again. “The Ottoman Empire continues their agitation, trying to advance their purposes while diminishing ours, and Admiral Barbarossa has been attacking islands belonging to Christian nations. Finally, by God’s will, I ordered the fleets of the Papal states, Spain, Genoa, Venice and Malta to attack and push back the Ottomans. But just a few days ago there was a battle at Preveza and Barbarossa won, driving us back. As a consequence, we are now suffering some measure of the Wrath of God. He is angry with our failure, and these eruptions of fire, soot and ash from Vesuvius are to remind us of his power and the need to repent for our failure.” 
 
    Atrox scratched his beard thoughtfully. “You said God wanted the Christian nations to attack Barbarossa?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “If such things are done at his command, does he not also assist those who wish to do his will?” 
 
    “Of course,” replied the Pope. 
 
    “Then, by God’s command, and with his assistance, why did Barbarossa prevail?” Paul turned away from the window and scowled at the Tyrian. “I have served the church many years, and sometimes I do not understand,” the Tyrian shrugged. “I simply wish to know.” 
 
    The Pope’s expression softened for a moment, but then he frowned again. “These commanders and their crews were unworthy of the Lord’s assistance, and so he did not give them his strength. This is why they did not prevail.” 
 
    Atrox mulled over those things for a moment, and then asked another question. “If he knows all, would he not have known they were unworthy before they were given this charge to –” 
 
    “Leave me, Atrox. I have no more time for such vexing inquiries, regardless of how sincerely they are asked.” 
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    The Season of Blood 
 
    Tuileries Palace, Paris: Aug 23, 1572 AD  
 
      
 
    “Is there no other way to achieve our goals?” 
 
    “There is not,” she replied. “If there were, it would have been our course of action.” 
 
    “I have already promised Coligny my protection,” he answered, “And vowed to get to the root of this attempt on his life.” 
 
    “Then you have already lied to him, and it has done nothing to calm the anger of the other leaders. Charles, you are being duped! They have no intention of keeping the peace. Even now they have an army of 4000 outside of the city, waiting for any pretense to attack.” 
 
    “How can you be so sure of your course of action, Mother?” 
 
    “I do not make this decision without the input of those I trust.” 
 
    “Your Italian advisors. They have nothing to lose here. This action, this new season of blood will reignite the war that seems to go on forever. For God’s sake, you were the queen of France, not Italy!” 
 
    Now she was fuming. “I still am the queen of France, and don’t you –” 
 
    “You are the Queen Mother. I am the king and I refuse to acquiesce to this action until we meet with the French nobility.” 
 
    Catherine held the smoldering look but a moment, then gave a slight smile and a nod. “A wise course. They will share the responsibility.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    The meeting began two hours later, far into the evening. In spite of candles around the room, the mood was dark. At the head of the table sat the queen, Catherine de’ Medici.  
 
    Seated around the table were faithful nobles, loyal to the crown. The door opened and Charles IX, King of France entered. The nobles stood and he walked to the chair next to his mother and gazed around the room; the others appeared expectant, wondering how their young and inexperienced king, only in his early twenties, would handle this crisis.  
 
    “Thank you for being here at this late hour,” Charles began, “my Mother and I had our own meeting prior to this one and I now leave it to her to relay those things to you.”  
 
    He sat and nodded in her direction. 
 
    Catherine gazed into the eyes of each noble in turn, her dark gray ones refusing to blink. Her countenance was stern in every way; dark hair, peppered with gray, held away from her face, clasped behind her head. The fierce youthful beauty had given way to a thicker face, almost with jowls. There was ever an indignant look to her expression, as if she were constantly on a quest to right some injustice committed personally against her.  
 
    Clearing her throat, she began. “I was persuaded, against my better judgment, to allow the marriage of my daughter Margaret to King Henry of Navarre; assured this wedding of a Catholic princess and a newly crowned Protestant king would do much to reduce the religious tension among our peoples. This, unfortunately, has not been the case.  
 
    Thousands of these Huguenots descended upon our Catholic city in celebration of this wedding. The olive branch of compromise we extended has been met with an attitude of smug entitlement, one which shows we not only tolerate these heretical beliefs, but are a single step away from embracing them. We appealed to the Pope to put down these apostates. Apparently his position has made him all but impotent. 
 
    Two days ago, I ordered the death of the Huguenot leader Admiral Gaspard de Coligny. He was attempting to exert dangerous influence upon the royal family and needed to be silenced. Unfortunately, the one I sent to dispatch him only succeeded in wounding the admiral. And now, the other Huguenot leaders rise up in alarm, demanding punishment and threatening to destroy the peace of our fair city.” 
 
    There was a pause, and one of the nobles leaned slightly forward, a tentative look in his eyes. 
 
    “Duke François of Montpensier?” She raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Your Majesty, I must apologize for my bewilderment. I must have missed the meeting where this action...” 
 
    “No, you did not. Do not soften your criticisms of me in such a way, François!” 
 
    The Marquis of Ebeuf shifted position, as if he might interject, apparently thought better of it, and resumed his former posture.  
 
    Smiling dangerously, she stared at him. “Yes, Charles?” 
 
    “My apologies, Highness, I lost my train of thought.” 
 
    She gazed at one of the candles on the table. “What all of you are too timid to ask, is why I would unilaterally make such a decision, one of such great import, without consultation from any of the nobles, or even my son, who is your king. I did this out of a great sense of urgency. Time was of the essence and there was not time to gather you all together to discuss the best course of action. Some of you probably do not think even that answer is enough justification. After all, who am I but the widow of our former king, just a dowager queen who refuses to give up her former station? You may think it is no longer my prerogative to do such things.” 
 
    Her gaze lifted from the candle to glare in turn at each of those who sat around the table, and her voice began to increase in volume. “But let me remind you I am of the most noble birth. Caterina Maria Romula di Lorenzo de’ Medici, Queen of France, daughter of aristocracy and nobility, descended even of cardinals and popes. The blood of power courses through my veins and though I will sometimes seek out your opinions on matters of state, I am not obligated to do so.” Her two meaty fists came crashing down on the thick table for emphasis, shaking the candlestick holders. “Do not fuck with me. You will not live long enough to regret it.” 
 
    Silence. And then finally, the clearing of someone’s throat. 
 
    “Highness,” asked the Duke of Longueville, “What is our next course of action?” 
 
    The queen calmly clasped her hands together and smiled. 
 
    “Duke Léonor,” she smiled, “You strike at the very heart of the matter. Coligny is convalescing, and the Huguenots have been assured we hope for his speedy recovery. But they remain angry, and there is a clamor for vengeance.”  
 
    “They will not get their revenge. Tomorrow is the feast day for St. Bartholomew, and it will not be a day of suspicion. But before dawn tomorrow I want Coligny to be silenced, once and for all.” She paused, took a breath, and laid a document on the table. It was apparent it contained a list of names. 
 
    “Also, there are a number of Huguenot leaders who must be eliminated. At that point, the Protestant masses should scatter and we will no longer have to deal with them. And who knows, without their leaders, they may come back to the faith.” 
 
    Glancing around the room, she noticed the concern in their eyes. “In generations past I know Popes would not have hesitated to take this action, but the church has been soft on these heretics for far too long, and now because of their numbers it is more difficult to contain them. Christianity, although not in its purest form, was taken from Constantinople by the Ottomans over a hundred years ago. I will not live to see Paris taken by these Huguenots. Henri, my late husband, and your former king, was diligent in his defense of the faith. But he is gone, and if the Pope will not defend us then we shall have to defend ourselves.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    A half hour before dawn there were sounds of a struggle within a room, three stories above a courtyard. Then shouts, a scream and a flailing silhouette fell from a dark window, hitting the stones with a heavy thud.  
 
    The form lying on the ground did not move. And then a woman’s shriek a few feet away from the body, running, more shouting, and then a man’s voice calling out the accusation. 
 
    “He is dead. They have killed Admiral Gaspard de Coligny!” 
 
    Within moments two more Huguenot leaders were dead, and in a half hour half a dozen more. These unexpected actions seemed to embolden those who held particular grudges against the Protestants and within another hour some had taken to the streets to carry out vigilante justice.  
 
    Many shuttered their homes, certain the authorities would punish those who took the law into their own hands. But still another hour passed and the general population became cavalier, venturing from their homes, robbing and beating the Huguenots who had come to Paris. And by noon, when no attempt had been made to put down the violence, the Catholics took that to mean tacit permission had been given to act in God’s name to stamp out the heretics.  
 
    Streets were barricaded with chains and citizens, overcome with indignation and bloodlust, roamed the city, running down any Protestants they found. They used whatever weapons they possessed, whether guns, swords, knives or clubs, to strike down those who were not Catholic. 
 
    The rioting became a massacre, sparing neither man, woman nor child. Bonfires lit the night sky accompanied by the screams and wailing of those who had been labeled heretic. But darkness did not calm the inflamed mobs. By the following morning the violence had escalated, spilling out beyond the city. Early that afternoon, King Charles sought out Catherine.  
 
    “Mother, Coligny is dead, along with most if not all the Huguenot leaders. And yet, the people continue on with violence. It is time to end this, before the world decides we are cruel barbarians rather than defenders of the faith.” 
 
    “Don’t be so pious, Charles. Scarcely five years ago these Protestants led their own massacre at Nimes, killing well over a hundred faithful Catholics, including priests.” 
 
    “Very true,” he shot back, “but we have avenged that more than ten times over. Do you not think this will provoke them more?” 
 
    “Issue a proclamation then,” she answered, waving her hand. “I doubt it will stop the violence, since the people have been given permission to indulge their most base instincts in the name of God. But yes, do so. It will absolve us of further responsibility for this carnage.” 
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    The Golden Rose 
 
    The French Countryside: September, 1572 AD 
 
      
 
    A week earlier Atrox left Flanders and rode south, through eastern France. By the afternoon of the first day he passed a smoldering village. Bodies of men, women and children lay abandoned, now carrion for wolves and vultures.  
 
    In alarm he drew his sword and cautiously surveyed the treeline. But these were at least two days dead, so whatever army had attacked was long gone. The next morning, stopping at a river to water his horse, several bloated bodies floated by. Sensing some unseen danger, the Tyrian pushed his horse at a steady pace the rest of the way through France. But the same sort of scene repeated itself, over and over again.  
 
    Finally, a day passed where he saw no carnage and it seemed perhaps he’d escaped the horror. But the next morning coming out of a forest, another village, this one still smoldering. Wolves were already there, and though they gave him wide berth they would not leave, guarding the awful feast with their entire pack, daring him to challenge them. Overhead were several vultures, circling, waiting, slowly descending; finally one making the commitment, folding wings slightly, almost dropping to the ground, before catching itself and landing. 
 
    “Rather graceful, in a macabre sort of way, wouldn’t you say?”  
 
    Startled, sword to the ready, Atrox spun expecting many, but seeing only one, a rather thin young man, with pale skin and a shock of almost white hair; dressed in a hooded robe to keep out the chill. Realizing he was in no danger, the Tyrian’s surprise turned to disgust. 
 
    “Graceful?” He was aghast. 
 
    The stranger smiled. “Yes, majestic in flight and then falling, as if to die, but actually just to feed on the dead before regaining strength and soaring again. Almost like a rebirth from death.” 
 
    “Do you see what is happening here?” Atrox asked. “Every village I’ve ridden through for the past week has been like this. Men, women and children, cut down by the sword and then torn apart by wolves and vultures. The ground is soaked with blood and you see some symbolic beauty in it all?” 
 
    The stranger shrugged. “All die. It is the inevitable end to life’s journey. There’s no reason to be outraged by it.” 
 
    “Some die sooner than others,” Atrox seethed. Perhaps you could join them.” 
 
    Now a raised eyebrow. “You threaten me? Let me assure you, between the two of us, I shall outlive you.” 
 
    “Shall we find out?” 
 
    A chuckle. “Atrox, I know who you are, that you’ve had a journey far longer than any mortal could dream of.” 
 
    “How could you possibly know that? Who are you?” 
 
    “Your life has been your destiny, determined by those called the Fates. I am Moros, god of Impending Doom.” 
 
    “Why do your kind continually vex me? It seems that every time I turn around, someone declaring themselves to be a god is annoying me. Have you nothing better to do?” 
 
    “You have an extraordinary long life, Atrox. We are exerting our influence over you.” 
 
    “No one controls my destiny, but me,” answered Atrox. “I choose my path.” 
 
    The stranger chuckled and shook his head. “It is but an illusion. You’ve followed the destiny laid out by the Fates and think it your own. You do so with the intent to find happiness. Even now, you are beginning to resist your direction. It is futile. You cannot change the path you are on. If you struggle against it, the only thing that changes is your final destination will be one of misery instead of happiness. That is your own impending doom.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you.” 
 
    “Then by all means, resist,” a female voice came from behind him, and Atrox looked to see a beautiful, dark haired woman, in a billowing black gown walking slowly toward Moros. 
 
    “Yet another one! And who are you? If you are a companion of Moros, why do you give me contrary advice?” 
 
    “I am Eris, goddess of Strife and Discord. I am contrary, I am disagreeable, to any idea or opinion. So, rail against the fates. Give me your frustrated confusion, your hopeless anger. I am the author of this carnage before you. These competing ideas of religion, of who God is and how to worship are what mankind considers the heart of their identity. And when they feel that identity threatened they lash out, they defend it ferociously and consider it a noble cause. And I embrace this raw and bitter emotion, for it is my own cause. It is my purpose.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    October 1, 1572 AD 
 
      
 
    By the time Atrox was just a day’s ride from Genoa, he understood the reasons behind the bloodshed. 
 
    Knowing he carried timely and important information for the church, Atrox pressed forward to Rome. Upon arriving, he immediately made for the Lateran Palace to find Pope Gregory XIII. But the pontiff was not in his usual surroundings.  
 
    After a short while Atrox found him in the Regal Room of the Apostolic Palace conversing with someone who appeared to be an artist. Gregory noticed him enter, made a motion to the other guest, and approached the Tyrian.  
 
    “Pope Gregory, I am sorry to interrupt you.” 
 
    “Do not worry about it, Atrox. Come see. I have just commissioned noted artist Giorgio Vasari to do a painting for this room, a glorious mural.” 
 
    Upon hearing his name, Vasari turned their direction and bowed. Atrox nodded.  
 
    “I am here with urgent and upsetting news.” 
 
    Gregory frowned. “What is it, my son?” 
 
    “Two months ago, in Paris, a terrible massacre began. Thousands are dead.” 
 
    Gregory’s face lit up with a smile. “The St. Bartholomew’s Day Massacre!” 
 
    Atrox was puzzled. “You’ve already heard of it then?” 
 
    “Of course. That is why Vasari is here, to paint a glorious mural celebrating this act of divine retribution.” 
 
    “But, I’ve heard others say the Protestants must be silenced and you told them the church would not use violence to resolve this matter.” 
 
    “That is correct. We do not use violence to resolve it. But Charles, the King of France, brought this massacre about on his own, without our participation. The problem has been resolved without church involvement.” 
 
    Atrox’s voice betrayed his anger. “I rode the length of France, north to south and found death in every village and town, every river and field. Thousands, no, tens of thousands of men, women and children are dead, simply because their ideas of God were different than those of the Church. There is no one to bury them, and their rotting bodies are food for the wild animals.” 
 
    “I mourn for those who died,” answered the Pope, “but they were guilty of grievous error and would not repent. Those who live see the folly of fighting against God.” 
 
    The Tyrian was silent. The Pope seemed nervous by the awkward silence and continued. “Surely, in all the years you’ve served the church, you’ve heard of the Golden Rose?” 
 
    “Of course,” answered Atrox, thinking the pontiff had changed the subject. 
 
    “Normally I would have a gift such as this delivered by my legate. But he is gone for another week and I would have it done before then. Please come to my throne room this afternoon. I wish to assign you to deliver a Golden Rose.” 
 
    “Who is this to be given to?” the Tyrian asked. 
 
    “I want you to take it to Charles, the King of France, for his decisive actions in enabling this attack against the Huguenots and neutralizing the growing heresy in his kingdom.” 
 
    “You would reward this massacre with a Golden Rose?” Atrox was stunned. 
 
    “I would, and I send this gift with the thanks of a grateful church and Pope.” 
 
    “Then you should find someone else to bestow this gift, Pope Gregory, because I will not do it.” 
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    An Old Friend 
 
    Rome: October, 1572 AD
  
 
    He stormed through the outer door of the Apostolic Palace and gave an angry shove to a four foot high decorative vase sitting by the door. It tumbled and broke, bringing one of the Swiss Guards bursting through the doorway, halberd at the ready. 
 
    “You there, halt!” 
 
    Atrox unsheathed his sword and held it at arm’s length. “Go away. I don’t feel like killing you today.” 
 
    The guard appeared to recognize him and Atrox’s threatening tone seemed to convince the guard the broken vase wasn’t worth further confrontation. After he turned away, Atrox set off down the street, turning the corner, plopping down on some stone steps, contemplating his conversation with Pope Gregory. 
 
    “Beg pardon sir,” a disheveled woman stood nearby, looking him over. “It looks as if you’ve had a difficult day, perhaps an angry conversation?” 
 
    “Very perceptive of you.” He shrugged, turning away and closing his eyes. 
 
    “It appears your size and demeanor might be rather persuasive in an argument, sir.” 
 
    Chuckling at the oddness of the comment, he opened his eyes to glance back at the intrusive woman. “May I know your name, lady?” 
 
    “I am Apate.” 
 
    “And I am Atrox. It is a pleasure to meet you. My size and demeanor are often a benefit, but not so much so when attempting to convince Pope Gregory –” 
 
    “Sir, you have access and audience to the Holy Father?” 
 
    A smile. “Yes, I am just a messenger, not a priest or cardinal, but today I found the Pope’s attitude unbelievable, beyond the bounds of reason.” 
 
    “Do not judge him harshly, Atrox. He is an imperfect man, doing God’s work as best he can.” 
 
    “Apate, your answer is often used to excuse the behavior of those who should know better, and it has become so very wearisome to me. That he would be perfect is a thought I have never entertained. However, I hope his behavior would be an example for others to follow.” 
 
    “Do you hold him to a higher standard than yourself?” 
 
    “He is supposed to be the spokesman for God and inspired enough to know the slaughter he endorses cannot possibly be correct.” 
 
    She looked thoughtful. “The slaughter he endorses... you DO hold him to a higher standard. On his behalf, have you not participated in such gruesome judgments?” 
 
    “You are twisting the truth beyond all recognition. And how do you know of the things I do?” 
 
    She laughed. “Atrox, I am Apate, the goddess of lies and deceit. There is no truth here.” 
 
    The Tyrian jumped to his feet and drew his sword, but the woman had vanished. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Rome was a distraction this day and he felt the need to be far away from the city, to go to a place of peace and familiarity, and so Atrox rode east, until he found the way he knew would take him over the hills and down to the shore of the Adriatic.  
 
    Over the years, decades and even centuries, the look of the land had changed, but he’d found this the best route to the coast and a nearby port where a ship could take him to the western beaches of the Ottoman Empire. 
 
    While he rode, an idea had come to him.  
 
    He longed for the company of those he knew. And this day, in the year 1572, the only one he still felt a connection to was the one who had once been an enemy. He didn’t know if the Highwayman was still alive, or how to find him, but that would be his task, his job for now. 
 
    But that was not his purpose at this moment, there was another stop to make first. Up ahead was a path off to the left, almost invisible on the rocky ground. Dismounting, Atrox tied his horse to a branch and began the short walk up the slight incline.  
 
    The first time he’d walked this path was over half a millennia ago. He’d found this out-of-the-way place, off the road in view of the sea, and knowing it would probably be a place he would pass by often over the years, it was here he planted the olive seed.  
 
    How long since he’d been here last? Perhaps forty years? The Tyrian smiled as it came into his view. Just a few feet away from the trunk he stopped and in awe looked up into its branches, gently ran his hand over the hard gnarled wood. 
 
    “Hello, my old friend. It’s been too long. Look how big and strong you’ve become, how much you’ve grown, standing here, waiting patiently for my return. You are magnificent.” 
 
    Slowly strolling the circumference, he was in awe. No marks by knife or axe marred the bark. All these years on the rocky hillside, unspoiled by man, standing silently in the presence of the sun, the wind, the stars. 
 
    “So, this is what six hundred years looks like for a tree. I am proud of you. You’ve become a place of sanctuary for me, a place to rest my troubled mind and heart. Thank you for always being here.” 
 
    Sitting at the base, back against the knotted trunk, Atrox closed his eyes and inhaled, taking in the aroma of the wood, the leaves, the olives. It calmed his mind as always. 
 
    Now, he could focus on his next goal. How would he find the one he sought? How would he find his friend? 
 
    Mind quieted, Atrox now contemplated the enormity of his goal; looking for someone, a vagabond like himself, perhaps not even still alive, across dozens of countries and hundreds of thousands of square miles of land.  
 
    And then, a thought occurred. There had been certain times over the course of his life, when… someone... had come to him in dreams. The visits were years apart and the memories so fuzzy and vague... he would often not remember them until the next one happened. A woman, someone named… Hania... offering advice?  
 
    Had he ever even taken her advice? It seemed impossible to remember, but he needed advice now and there seemed no other place to go, no one else to ask. 
 
    Having no idea how to proceed, he closed his eyes. “Please,” he whispered, “I know not who you are, but I believe you have helped me in the past. Please tell me where to find my friend.” 
 
    And then, halfway between asleep and awake, he seemed to be dreaming, not as an observer but as an active participant. Looking down, he saw his feet walking, on a road.  
 
    Gazing upward there were trees, and then coming around a bend in the road, a cemetery. And there, the rock that sat atop the horde of gold he’d hidden, where he’d visited with the Highwayman, over 300 years ago. Yes, it made sense. A place they had in common, roughly halfway between Mongolia and Rome. I 
 
    n this dream, halfway between asleep and awake, he smiled, and whispered ‘Thank you,’ to no one in particular. And then, sensing a presence, Atrox turned his head and saw the woman, with pale skin, green eyes and red hair, smiling back, her faces inches from his own. It startled him awake. 
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    The Highwayman 
 
    November, 1572 AD 
 
      
 
    Early November and Atrox was almost to his goal. He’d pushed his horse hard, and now, weary from galloping it plodded through the last half mile of the road near the cemetery outside the Armenian city of Yerevan. 
 
    Pulling back on the reins he dismounted and tied up his mount, walking the last steps toward his destination. There was a cold breeze blowing and a few random snowflakes fell through the air. At the cemetery’s edge Atrox paused, eyes searching the area, looking for The Highwayman, his friend Tomorbataar. There was a slight movement about halfway across the cemetery, but it looked to be only the caretaker. However, the man was walking toward him, seemingly with purpose. The caretaker kept approaching, finally stopping about fifteen feet away. 
 
    “Are you looking for someone, sir?” 
 
    “I am,” answered the Tyrian. 
 
    “I am Duarte. I tend this place,” the man replied. “What is your name? Perhaps I can help you.” 
 
    “I am Atrox...” 
 
    “Are you looking for one called The Highwayman?” 
 
    “I am.” Atrox’s mood brightened. “Do you know him?” 
 
    Duarte nodded. “He arrived here about two weeks ago, looking for you as well. He said you both knew this place and was hoping you might return.” 
 
    “Yes, where may I find him?” 
 
    “He stayed as long as he could...” 
 
    “What? He is no longer here? This is maddening.” 
 
    Duarte walked a bit closer and then lowered his eyes. “He said he considered you his best friend.” 
 
    “And I him.” Atrox’s eyes were burning with anger now, as he tried to understand. 
 
    Duarte gave a sad smile and motioned Atrox to follow him. A few feet away from the rock that had covered the horde, the caretaker stopped and motioned to a newly dug grave, covered with fresh dirt. 
 
    “He asked I bury him near this rock. He said once he helped you move it, found treasure underneath, and fought off robbers.” 
 
    Atrox nodded through tears and crouched down by his friend’s grave. “When did he die?” 
 
    “Just four days ago. He was so old, much older than you.” 
 
    “Thank you for your kindness, Duarte. I need some time alone.” 
 
    “I understand.” Duarte nodded. “And yet there is more to tell you.” 
 
    Atrox looked up, expectantly. 
 
    “I don’t know what he meant by this, but he said to tell you he took your advice and asked for more years, and they were given to him. And he thanks you for that.” 
 
    The Tyrian could only nod. 
 
    “But he also said the extra years brought no more happiness. They were too much.” 
 
    Duarte reached under his coat and brought out a sheathed sword. “He asked me to give you his sword, to replace, ‘the piece of shit’ he called it, ‘you were carrying’. He said you deserved a good sword.” 
 
    Atrox chuckled. “Thank you. That sounds exactly like what he would say.” He reached out and received the sword.  
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    Giordano Bruno  
 
    On the Road to Padua, Republic of Venice: 1591 AD 
 
      
 
    The sun was long set and Atrox trudged the last few miles to Padua. He was making this journey by assignment of Pope Gregory XIV. His purpose was to seek out a heretic, a man by the name Giordano Bruno. As he walked on, the Tyrian pondered his conversation of a few days earlier with the Pope. 
 
    “Atrox, this one is clever and very intelligent. He is a Dominican, a philosopher and a mathematician, and has, thus far, confounded legal proceedings designed to bring him to justice. The last we heard, Bruno might be teaching his strange and confusing ideas in Padua. Ask for him there, and when you find him make justice swift, or I fear he will escape us again.” 
 
    The Tyrian nodded. “As you wish, Your Holiness.” 
 
    “Atrox.” 
 
    “Yes, Pope Gregory?” 
 
    “This is only the second time I have met with you.” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “I wished to have this conversation with you at our first meeting, but other pressing business interfered.” 
 
    “I am happy to answer any of your questions, Father.” 
 
    Gregory nodded. “After I was elected to the Chair of St. Peter, the cardinal nephew requested a meeting with me and told me about you, a personal enforcer of doctrine, titled ‘Pius Interficientis’; someone I could call upon, whenever the need arose.” 
 
    “Yes, Pope Gregory. I am he.” 
 
    “And so the story goes, Atrox, you have had this title for an incredible length of time. I must hear it from you with my own ears, my son. Which Pope bestowed this honor and how long ago was this? 
 
    “It was Pope John X, in the year 915, six hundred and seventy-six years ago.” 
 
    The pontiff tipped his head back and burst out laughing. “Remarkable. Absolutely stunning. Oh, what a marvelous arrangement this is.” He shook his head and smiled. “You and I must have another meeting soon, perhaps when you return from Padua. It would be a great joy to hear your recollections of my predecessors.” 
 
    Atrox bowed, ever so slightly. “I shall look forward to it, your eminence.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    So now he was on his way to silence another enemy of the church. An hour from now he would have procured a room in some inn and settled in for a well-deserved rest.  
 
    Tomorrow he would go searching for this apostate. Halting for a moment, he took a swig of water and decided this was as good a place as any to relieve his bladder. Looking around there didn’t seem to be anyone on the road, but he walked about twenty feet out into a field, behind a tree. He wasn’t modest, but discretion was always wise. It was difficult to take a piss when looking about for danger.  
 
    Moments later, preparing to return to the road, there was a sound of a cough in the darkness. Atrox froze and listened. After a bit a male voice carried across the meadow, speaking softly. Atrox pulled his sword as he walked toward the sound, finally seeing a single seated shadow, back against a large rock. 
 
    “Oh, hello,” a cheerful voice called out. “Who’s there?” 
 
    The Tyrian stepped out from behind a short tree. “I am Atrox,” he said simply. 
 
    The seated man sized him up. “Welcome, Atrox. You won’t need your sword here. Come, have a seat, some wine and conversation.” 
 
    The man was so unassuming Atrox took the advice, sheathing his blade and crouching near the boulder. Feeling there was no danger, he sat with his back against a large stone just a few feet away. 
 
    “Who were you talking to?” 
 
    A laugh. “No one, just thinking out loud. It helps my powers of reason to do so.” 
 
    “What are you doing out here, all alone, in the dark?” the Tyrian asked. 
 
    “Thinking, watching the stars, drinking wine.” He extended the wine bag to Atrox, who nodded, accepted it and took a swig. 
 
    “And why do you watch the stars?” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ve noticed, as the night progresses the great swath of stars moves across the sky.” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” Atrox nodded, taking another swig of wine. 
 
    “And some of those stars, the ones we call Wanderers or planets, move independently of the others.” 
 
    “Yes, I’ve noticed that too.” 
 
    “I know a man, Galileo Galilei,” the stranger wagged his finger slightly for emphasis, “who has taken a tube and put a glass lens at each end, adjusting them until they work together at far distances. He’s pointed this device at the Wanderer we call Jupiter. When he gazes through the tube Jupiter appears as a small striped sphere, with tiny pinpricks of light that seem to travel around it. And this is very curious, because it flies in the face of everything we have been taught, that all things revolve around the Earth.” 
 
    “You have seen this?” Atrox asked.  
 
    “I have,” answered the stranger. “It is most remarkable. And such things have caused me to contemplate matters of even greater magnitude.” 
 
    “Such as...” Atrox prompted him. 
 
    “The stars above us,” he motioned, “what do you think they are, Atrox?” 
 
    This man’s curiosity was infectious. “I don’t know. What do you think?”  
 
    “I think... what if stars are distant suns, just like our own?” He scratched his beard as his dark thoughtful eyes searched the sky. “What if they have their own planets circling them? Wouldn’t that be amazing?” 
 
    The Tyrian nodded. “Such a thing has never occurred to me. It would be amazing. Do you think it is true?” 
 
    The stranger’s head nodded in the darkness. “I do think it is true. And someday, perhaps hundreds of years in the future, with tubes and lenses large enough, perhaps we shall prove it so. Ahh, Atrox, I fear I was born too soon. There are so many things in the heavens we are just beginning to learn and understand, and I shall never see them in my lifetime. Yet it is exciting to consider. 
 
    “Look up, see the stars
Spread your wings, take flight
Ten thousand suns to blaze a trail
on your journey through the night
Darkness can never bring you harm
The stars will always keep you warm 
 
    You are a Child of the Light.” 
 
    The stranger chuckled. “Please forgive me, I wax poetic.” 
 
    Atrox was smiling at the man’s enthusiasm, but he needed to be on his way and so he reluctantly stood. “Well spoken, an inspired message. Friend, you have given me some things to think on, but I must go.” 
 
    “I am glad to hear you say so.” The stranger stood as well. “To ponder truth within one’s own heart, away from the noise of other voices, is a remarkable thing. It can bring profound clarity of thought. I wish you a good journey.” He extended his hand and Atrox shook it. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” the Tyrian said, “I didn’t get your name.” 
 
    The man bowed slightly and smiled. “I am Giordano Bruno.” 
 
    “Giordano Bruno?” It was almost a gasp. 
 
    “You’ve heard of me, somehow?” 
 
    “I have.” Atrox nodded.  
 
    “Do you know,” Bruno continued, “Some consider me a heretic, a person with dangerous ideas?” 
 
    “Do they?” Atrox asked. 
 
    “Yes, and what I find interesting is that ‘heretic’ is considered a term of condemnation. But the word comes from the ancient Greek and simply means ‘able to choose.’ I think being able to choose is a good thing, don’t you, Atrox?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “I’m glad you feel the same. Sometimes, unfortunately, it requires a degree of bravery. Nonetheless, I embrace the term as a compliment.” 
 
    “You are a wise man, Giordano,” Atrox answered, anxious to leave this place. He was disoriented, with no idea of what his course of action should be. Here, now, alone with this alleged apostate, it was the perfect opportunity to carry out the Pope’s decree. And yet, he found the man friendly and unassuming, warm and kind. There was no dark evil here, no rebellious defiance. They had shared conversation, wine, and gained each other’s trust. He would not, he could not, betray that. 
 
    “Where you headed, Giordano?” he asked. 
 
    Bruno looked thoughtful. “I think tomorrow I might go to Padua.” 
 
    “That might be dangerous. I’ve heard people are looking for you in Padua.” 
 
    “I shall take your advice, Atrox,” he answered.  
 
    “Giordano, thank you for the pleasure of your company.” Atrox nodded and smiled, turned and made his way back to the road. It was urgent he make Padua tonight. There were now even more things to contemplate. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning when he rose to the sunrise in Padua, the events of the preceding evening were still in his mind. But now Atrox could more clearly view the divergence of thought. He had no regrets for sparing Bruno’s life. The man spoke of brilliant lights in the sky, but the philosopher himself was a brilliant light, pushing the boundaries of knowledge beyond the dark perimeter imposed by the Church.  
 
    And it was at this point Atrox found his thoughts in conflict.  
 
    Pope Gregory XIV was supposed to be, as were all the other Popes, God’s representative on earth. If that was the case, there was a divine purpose for taking the life of Bruno; it was a small but crucial moment in a sweeping panorama whose view was only visible to the Heavens. From this perspective, Bruno’s life must be forfeit, because of some far-reaching impact his dangerous philosophies would have on humanity.  
 
    Atrox left Padua, struggling to imagine such a panorama. Try as he might it was impossible to envision the Dominican as an evil influence. The man spoke ill of no one and his passion was only for learning truth. Perhaps those truths seemed at odds with the Church’s, but at some point different sources of truth must surely intersect. What difference did it make where it came from; either science or religion? The continued acquiring of truth seemed of more importance than from which source it sprang. Atrox could not understand why an omniscient God did not take that point of view.  
 
    And so he somehow grasped onto both of these conflicting beliefs, unsure of how to reconcile them. The only logical answer was he did not have enough truth, enough knowledge, to resolve the conundrum. The dissonance was too disturbing to continue contemplating. So Atrox set both of these aside, away from conscious thought, hopeful of a future resolution.  
 
    But in one matter, his course was clear. He would not take the life of Giordano Bruno. 
 
    That night he found himself under a starry sky, this time alone. He gazed at the twinkling lights hoping to understand, hoping for truth. A gentle breeze was blowing and the wind seemed to give his answer: 
 
    Seek not the prophets; they are but white sepulchers 
 
    Old men with sharp tongues and brittle minds 
 
    Go find the poets and writers, artists and musicians 
 
    Search for the dreamers among them 
 
    The ones who speak boldly 
 
    With clear voices and pure hearts, messengers of light 
 
    These bring a simple message 
 
    Wake up 
 
    Walk away from darkness 
 
    Seek light and love; it is your birthright 
 
    It is the beacon to lead you Home. 
 
   


 
  

 66 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Hammer of Witches 
 
    Mannheim, Germany: 1610 AD 
 
      
 
    She slowly bit down on the grape, letting the taste fill her mouth. Contemplating the flavor for a moment, Lisele turned her gaze from the sunset view of the vineyards and back to her foreman.  
 
    “Yes, just right. Let’s start picking in the morning.” 
 
    He nodded. “As you wish, Frau Kohler. I’ll inform the men.”  
 
    He turned and left. Lisele took a few steps, picked up a goblet half full of wine and eased into a nearby padded chair, her eyes returning again to the setting sun.  
 
    She had made this life work, in spite of its unfortunate turns. Hans had died over a year ago, and though his passing was devastating, her oldest son Kurt and his wife Gerta had taken over management of the vineyards, and the family continued to prosper. Jakob was the only child left at home and he was fifteen, old enough now to help in the family business.  
 
    The last rays of the golden sun shone on her face and the wine was making Lisele sleepy. Smiling, she drifted into a light sleep.  
 
    A pounding on the great door woke her, now surrounded by near darkness. The pounding came again. Rousing herself, she moved somewhat cautiously toward the entry way. 
 
    “Who’s there?” she called out.  
 
    “It’s the sheriff, Frau Kohler.” 
 
    “One moment,” she called back, and soon opened the door to see the sheriff and two of his men. 
 
    “Sheriff, won’t you come in?” 
 
    The man nodded. “Thank you, Frau Kohler, but there is business that must be spoken of at my office. We need to take you there to ask you some questions.” 
 
    “Oh,” she exclaimed. “Is there some sort of problem?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m afraid so. A crime has been committed.” 
 
    “Well certainly,” she answered and then turned to her left. “Jakob!” 
 
    A young man appeared a doorway. “Yes, Mama?” 
 
    “I’m going to go with the sheriff to his office. They have some questions for me. I will see you soon.” 
 
    The ride into town seemed uncharacteristically quiet. She rode at the front of the wagon with the sheriff. The two men rode on horseback, slightly ahead of them. Though Lisele had tried twice to initiate conversation, no one seemed interested in talking, so she just watched the scenery and stars beginning to come out. 
 
    A short time later she sat in the sheriff’s office, in a hard chair, his desk between them.  
 
    “How may I help you, sheriff?” she asked.  
 
    Leaning back in his chair, he cleared his throat. “I understand you had a childhood friend named Wilhelmina.” 
 
    “Yes, I did,” Lisele answered. 
 
    “Tell me about that friendship.” 
 
    “We had been friends since we were children, up until about seven years ago, I think. And then there was a misunderstanding that unfortunately turned into a bitter argument, and we broke off the friendship. I mourned the loss of her companionship.” 
 
    “But you reached out again later? 
 
    “Yes.” She nodded. “A little over a year ago, her husband was injured by a horse and spent a long time recovering. I felt bad for her but was hesitant to visit, because I didn’t know how she would receive me. But two months ago she took ill and I decided I had to try. I made some bread and soup and took it to her family. I apologized to her for my part in the loss of our friendship. She was very ill and not prone to talking, but I had the feeling she received my sincere overtures. But when I went back to visit her a few days later I was angrily turned away by her daughter Therese. And I sorrow greatly because I heard last week that Wilhelmina had died.” 
 
    “She has.” The sheriff nodded. “And do you know how she died?” 
 
    “I have no idea. I assume it was from her illness?” 
 
    “Perhaps,” the sheriff shrugged, “but Therese blames you.” 
 
    “What?” Lisele’s mouth fell open. “I knew Wilhemina even longer than Therese has. My heart breaks for the loss of my childhood friend.” 
 
    “Therese has accused you of witchcraft.” 
 
    “Why would she do such a thing?” 
 
    “She says you put a curse upon her father and that is the reason for his accident. Therese also says the food you cooked for her Mother to eat was prepared with a spell that would eventually kill her.” 
 
    “Sheriff, I would have no idea how to even begin to do such a thing.” 
 
    “Did you put anything unusual in the bread or soup?” 
 
    “I put in some spices and herbs known to promote health. But those were to help her heal. And I gave only some of the soup and bread to her. I kept the rest to feed my own family, and it contained the very same ingredients.” 
 
    “You admit giving her food you prepared. You say your own family ate these same things, but you have no way to prove that.” 
 
    Lisele shook her head. “I had no reason to believe I would ever be called upon to give such proof. To anticipate such a thing would imply my purposes were not honorable and needed defense. You accept my admission I gave her food I prepared, but not that I fed my family the very same food? How is that fair?” She paused, staring at the floor before looking up again. “I am sure neither you nor your wife would be able to recall the seasonings she used for your dinner a month ago. You would have no reason to do so.” 
 
    “You are accused of witchcraft, not my wife,” the sheriff shot back. “The loss of a friendship has ended with a grievous injury and death of your former friend.” 
 
    “Sheriff, my own husband died a few years ago...” 
 
    “Do you accuse Wilhelmina of being a witch and cursing your husband?” 
 
    “Of course not. It would be absurd to blame her for such a thing. I mention it because such things happen for reasons we may not understand.” 
 
    “Absurd? You speak as if you deny the existence of witches.” 
 
    “I believe many are wrongly accused and condemned. And the church and local authorities seem to enrich their treasuries as a result of these condemnations, true or otherwise.” 
 
    “Nevertheless, you are now accused of this crime.” 
 
    “It is the word of one against another,” she protested. “Under the law, such is not sufficient to prosecute.” 
 
    “You are correct,” he agreed. “But there is other evidence.” 
 
    “What other evidence?” 
 
    “You readily admit to supplanting the role of the physician and the priest. These are appointed to restore health and to entreat God for his healing mercy. You took this on yourself, relying on the strength of the hidden secrets of the earth. Who are you to do such a thing?” 
 
    “I assist those other efforts. I made no effort to replace either physician or priest and the skills they bring to the infirm. It was, and is, my sole purpose to assist and bring comfort; in much the same way that a fevered man might be revived with a drink of cool water. One would not condemn such an effort as witchcraft.” 
 
    “Perhaps not,” the sheriff agreed. “But there is another accuser, someone besides Therese who accuses you.” 
 
    “What? I cannot imagine it! Who is my accuser?” 
 
    “They have asked to remain anonymous. They fear reprisals from you or other witches, and I must agree with their request.” 
 
    “Sir, you make it very difficult for me to prove my innocence. What do you require that I would accomplish this?” 
 
    The sheriff leaned back in his chair and was silent for a moment before he spoke. “With the weight of evidence before me, I don’t know if that is possible.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was early afternoon when the Tyrian arrived in Mannheim, taking an alternate route on his way back to Rome. His purpose was to visit some friends he’d got to know several years earlier, Hans and Lisele Kohler. Atrox had been back as often as time allowed, and was grateful for the hospitality they gave him, and for their desire to hear about his journeys.  
 
    Arriving in town, he decided to stop at the local pub first. 
 
    Taking a seat at a table, he gazed around at the locals. A few were staring at him. Atrox was bigger than most and probably more rough looking than they were accustomed to. Smiling, he acknowledged them, not wanting to give the impression of wanting a confrontation. It had been his experience that if he seemed moody or sullen, there were always one or two men who, having had too much to drink, wanted to pick a fight. Five or six hundred years ago that had been a bit of fun, but he’d long since lost his appetite for such things. A hard thunk of a flagon on the table startled him and he turned to see a barmaid with short red hair. 
 
    “A beer for you, sir?” she asked.  
 
    “Yes, thank you.” 
 
    “I’m Hania. What’s your name, stranger?” 
 
    “I’m Atrox. I have a question for you. Do you know if Hans and Lisele Kohler still own the vineyards on the outskirts of town?” 
 
    She looked serious. “I’ve a feeling someone else could probably tell about that a little better than I could.” She looked over her right shoulder and nodded. A teenage boy slowly began to walk toward the table. 
 
      
 
      
 
    After Jakob left the tavern Atrox sat at his table, hands encircling his half-full tankard of beer. He swirled the liquid and contemplated the story Jakob had told of Lisele’s persecution and death.  
 
    Disappointment washed over him and he sighed, closing his eyes. But then he felt gentle hands rest on top of his own and he looked up to see the barmaid sitting across the table from him. Red hair framed her face and even though he knew nothing but her name, her green eyes looked as though they invited conversation.  
 
    “The Catholic Church has always put down dissent,” he blurted out to her, “but I thought those who followed Luther might be different, more tolerant, since they began as heretics. And yet, now, they also persecute others.”  
 
    “You are right,” answered the woman. “Any religion will feel attacked when they are in the minority. They behave cautiously and are tolerant of others. However, as they increase in numbers they become bolder and begin to assert influence. When they become the majority, they become arrogant and begin to claim they are the sole authority for god. They defend that majority by punishing those who do not adhere to their doctrine. And aside from that, they suppress any information they feel threatens their beliefs. Libraries are burned, culture and history are lost, free thinking intellectuals are killed, all for the purpose of protecting the religion’s authority.” 
 
    The Tyrian chuckled. 
 
    “What is so funny?” she asked. 
 
    “I have known many barmaids over the years, and very few spoke as you do.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “Is that a compliment?” 
 
    “It is,” he nodded. “Please continue, Hania.” 
 
     “Religions discovered early on that by putting down what they consider to be heresy, they were free to confiscate property, gold and silver. It’s bad enough they tithe the believers, but those they accuse of being nonbelievers give both their wealth and lives to the church. These so-called witches are easy targets. The Old Testament says ‘Do not suffer a witch to live.’ And it’s easy to hate someone who truly worships evil. One hundred and twenty-five years ago, a Catholic priest wrote a book called Malleus Maleficarum, the Hammer of Witches. It has become a widely used guide for churches to persecute anyone they deemed a witch. Except among those called witches, almost none worship or follow the darkness. Some are persecuted just because they follow natural remedies, using plants and herbs, and some because they don’t appear properly pious. Some are accused because they have wealth the church wants and others simply because of spite or a desire for revenge...” 
 
    “Like Lisele,” said Atrox. 
 
    “Yes,” Hania nodded, “like Lisele. The church might accuse someone of apostasy and the dread of terrible punishment might cause that person to fearfully come back into line with the church’s teachings. But to be accused of being a witch is almost always a death sentence. It is impossible to mount any sort of defense. And when a witch is put to death, the people believe the church is protecting them. Besides the hateful punishment her accuser wished upon her, the local church and government saw in Lisele a widow with considerable assets. Her affluence sealed her fate. By condemning her they profited greatly.” 
 
    “This is so completely wrong,” Atrox seethed. “Something must be done.” 
 
    “You are correct about it being so very wrong,” answered Hania. “But what would you do? The Pope would probably support your actions against this church he considers heretical, but if the Catholic Church held sway here, they probably would have done the same. And the government supports the church. Who are you going to fight, my friend?” 
 
    The Tyrian was silent for a moment and then he shrugged. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “This is not your battle. Besides, it is most unwise to confront the sheriff. His men at arms have guns.” 
 
    “I am not afraid of guns.” 
 
    “Have you ever fought against such weapons?” 
 
    “No,” he conceded. 
 
    “They are terrible devices that make dispensing death even more efficient. From fifty feet away these guards will point these iron tubes at you. At the release of a small hammer, a spark flashes, setting off an explosion of black powder. The force of that explosion sends a small lead ball hurtling down the tube, through the air and into your body.” 
 
    The Tyrian chuckled. “Am I to be afraid of a small ball of lead thrown at me?” 
 
    Hania did not return the frivolity. “This small ball of lead comes at you with such terrible force it would enter your chest and exit your back, tearing apart your internal organs.” 
 
    “It may surprise you to hear this, Hania, but I have been promised a set number of years and I have quite a few left. Others have tried to kill me. These cannot kill me with their guns.” 
 
    “I know that, Atrox...” 
 
    “How do you know that, Hania? You seem to know quite a lot about me.” 
 
    “You do not remember me, do you?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. Should I?” 
 
    “Perhaps not. Not yet, anyway. But we have spoken before, on several occasions over these long years. I know of your bargain. But trust me, Atrox, do not test it here. Their bullets will bring you far more pain than Theodora’s dagger, the Mongol arrows, or even the terrible wounds you have suffered from swords over these many centuries. Atrox, I have watched you do good things, noble things. I have also watched you make terrible mistakes and go down paths where you have not found happiness. I see you doing work for someone who purports to be God’s messenger. Religions would have you follow the messenger, someone who claims to have your greatest interests at heart. Do not fall into this trap. They only seek power and authority, and govern you with fear. Have I ever tried to convince you to follow me, to do my will?” 
 
    “Not that I can remember.” 
 
    “You are correct, and I do not do so now. I can only give you information. You must choose for yourself. And the information I give you now is to protect you from unnecessary pain. I would strongly recommend you simply leave tonight and be on your way. As I said, this is not your battle.”  
 
    After a moment, he took a last swig of beer and set the tankard down. “It would seem you’re right, Hania. I will take your advice, thank you.” 
 
    A short time later he walked down the narrow street, intent on quietly slipping out of town. The sun was low in the sky, and shadows were long. Just after passing an alley, Atrox thought he heard a slight noise. Looking at the ground, there was a long shadow cast from behind and spinning, he pulled his sword and found himself face to face with a woman in a deep red cowl.  
 
    “Hello, Atrox.” 
 
    “Who are you?” he growled. 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “Though it has been many years, I thought I would have made more of an impression on you. I am Nemesis. It was I who prompted you to avenge your friend Vincenzo’s death.” 
 
    “Yes, I remember. Why are you here now?” 
 
    “Your sword is at the ready. You will need it to avenge the death of your friend, Lisele.” 
 
    “Why do you wish to provoke me to vengeance? I’ve already decided against it.” 
 
    “Atrox, a crime was committed against your friend and it has gone unpunished.” 
 
    “I know, and I wish I could do something about it. But I cannot.” 
 
    “Do you, by your inaction, condone this act of violence?” 
 
    “Of course not,” the Tyrian angrily answered.  
 
    “Lisele’s son Jakob told you what happened, but he was not there. He did not witness the terror she experienced.” 
 
    “And I am grateful for that,” said Atrox. “No child should have to be witness to such horror.” 
 
    “If you were to see what happened, you could better decide if you should dispense justice here.” 
 
    “How could I possibly know that?” he asked. 
 
    “I will show you.” 
 
    The goddess slowly walked to him and placed her hand on his forearm. Everything in front of him shimmered and was replaced by the view of a large dark room with a stone floor. He saw his friend Lisele, naked, arms behind her back, bound at the wrists. She was suspended five feet off the ground by a rope tied to her wrists and looped over a beam; she hung there, in strappado, arms pulled back and lifted at an impossible, excruciating angle. Head down, eyes closed, she seemed unresponsive. Apparently this was not acceptable to her tormenters, as one lifted a leather whip and gave a lash across her body. The other marks on her body said this was only one of many. 
 
    The strike elicited a ragged howl. 
 
    “Witch, confess!” the other called out. “And we will end your suffering.” 
 
    The first one dropped the whip and glanced at the other. “Lower her down. I want to have some fun before she burns.” 
 
    The rope slackened until the dazed woman was unsteadily standing on the floor. The man unfastened his trousers and moved in, grabbing a bare thigh in each hand and pulled her close. Lisele’s head fell back and Atrox heard her sobbing. But then, she head butted her attacker hard in the face. Howling, he backed away, blood pouring from his nose. Recovering slightly, he stepped forward, but her right foot scored a hit between his legs and he staggered back again.  
 
    Gasping and enraged, he came to her once more, avoiding her feet, and his fist slammed into her mouth. She reeled from the punch, but then looked back and spat blood in his face. This was answered with another fist to her face and she was quiet. 
 
    “Stop it you fool!” Someone shouted from out of the Tyrian’s view. The inquisitor approached. “I want her to confess before she burns.” 
 
    The priest grabbed Lisele by the hair and pulled back so he could look at her face. Atrox was furious to see she had two black eyes and a split lip. 
 
    “Are you a witch?” The priest shouted at her. “Confess, and your soul may be given some small respite from the flames during your eternal punishment. Are...you...a witch?!” 
 
    Silence, and anticipation, but no response. The inquisitor glared at her assailant. “You stupid bastard, you hit her too many times and now she’s unconscious.” Then looking back to Lisele, he smiled and nodded. “I will tell the crowds the last two times I asked if she was a witch she would not deny it. Now, clean the blood off her and cover her with a robe. Bring her to the town square. Today we burn another witch.” 
 
    The scene changed again. A crowd of people, a pole with Lisele bound to it, almost now consumed by flames... 
 
    “Enough!” Atrox roared, pulling away from Nemesis’s touch. 
 
    The Tyrian glared, but the goddess seemed pleased. “How do you feel about avenging Lisele’s death now, Atrox?” 
 
    “I will bring justice down upon every one of their heads.”  
 
    “Excellent.” The goddess grinned.  
 
    The Tyrian pivoted and continued on, knowing his goal was ahead. 
 
    There were four guards ahead, standing near a doorway and his pace quickened. Sword still ready, he marched steadily onward. One had seen him coming and called out.  
 
    “Halt. State your business.” 
 
    Pausing, Atrox glared. “I am here to see the sheriff.” 
 
    “The sheriff is not available until tomorrow. Come back then, without your sword.” 
 
    “No. I would see him now. I suggest you do not try to stop me.” 
 
    “Shoulder arms,” one of the men called out, and four rifles were raised and pointed at him. In spite of Hania’s warning, Atrox could not help but be amused. He’d heard of this recently invented weapon. But these...guns, they seemed no more threatening at this distance than a pointed sword would be. If one of them could somehow throw a lead ball at him, he imagined simply stepping out of the way. They couldn’t be any match for his blade. 
 
    “Drop your sword,” one shouted.  
 
    The Tyrian shook his head. “No,” and took two more steps. 
 
    “Fire,” a voice called out. There was a click, a flash and a misfire. But then three more explosions and instant fiery pain in his right shoulder, chest and left thigh.  
 
    The force threw him backwards, and astonished he flailed, crashing to the cobblestones, striking the back of his head, and all went dark. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Stupid barbarian bastard,” muttered one of the soldiers.  
 
    A door flew open and the sheriff stepped into the street. “What happened?” 
 
    “He insisted on seeing you, sir. When we refused, he came at us and would not drop his sword.”  
 
    The sheriff shook his head. “Anyone with him?” 
 
    “Not that we saw.” 
 
    “I’m leaving now for home, I need two of you as armed escorts. You two,” the sheriff pointed at two of his men, “go bury him.” 
 
    After the sheriff and his escorts left, the other two stood over the body of the Tyrian. 
 
    “He’s too big, we can’t do this by ourselves.” 
 
    “We’ll come back early tomorrow and bring help. Let’s go. He’s not going anywhere.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Atrox.” A voice wafted through the darkness. 
 
    “Atrox, wake up.” It was pleasing and kind.  
 
    Though his eyes were closed, the Tyrian sensed a brightness. Was it morning? The guns had felled him. Had he been on the ground all through the night? If that was the case, his body should have been mostly healed, but incredible pain still coursed through his body, his shoulder, chest and hip, intense burning agony unlike anything he’d felt before. Hania’s warning was true, and he had not listened. 
 
    “Atrox, open your eyes...” 
 
    Struggling mightily, he managed a feeble effort. There were still stars above, so dawn had not yet come. The brightness was coming from the being who leaned over him. She had long blonde hair and a kind expression.  
 
    “Who...” he whispered. 
 
    “I am Meyhnah, and I am here to heal you.” 
 
    He felt her hand on his shoulder, a cool warmth. The pain faded away and was gone.  
 
    “You still have the lead ball inside your body,” she said. “I must remove it.” A hand on his chest, and then somehow inside his chest. Again, the pain vanished and she held it up for him to see.  
 
    “It is small, but such things can cause terrible harm. And lastly, your hip.” 
 
    Again the coolness and abatement of pain. Startled he sat up.  
 
    “I suggest you do not try to fight guns again,” she said. “The outcome would be much the same.” 
 
    “You told me your name, but who are you?” he asked. 
 
    “A messenger and a healer, much the same as Hania.” 
 
    “Meyhnah, thank you for healing me.” 
 
    “You are welcome. I hope you have learned something.” 
 
    “Yes. Swords are no match for guns.” 
 
    “No, Atrox. This was about anger and vengeance. Hania warned you and yet Nemesis was still able to provoke you. After you fell, that one abandoned you. The ones who love you will never abandon you, even when you make mistakes.” 
 
   


 
  

 67 
 
      
 
      
 
    Michael Mäestlin 
 
    Tübingen, Baden-Würtemberg, Germany: 1631 AD  
 
      
 
    Arriving in Tübingen two days earlier, Atrox had inquired about Michael Mäestlin. And now he stood outside the scientist’s home, a rather nondescript building near the edge of town. The property had a high wall, perhaps seven feet tall which seemed to enclose a garden. This was a good thing, there would be privacy.  
 
    He knocked on the door and after a few moments it slowly opened, revealing an old man, slightly bent over. 
 
    “Yes, what is it?” the man inquired.  
 
    “Michael Mäestlin?” Atrox asked. 
 
    “Yes, sir. And who might you be?” 
 
    “My name is Atrox. I was passing through Tübingen and once heard from a mutual acquaintance, Giordano Bruno, you lived here. You are of some renown, and I wondered if I might meet you.” 
 
    The scientist looked him up and down for a moment and then nodded, opening the door wider.  “Yes, come in then.” 
 
    Atrox entered the scientist’s home and followed him through the house.  
 
    “Here is the room where I study and do most of my writing,” he gestured, “and down that hall are my sleeping quarters.”  Mäestlin opened double glass doors and gestured again. “My garden. Please join me for a glass of wine and some conversation.” 
 
    They sat, and wine was poured. 
 
    “So Atrox,” the scientist took a sip. “Why are you really here?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” he asked. 
 
    “You don’t have the look or demeanor of a man of science.” A pause, a hesitation by the astronomer and then he asked, “May I see your ring?” 
 
    The Tyrian twisted it off and set the ring on the table. Mäestlin grasped the piece and brought it close to study it. A gold band, with an inlaid flat piece of black onyx. A small gold cross was inlaid within the onyx, in between the letters P I. He nodded slowly. 
 
    “So, the whispered rumors are true. The pontiff does have an emissary titled Pius Interficientis, sent to dispatch difficult problems where normal protocol might take too long or be too difficult to implement. When you said you knew Giordano Bruno, I knew something was amiss. You scarcely look to be forty years old, and Bruno died at the turn of the century, thirty one years ago. I am flattered I warrant the Pope’s attention, though I am not sure why. I am certain he still considers the teachings of Luther to be heresy, but I have followed them from my youth. I am not a lapsed Catholic, guilty of apostasy.” 
 
    Then the old man’s eyes lit up. “Ah, it is the astronomy, isn’t it? Heaven is to be learned of from the church, not by laymen studying the night sky. The church considers science and religion to be opposites, forever in conflict. And this may appear to be the case. But, if we can extract inspiration from religion and make this spiritual journey while leaving Popes and priests behind, I believe our inspiration will lead us to the same truths as science seeks. Atrox, to learn new things we must be willing to make mistakes. And thus recognizing our errors, we back up and begin again, going down a slightly different path. We are travelers with only the most basic maps, looking to find our way. But if someone comes along declaring they know the path and refuses to deviate from it, they will confidently lead us to ruin. And so for my astronomy and astrology, I must turn away from those men whose minds are clouded by piety and look to science for answers.  
 
    “I admit to being of the same mind as Bruno, Kepler, and Galileo. And we are indebted to Copernicus, who in turn was inspired by the ancient Greeks. But it seems this living breathing truth of the cosmos cannot compete against the dead, brittle ideas the Church has gleaned from its scripture. And this is surely why you visit me. I have been a mentor to Kepler, and Galileo stands on our shoulders. Kepler is already gone, and so I am sure your Pope thinks if you strike me down, perhaps Galileo will fall. He is Catholic. And though we share similar ideas, it is surely more dangerous for him to hold them.” 
 
    Mäestlin looked out the window and then back to the Tyrian. “I am pleased you have come today.” 
 
    “Why so?” asked Atrox. 
 
    “I am an old man, approaching the shadow of my last hours. Each day ends with aches in every joint of my body. It is always difficult to catch my breath and during the night I often cough up blood. My sleep is fitful and every morning I scarcely feel rested. I have long been fearful of the slow decline, of carrying the heavy, unrelenting burden of pain to that last day; the day it becomes easier to embrace death than hold to pain. I am weary of this life, Atrox. You have brought me a gift, friend, and I embrace it. Carry out the verdict.” 
 
    “What?” Atrox was incredulous. 
 
    “You were sent to kill me. Isn’t this true?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I am surprised you would take this much time to execute judgment.” 
 
    “In the early days I was rash and reckless. Such things seldom took more than a few minutes.” 
 
    “Interesting.” The scientist scratched his beard thoughtfully. “And why has your approach changed?” 
 
    The Tyrian took a sip of wine. “Each experience is different. Sometimes, such as today, curiosity compels me to linger. I am interested in why the Pope would want someone like you eliminated.” 
 
    “And do such visits as these give you sufficient justification for your actions?” 
 
    “Sometimes,” answered the Tyrian. “But other times, no. I was sent to kill Giordano Bruno, but I chanced to meet and converse with him before I knew his name. I saw nothing about him that was dangerous and I spared his life.” 
 
    “Earlier I mentioned Bruno died at the turn of the century,” said Mäestlin. “Do you know how his last days were spent?” 
 
    “No, I do not,” the Tyrian answered. “I hope the church decided to stop persecuting him.” 
 
    “I wish that were the case. Unfortunately, he was imprisoned for the last seven years of his life and then finally burned at the stake.” 
 
    Atrox’s face clouded and he gazed at the ground, shaking his head. “What a waste. What a terrible waste. He was a kind and brilliant man. It’s not right.” He was quiet for a moment, then stood and downed the rest of his wine.  
 
    “Where are you going?” asked Mäestlin. 
 
    “I am leaving,” the Tyrian announced. “I spared Bruno and the church took him anyway. I am sparing your life … for Bruno’s.” 
 
    “I was serious,” said the astronomer, “when I said I was grateful you had come today. This is an answer to my prayers. I know I will not last another week and those days will be filled with unbearable pain. Give the mercy of your blade.” 
 
    “No.” Atrox set the goblet down and turned to go. 
 
    “How old are you, Atrox?” 
 
    “Seven hundred and forty-five,” he answered, without turning back around. 
 
    “And how many years were you promised?” 
 
    “Seven hundred and seventy.” 
 
    “Twenty-five more years and all your days are gone. A man’s last years pass swiftly. I know this from experience. You spared Bruno. Certainly this was not pleasing to the Pope’s god. Now you propose to spare me. How many times do you think this will be allowed before the rest of your years are simply forfeited, taken from you without warning? How ironic it would be if I outlived you? Give me the mercy I ask for and guarantee your remaining years. Strike me down, now!” 
 
    The room was silent. Finally a sigh. “Very well, Michael Mäestlin. I grant your request. For mercy.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Atrox spun and took a step, his blade slashing in a diagonal downward arc. There was a spray of blood and then silence.  
 
    Another voice silenced. 
 
    The Tyrian turned away again and this time left the room, Mäestlin’s property, and the little town of Tübingen.  
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    Galileo 
 
    Rome: June 22, 1633 AD 
 
      
 
    How often had he come to the gates of the great city? Atrox had lost count. Over these many centuries it had been hundreds of times, to report to the Pope on assignments completed. Sometimes there had been a short respite, some time to linger. But within another few days or weeks he was always summoned to another meeting with the pontiff and sent on yet another errand, promising a quick solution to a problem only Pius Interficientis could solve.  
 
    Now he’d been called again, for a late afternoon audience with Pope Urban VIII. Upon entering the city, however, he’d heard rumors of an ongoing trial being held in the Palace of the Holy Office. The rumors also said the sentencing would be today.  
 
    Such things happened from time to time and did not usually piqué his interest. Today’s events would have been no different, but the accused was of a name he’d heard years ago from the Dominican, Giordano Bruno. The one on trial today was Galileo, and this made him very curious.  
 
    As Atrox approached the Holy See, he marveled at how much had changed over the centuries. The old basilica, having stood in this place for over a thousand years, had finally been torn down. As the centuries passed, he’d seen it gradually fall into ruin and various attempts to repair it over the years had finally given way to the bold idea to start over. So, a new one, far more grand than the old, and also dedicated to St. Peter had been erected. In the large open plaza in front of the new basilica, Caligula’s obelisk still stood. Atrox stopped to take it in but a moment before heading over to the Palace of the Holy Office. 
 
    At the door stood two guards, evidently under orders to turn away those they thought inappropriate. The Tyrian’s attire was rougher than they were used to and they seemed hesitant to let him enter. 
 
    He sighed, made his right hand into a fist and held it out so they could see the gold ring with the onyx inlay, the cross and the P I set into the stone. They might not know exactly what the ring meant, but most of the Vatican guards were aware the one who wore it was a special representative of the Pope and could pretty much come and go as he pleased.  
 
    They let him pass and he made his way into the building. This was not the first time he’d been here, and so he figured the trial would be held in the Hall of Congregations. Striding down the wide hallway he had no time to admire the richly tiled floors or ornately decorated walls. His purpose was singular and his pace now urgent. Reaching the door, it was closed. There were four guards, and none seemed inclined to move aside.  
 
    He could hear someone on the other side of the door speaking in a loud voice. It must have already begun. 
 
    “I am here for the trial of Galileo,” the Tyrian announced. 
 
    “The proceedings are closed,” answered the chief guard. “There are to be no more interruptions.” 
 
    Atrox held up his fist again so the guard could see his ring. The man shrugged. “And this means what to me?” 
 
    Now Atrox was angry, but he simply wanted to get into the trial. Causing a scene with these guards would not get him what he wanted. It was time to drop names. He twisted the ring off and handed it to the chief guard. 
 
    “Take this in and show it to Cardinal Francesco Barberini. I can hear him speaking from here. He will have no problem with allowing me in.” 
 
    “I will not interrupt the trial to show the cardinal your ring.” He handed it back. 
 
    “Then you risk much,” Atrox answered. “This ring identifies me as a personal representative of the Pope and gives me permission and audience even to interrupt Urban VIII in the midst of a meeting. When Cardinal Barberini, the Pope’s nephew, finds out you denied me entrance...” 
 
    Now the chief guard was fuming. Flustered, he turned to his men. “Let him pass.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Atrox nodded, and walked past them, into the Hall of Congregations.  
 
    The sentencing was already in progress. Ten cardinals were in attendance, including Barberini and Bentivoglio. He did not know the others by name, though a few looked familiar. Barberini had finished his remarks and a different cardinal was now talking. 
 
    The Tyrian quietly found a place near the back next to some other spectators and listened to the speaker. 
 
    “...This Holy Tribunal being therefore of intention to proceed against the disorder and mischief thence resulting, which went on increasing to the prejudice of the Holy Faith, by command of His Holiness and of the Most Eminent Lords Cardinals of this supreme and universal Inquisition, the two propositions of the stability of the Sun and the motion of the Earth were by the theological Qualifiers qualified as follows: 
 
    “The proposition that the Sun is the center of the world and does not move from its place is absurd and false philosophically, and formally heretical, because it is expressly contrary to Holy Scripture. The proposition that the Earth is not the center of the world and immovable but that it moves, and also with a diurnal motion, is equally absurd and false philosophically, and theologically considered at least erroneous in faith.” 
 
    Atrox gave a slight glance toward the noblewoman standing to his left, stunning in her appearance, a green gown, reddish hair and pale skin. “Who is the cardinal reading the sentence?” he asked softly. 
 
    She leaned slightly toward him. “Vincenzo Maculani.” 
 
    Atrox nodded, then turned his attention back to watching and listening. Why did they always do this? Instead of accusing Galileo of a single error, of confusing the movement of the sun with the Earth, they insisted on making it two errors. It was only one error. But the church would call it two, to multiply the sin. It would be as ridiculous as if he asked, say... this woman to bring him his sword and she brought his dagger instead. By the church’s warped logic, bringing the wrong weapon was one error and to not bring the correct one was another error. The reasoning was outrageous, and it frustrated him. 
 
    The woman leaned toward him again and smiled. “It seems you are familiar with such things.” 
 
    What? What was she talking about? It was as if she had heard his thoughts, but that could not be. She must have been referring to the procedures they were observing. Atrox turned his gaze back to the trial continuing before them.  
 
    In front of the tribunal the astronomer, Galileo, was wearing the long white shirt of penitence and knelt in front of the group, hands voluntarily held behind his back, head down, displaying the most contrite submission possible while Maculani tore down all the science, all the reason of Galileo’s years of study.  
 
    It must all be cast aside with the scientist’s full agreement, and replaced again with fearful faith. It mattered not what the heavens themselves revealed through Galileo’s invention. Those who enforced the faith, those who would never debase themselves by looking through the lens of a telescope, reiterated yet again the infallible and immovable understanding that the Earth, not the sun, was the center of all creation and that the heavens must reveal themselves only through Holy Scripture. And after that, the accused must be made to understand his offense had been divinely recognized and those assembled here to dispense justice did so with the full approval of God. 
 
    Maculani continued. 
 
    “... Invoking, therefore, the most holy name of our Lord Jesus Christ and of His most glorious Mother, ever Virgin Mary, but this our final sentence, which sitting in judgment, with the counsel and advice of the Reverend Masters of sacred theology and Doctors of both Laws, our assessors, we deliver in these writings, in the cause and causes at present before us between the Magnificent Carlo Sinceri, Doctor of both Laws, Proctor Fiscal of this Holy Office, of the one part, and your Galileo Galilei, the defendant, here present, examined, tried, and confessed as shown above, of the other part— 
 
    “We say, pronounce, sentence, and declare that you, the said Galileo, by reason of the matters adduced in trial, and by you confessed as above, have rendered yourself in the judgment of this Holy Office vehemently suspected of heresy, namely, of having believed and held the doctrine—which is false and contrary to the sacred and divine Scriptures—that the Sun is the center of the world and does not move from east to west and that the Earth moves and is not the center of the world; and that an opinion may be held and defended as probably after it has been declared and defined to be contrary to the Holy Scripture; and that consequently you have incurred all the censures and penalties imposed and promulgated in the sacred canons and other constitutions, general and particular, against such delinquents. From which we are content that you be absolved, provided that, first, with a sincere heart and unfeigned faith, you abjure, curse, and detest before us the aforesaid errors and heresies and every other error and heresy contrary to the Catholic and Apostolic Roman Church in the form to be prescribed by us for you.” 
 
    Maculani finished his reading and sat down. The hall was silent. Atrox again turned to the woman standing next to him.  
 
    “What happens now?” 
 
    “He has the opportunity to recant. Perhaps he may not die.” 
 
    The recantation. The Tyrian knew enough of the Inquisition to realize at this stage of the proceedings the accused was literally begging for his life. The Inquisition wanted to hear Galileo take full responsibility for the sins he committed, hear that he utterly forsook them, repudiated and cursed them. They wanted his heartfelt sorrow, a symbolic rending of his garments, of sitting in sackcloth and ashes; his complete, abject submission. And finally, though he deserved no mercy, that he willingly submitted to whatever righteous judgment this tribunal deemed necessary to save his soul, even though it might be torture or a long and painful death.  
 
    The astronomer raised his hoary gray head and faced his accusers. “I, Galileo, son of the late Vincenzo Galilei, of Florentine, aged seventy years, arraigned personally before this tribunal, and kneeling before you, Most Eminent and Reverend Lord Cardinals, Inquisitors-General against heretical depravity throughout the entire Christian commonwealth, having before my eyes and touching with my hands, the Holy Gospels, swear that I have always believed, do believe, and by God’s help will in the future believe all that is held, preached, and taught by the Holy Catholic and Apostolic Church. But whereas -- after an injunction had been judicially intimated to me by this Holy Office, to the effect that I must altogether abandon the false opinion that the sun is the center of the world and immovable, and that the Earth is not the center of the world, and moves, and that I must not hold, defend, or teach in any way whatsoever, verbally or in writing, the said false doctrine...” 
 
    Atrox could hardly believe his ears. These great discoveries, which direct observation and science had proven as fact were being cast aside by the one who had first beheld them. How could this Christian Bible, with no proof beside itself, defy all evidence of a contrary truth? What was the point? Did the pride of infallibility make ignorance preferable to knowledge? 
 
    “...Therefore, desiring to remove from the minds of your Eminences, and of all faithful Christians, this vehement suspicion, justly conceived against me, with sincere heart and unfeigned faith I abjure, curse, and detest the aforesaid errors and heresies, and generally every other error, heresy, and sect whatsoever contrary to the said Holy Church, and I swear that in the future I will never again say or assert, verbally or in writing, anything that might furnish occasion for a similar suspicion regarding me; but that should I know any heretic, or person suspected of heresy, I will denounce him to this Holy Office, or to the Inquisitor or Ordinary of the place where I may be. Further, I swear and promise to fulfill and observe in their integrity all penances that have been, or that shall be, imposed upon me by this Holy Office. And, in the event of my contravening, (which God forbid) any of these my promises and oaths, I submit myself to all the pains and penalties imposed and promulgated in the sacred canons and other constitutions, general and particular, against such delinquents. So help me God, and these His Holy Gospels, which I touch with my hands.  
 
    “I, the said Galileo Galilei, have abjured, sworn, promised, and bound myself as above; and in witness of the truth thereof I have with my own hand subscribed the present document of my abjuration, and recited it word for word at Rome, in the Convent of Minerva, this twenty-second day of June, 1633.” 
 
    The astronomer was done speaking and the room was silent for several seconds. And then Atrox saw her, Hybris; she who had whispered advice to Pope Innocent III, gliding unseen toward the cardinal, whispering in the ear of Vincenzo Maculani, supporting his words with arrogance and pride. Finally, Maculani nodded. He sat quietly for another moment, turned and motioned to one of the guards. The goddess Hybris faded from Atrox’s view. 
 
    “Take him back to his cell for now, and not through a side door. He must walk by those who have come to see both justice and mercy handed out this day.”  
 
    The guard moved to the defendant’s left side and Galileo stood. Together they walked in front of the tribunal to the side of the hall with the guard on the inside, leaving the astronomer to walk unimpeded past the spectators. The walk was purposefully slow to lengthen the shame. The guard even stopped from time to time so the audience could further disgrace him with shaking heads and downcast eyes.  
 
    Soon they were approaching the back of the hall where Atrox stood. The guard chose that place to pause again and this time Galileo looked up to Atrox. For a moment it seemed as if he wanted to speak but then his eyes were drawn to the noblewoman standing beside the Tyrian. The astronomer’s eyes met hers and then came an almost inaudible whisper only she and Atrox could hear. 
 
    “And yet it moves.” 
 
    The noblewoman gave a slight nod and Atrox saw her lips move in quiet reply, “Yes, it does, Galileo Galilei.” 
 
    The astronomer gave an almost imperceptible smile and moved along. The Tyrian leaned toward the noblewoman again. “He just publicly recanted his beliefs...” 
 
    “And yet, they cannot control his thoughts. He is being recalcitrant; stubborn in the face of authority.” She looked away from the astronomer and back to Atrox. Smiling, she studied his face. “Perhaps you should follow his example.” 
 
    Atrox looked away to the pitiful procession for a moment. 
 
    “Be recalcitrant, Atrox,” her fading whisper came to his ear. 
 
     In surprise he turned back to the noblewoman. But she was gone. As people started moving toward the doorway to exit the building, the trial weighed heavily on his mind.  
 
    He felt melancholy at the injustice done, the inexplicable unfairness of it all, and it left him feeling disoriented and uncertain. Within an hour he was to meet with the Pope and report on past assignments, perhaps receiving new ones. He was in no such mood for this meeting and the noblewoman’s words still echoed in his mind. 
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    Last Meeting 
 
    Rome: June 22, 1633 AD 
 
      
 
    Pope Urban VIII sat behind the table, waiting as the Tyrian approached. Atrox stopped just in front of the desk. 
 
    “Atrox, my friend, please sit.” He motioned to a nearby chair. 
 
    “I will stand.” A pause. “I was at the trial of Galileo Galilei this afternoon.” 
 
    “So I have been told.” The Pope nodded. 
 
    “What do you plan on doing with him? What is his final sentence?” 
 
    The Pope stroked his beard thoughtfully. “I have not yet decided.” 
 
    “Are his crimes really worthy of death?” 
 
    “His science attacks the very foundations of faith. His conclusions contest the Holy Scriptures. The Earth is immovable. It cannot revolve around the sun.” 
 
    “As I have attempted to learn more about this church and its doctrine,” Atrox patiently explained, “I have often been told some scriptures are literal and some are figurative. It appears the meanings may be understood in more than one way. Is it possible the scriptures which support the Earth being immovable are figurative? Perhaps the church has made a mistake here, an error in interpretation.” 
 
    “No,” the Pope’s tone was sharp. “The church does not make mistakes.” 
 
    “Not even once?” 
 
    “Not even once.” 
 
    “Tell me why you sent me to dispatch Michael Mäestlin.” 
 
    “He was Kepler’s teacher. He supported Galileo. His death was a warning to Galileo.” 
 
    “Mäestlin had done nothing worthy of death. He was not even Catholic,” the Tyrian countered. “And his death did not stop Galileo in his work.” 
 
    “That is not for you to judge. Mäestlin was an apostate who supported heretical doctrine. And if his death did not dissuade Galileo, then it shows this astronomer is even more mired in his heresy than we had originally suspected.” 
 
    “The church is not always correct,” said Atrox, his temper rising. “Your predecessor sent me to kill Giordano Bruno. I actually found Bruno, and after conversing with him realized he was not a dangerous man. I let him go.” 
 
    “Then the church did not err, the mistake was yours,” answered the Pope. His tone was smug and condescending. “Deliberately disobeying the Pope is a grave sin. And justice was done with Bruno. He was eventually burned at the stake. These decisions are not yours to make, Atrox, and the Church’s will shall be carried out regardless of your feelings and actions.”  
 
    Enraged at his employer’s attitude, the Tyrian’s fists came crashing down on the ornate table and it broke in half, the pieces falling aside. Startled, the Pope shifted his body and it was apparent some aloofness was gone. Ripping his sword from the sheath Atrox pointed it at the pontiff, the tip inches from his employer’s face. 
 
    “Listen well, Pope Urban. You will not execute Galileo. If that should happen, then I shall come to visit you one last time. And I will break you, even as this table.” 
 
    “Atrox, you are and have always been a servant of the Pope. Rededicate yourself to this calling. Kneel now and kiss my ring.” 
 
    The bold command surprised the Tyrian and he slowly lowered his blade. Atrox knew the gesture was designed to reset the conversation, reassert papal authority, calm him down and demonstrate his commitment to the Pope. But now, he knew it was a ruse, a diversion. He’d been ready to sheath his sword and walk out, but Urban’s demand now had him seething.  
 
    The timing could not have been worse, to ask for submission while he was holding a sword. He’d lowered his gaze, but now, anger made his hand gripped the hilt tightly and he looked up. Just behind Urban’s right shoulder was Hybris, on the left side was Momus. 
 
    “Atrox,” Hybris smiled, “you know he is right. The church will never be wrong on such matters.” 
 
    Momus shook his head sadly. “You know the blame is yours, Atrox. Admit your error.” 
 
    But then to the Tyrian’s right, another familiar figure: Nemesis, face contorted in indignation. 
 
    “Urban insults and demeans you with his request. You have been a faithful servant for hundreds of years. This outrage cannot go unanswered. Strike him down, now!” 
 
    And the Tyrian started to raise his blade, but then a voice came to his mind. 
 
    “You want to kill Urban right now, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes,” Atrox sent his thoughts back in return. 
 
    “You are in love with her,” the pleasing voice continued. 
 
    “What?!” Atrox mentally sent his anger out. 
 
    “You are in love with Vengeance. She has seduced you before. The last time you listened, the consequences brought you terrible pain. Yet her invitations rationalize your fury, they give it purpose. It might be satisfying, but only for a moment. By killing Urban, the promise of long life given so many years ago would be rescinded. Consider the outcome the last time you followed Nemesis’s advice. Your efforts were for naught then, and would be this time as well. Guards would swarm in, far more than you could defeat. You would be dead within minutes. As I’ve taught you before, vengeance is a false idea.” The messenger’s voice was soothing, her message compelling. 
 
    And yet it barely affected his anger. “I don’t care...” 
 
    “And then the church would declare Urban a martyr and make him a saint,” she continued. “Your efforts would have been in vain. What if you could do something right now that would be more difficult for Urban to endure than death? What if being recalcitrant was better than vengeance?” 
 
    Now he was intrigued. Atrox sent thoughts out again. “How?” 
 
    “Sheath your sword. All three of them will vanish. Then I will tell you.” 
 
    Reluctantly the Tyrian complied, and the goddess of retribution faded away, along with Hybris and Momus. Urban was unmoving, as if frozen in time. 
 
    “You can take away his power. Lay bare the source of his false authority, and send ripples of astonishment throughout the church. The faithful will turn away; perhaps not right away, but momentum will build. The power of the papacy will eventually crumble.” 
 
    “Yes,” his thoughts went out again. “Please tell me how.” 
 
    From his peripheral vision, Atrox saw a figure move just past him and focus her attention on the Pope who still seemed frozen in time. He gasped to realize it was the one who he’d seen as the noblewoman at the trial. At that she turned slightly to smile at him and then turned her focus back to the Pope. Atrox could hear, but her words were for Urban. 
 
    “Revel in glory of shallow vanity 
 
    Embrace the pride that courts insanity 
 
    Hold tight to thy own deceit 
 
    To bind opponents that you meet 
 
    And if you search for absolution 
 
    Reach for the sword of retribution 
 
    And while you bask in power there 
 
    Humanity drowns in dark despair 
 
    But know that all the greed you spend 
 
    Must as always meet its end 
 
    And these “virtues” which you hold today 
 
    Will at the very end betray.” 
 
    When finished speaking to Urban, she turned back to Atrox. “Close your eyes.” 
 
    Then the Tyrian felt a liquid warmth, like water pouring upon the top of his head, and it spread, filling his being. In seconds he learned what normal conversation would have taken half an hour to convey. It made him smile. 
 
    And at that, he heard her again. “Speak boldly, Atrox.” She vanished, time reverted to normal, and the Tyrian began. 
 
    “Pope Urban, finally it becomes clear. I understand exactly who you are.” 
 
    Urban chuckled. “Oh please, do tell me what you mean by that ridiculous comment.” 
 
    “I will... Pontifex Maximus.” 
 
    There was a fleeting look of concern, so brief Atrox almost missed it. But then it was gone, replaced with assured smugness. “You are right, that is one of my titles, among many others. It’s not used much anymore, however.” 
 
    “Because it’s been shortened to Pontiff.” Atrox was astonished, he himself listening to the words that came from his mouth. 
 
    “So it has. Very astute of you, for someone who is not among the faithful. What is your point, Atrox?” Urban now looked annoyed. 
 
    “Your office has accumulated numerous titles over the centuries. ‘Bishop of Rome,’ ‘Apostolic Lord,’ ‘Fisher of Men,’ ‘His Holiness,’ ‘Holy Father,’ ‘Vicar of Christ,’ ‘Servant of the servants of God,’ and ‘Supreme Pontiff.’ All of those titles relate directly to Christianity, except for Supreme Pontiff, which ties back to Pontifex Maximus, a title carried forward from ancient Rome. The High Priest of the College of Pontiffs was titled Pontifex Maximus. Literally it means ‘Greatest Bridge Builder,’ and supposedly the Pope kept it as it symbolized one who bridged understanding between god and man. But which god? The ancient Roman religion did not worship the god Christians profess to follow. Most of the altars and places of worship in ancient Rome were dedicated to the Roman god Vulcan. But there was an actual bridge over the Tiber River, enabling priests to easily go from altar to altar. Anciently, Pontifex Maximus was the one who made sure this bridge was well maintained; the greatest bridge builder, ensured easy access to those altars where he, the high priest, supervised sacrifices to Vulcan, a fire god, just like the Canaanite god Moloch. In fact, so much alike are these two, it is easy to see they are the same. Vulcan and Moloch are but two of this god’s names and titles. Like you, this one has many titles; Satan, the Devil, Adversary, Slanderer, Lord of Chaos, Prince of Darkness.  This title you still use, ‘Pontifex Maximus,’ belonged to an ancient religion and a false god. Why would one who professes to lead the faithful to the Son of God refuse to relinquish the title of the one who led people to follow the Father of Lies?”  
 
    The Tyrian let the question hang for a moment, but Urban looked astonished, apparently without words. 
 
    “Because, Pope Urban VIII, you are not who you pretend to be. You, and all those who hold this office, Pontifex Maximus, are the High Priest of the Prince of Darkness.” 
 
    The Tyrian’s face was red. Without waiting for an answer, he continued. “So, if you are telling me to kneel, then you have nothing I want. And while we are talking of rings,” he grabbed his ring finger, twisting off the symbol of Pius Interficientis. “You can have this one back.” He hurled the ring at Urban and it grazed the Pope’s head. And then he spun and strode away, toward two papal guards moving to intercept him.  
 
    “Get out of my way,” Atrox roared.  
 
    “Let him go,” Urban called out to the guards. His voice faded, because, for the moment, he was unable to utter any more than that, simply sitting alone in stunned silence. 
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    Confusion
The Forest: 1633 AD 
 
      
 
    Two hours later found Atrox wandering in the forest, deep in thought, still angry, his thoughts in turmoil. There had been times over the centuries when he had concerns and doubts about assignments given and decisions made by the Pope.  
 
    He’d never had any desire to become Catholic, to take upon himself the rite of baptism. Yet he was in the Church’s employ. His salary had always been generous and it was obvious the promise given him of long life had been granted. These generous considerations made it difficult to become too disagreeable with the Church.  
 
    But the cumulative centuries of papal poor judgment, arrogance, attitudes and recent decisions regarding Bruno, Mäestlin and Galileo had severely tested his loyalty. And then, a messenger, the noblewoman from the trial, somehow had shown the truth of all the things which had been nagging at his mind for years. 
 
    Certainly, by now, word had spread regarding his outburst towards Urban. He’d broken one of the Pope’s tables, hundreds of years old, part of the treasure brought from Constantinople in 1204. In anger he’d threatened the Pope, and though it had been unintentional, his thrown ring had grazed Urban’s head. These actions alone were considered by the Church to be extremely serious offenses. But then, the most grave offense, denying the Pope’s authority and making an accusation of such gravity; that would be considered blasphemy most severe. 
 
    Would the Papal army be looking for him? Would Urban call upon God to dissolve this covenant? Or perhaps the pontiff would simply consider this to simply be an outburst of frustration? This uncharacteristic behavior, in light of 700 years of faithful service might be overlooked. Perhaps Urban thought the Tyrian would cool down, come to his senses and recommit himself to his duties for the remainder of his life. Would he? Atrox was not sure if even he knew the answer to that question. It seemed a lot to ask. 
 
    Somehow, a flash of understanding had come upon him of what the Pope’s office truly was. It came into his mind with such force and surety that he confidently accused Urban without hesitation. But still, in retrospect, it seemed a huge leap.  
 
    He’d long suspected none of the Popes had any special insight or understanding of divine will. Sometimes their actions seemed benevolent, at other times reckless, careless, or simply ignorant. Yet there were often times when the orders and actions of the Pope truly were evil. But were those actions driven by the pettiness of men, the influence of those dark gods and goddesses he’d encountered, or by some being directing even them, one who was the source of all that hate? It was difficult to wrap his head around such concepts. 
 
    But these Popes, they always seemed so certain of their course, and the church’s decisiveness always implied divine direction. And if they truly were somehow following God’s will, how could anyone doubt their actions?  
 
    And still, his mind could not settle on any understanding. The church’s God condemned murder and yet Atrox had been sent on many missions to dispatch fatal judgment on the enemies of the church. If these judgments were right, if they were true, then his assignments could not rightly be called murder. They were simply divine punishments meted out by Pius Interficientis.  
 
    However, if the rush to judgment had been too swift and mistakes made, then he had truly committed murder, all in the name of darkness. And if it were even possible to forsake this false god, what sort of justice and punishment would a true god inflict upon him? Was there a true God, or was this evil the final authority? 
 
    He thought of Bruno and shuddered. There was a case where his own reluctance had been the better course, he was convinced of it. But what of other times? Had the church used him to silence others whose only sins were contrary ideas, such as the sort held by Bruno or Galileo? In those instances had he then committed murder and offended the true God?  
 
    Yet his covenant was still in force, his long life had not been cut short by the God he professed to serve. Anxiety made it difficult to think clearly and his mind seemed to go in circles.  
 
    The sun would be setting in another hour.  
 
    Retrieving his water skin from his horse, Atrox sat on a rock and took a swig. Setting it down, he held up in his hands to contemplate how they had fulfilled the assignments of Popes for so many centuries. Somehow, now there still seemed to be blood on them. But how could that be? It had been weeks since the last time he’d spilled blood. The frightened eyes of the man... he could still see those eyes.  
 
    And then before that, there was Michael Mäestlin, an elderly teacher of Kepler and a supporter of both Copernicus and Galileo. Why did Mäestlin have to die? He was eighty-one years old and although he held ideas similar to the others, how could he have possibly been a threat? As he was given that assignment, the Pope had answered that question as if the Tyrian had no right to even ask it. 
 
    “Because his ideas are a poison, Atrox. I want his death to be an example to others. Perhaps it will cause Galileo to see the error of his ways.” 
 
    But it had not accomplished its purpose. It seemed needless, another waste of life.  
 
    Atrox poured water on the hands that had ended so many lives, rubbing them together, wiping them off and staring again. Still they appeared stained with blood. Somehow it seemed like this had been their permanent color for quite some time, and Atrox could see how that might be the case, considering how many lives he had ended.  
 
    But the justice meted out by the sword these hands had grasped over the last seven hundred years seemed to have done little to stamp out any heresy. And besides, what had Giordano Bruno said about being a heretic? It was simply someone who thought for themselves.  
 
    Confusion and guilt caused a sob to escape him, and then he buried face in his hands and wept. Right now, the dark red color on his skin seemed to be the permanent crimson stain of all those he had killed over the centuries.  
 
    How many had died? How many had there been? There was really no way to know because he had refused to keep track of numbers. But now, considering the span of time, even one a year would give him an awful number of over seven hundred deaths. But the number was far too low. There had never been only one a year. The Popes had a desire that justice be swift and meted out as often as necessary.  
 
    But now, rushing through his mind, the scope of all those sent to an early grave brought a deep numbness, an unfocused turmoil. He couldn’t imagine there had ever been a year when he had dispatched fewer than three of the church’s enemies. The grim total filled him with a dreaded horror. Could it be he had cut down two thousand, three thousand, or even more?  
 
    In frantic desperation he stood, pacing back and forth. in anguish. The Tyrian pulled out his sword and stared at the blade, imagining all the human flesh it had torn asunder, all the fathers it had ripped from their families, husbands taken from wives, all the terror it had inflicted. Throwing his head back, Atrox filled his lungs and let loose a long cry of tortured agony, then flung his sword into the dark woods; never wishing to see it again.  
 
    His mind careened from guilt, to sorrow and then confusion. So many long years, now seemed wasted, wasted. The gravity of his actions crashed upon his mind like waves, further impeding his struggle to understand. His head pounded with pain, throbbing, searing, burning, and he cried out in wretched misery, finally blacked out, falling face first into the dirt.  
 
    “Atrox...” a voice, pushing against the haze and pain. 
 
    “Atrox...” it came again, pleasant, soothing, feminine. “Open your eyes.” 
 
    Lids fluttering open, he obeyed, looking up to see a dark haired woman surrounded by light. Surprised by the sight he managed to bring himself into a sitting position. From such a place he simply stared at her, not knowing what to think of someone so apparently out of place.  
 
    “Hello, Atrox.” She sat down on a nearby rock and faced him. 
 
    “Who are you?” he asked. 
 
    “My name is Nora, and I am messenger of God.” 
 
    Those words frightened him, for he feared punishment for shirking his duties and avoiding the Pope. Remembering he’d thrown his sword into the bushes, he considered the dagger on his belt. He was far larger than this... messenger, and if she threatened him, perhaps with the help of his dagger, he could defend himself. 
 
    Nora smirked, and then laughed out loud. “Oh Atrox, I am not here to smite you with punishment. And let me assure you, even with your size and your dagger, you could not overpower me.” 
 
    She seemed overly confident and completely at ease. But centuries of practice also gave him confidence in his abilities to counter any threat, or even strike first if need be. 
 
    The messenger’s eyes flashed momentarily. “Would you care to try?” 
 
    But curiosity won over fear and he stayed seated on the ground, his muscles relaxing; letting his guard down. He shook his head. “Why are you here, Nora?” 
 
    “I have things to tell you and show you. And after I leave, another messenger, another angel will visit you. Atrox, the burden of all your accumulative deeds has finally brought you to this point.” 
 
    “Nora, all I have done to help the church stamp out heresy, it was meant to be a good cause. I have made a covenant, been given many years of life if I would do this for the church...” 
 
    “I know,” she nodded. 
 
    “I have kept my part, but I am in turmoil. Earlier today, my anger took me to a place where I was ready to strike down Pope Urban. But then the words of a messenger flooded my mind, and I delivered to him a rebuke so damning it left him speechless. My mind understands the words I uttered, but my heart cannot yet reconcile these things. How could I be so deceived? My intent was to be loyal to a good cause, but there has been so much blood, so much death...” 
 
    “I know,” she said again. “But let me reassure you, those words that came to your mind were true. You have made a pact with the Father of Lies. Consider this; in the seven hundred years you’ve held this assignment, a quarter of all the Popes you’ve served have come from just ten families. Dozens of cardinals have come from these same families. Does it really make sense this is about anything more than power? You have been a servant of the Roman Empire.” 
 
    “I was of the understanding the Western Roman Empire broke up almost five hundred years before I was born.” 
 
    “This is but another lie, Atrox. The Roman Empire continues. Its emperors just have new titles. Now they are called Popes.” 
 
    “You say you are a messenger, Nora...” 
 
    “Atrox, I follow the God of Love. The God I serve, the true God, would never make such a covenant, or make such demands of you.” 
 
    He was silent for a moment, head down, looking at the ground. 
 
    “Many years ago, you brought the purple back to Rome. Why did the church want that color?” 
 
    “It is the color of nobility, of royalty,” he said. “The church wanted that color as well.” 
 
     “Yes. Tyrian purple is the color of royalty and the church wanted it. Why? As chief guard where the dye was made, you know the story. All other colors of dye were common, readily available to anyone. But purple was rare. It was expensive to produce, more valuable than gold. And so, it became the exclusive domain of the powerful. Saltwater snails off the coast of Tyre, that was the only way to make this unique color. You were familiar with the process. Each crushed snail yielded only a few precious drops of color. And this coveted tincture of status, this Tyrian purple, desired by kings and cardinals, Popes and princes, is the color of power. All colors have their beauty, but for now, this one identifies those who seek control over the hearts of men. It is a color of warning to humanity.” 
 
    The Tyrian looked stunned. “I never thought of it that way. But you are right.” 
 
    “Purple is an unusual color. Its presence in nature is minimal. A few flowers, even fewer animals wear this hue. You might catch a glimpse of it in a butterfly wing. It is also found in the precious stone you call amethyst. Because this color is seldom seen, when people do notice it, they are drawn to it. And those in power know that, and so they wear it. Someday it will be more common and will lose some of its novelty. Purple is similar to another color you see even less often – violet. Yet purple is a dye, a blend of blue and red. Violet has no red, it’s simply a color of light deeper and more filled with energy than blue. It illuminates, enlightens and inspires love and truth. All these years, your spirit was seeking violet, but you settled for purple.”  
 
    More silence and then he cleared his throat. “I was at the trial of Galileo today.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “I did nothing to help him, even though I knew his words were true.” 
 
    “It was not the time or place for such action,” Nora patiently explained. 
 
    “You don’t understand,” the Tyrian cut in. “Giordano Bruno believed these truths and I could not save him. Michael Mäestlin believed these truths and I personally cut him down. I ended his life. And now Galileo has been silenced. The church has buried this truth and the astronomers who taught it. And I helped them do it.” 
 
    Nora smiled. “The truth cannot be kept hidden, Atrox. Enlightened minds will bring forth the truth over and over again until it cannot be denied.” She paused. “Over seventeen hundred years ago, by divine assignment, I gave instructions to a young man in Greece to construct a device that showed the correct motion of the planets around the sun. He built it and his family protected it for hundreds of years from those who did not want the truth known.” 
 
    “Does it still exist?” Atrox looked hopeful. 
 
    “It does. It sits safely amidst a shipwreck at the bottom of the Aegean Sea. In a little over 250 years it will be rediscovered and the world will know even the ancients possessed this truth.” 
 
    Atrox nodded. 
 
    “The Pope ordered you to dispatch Bruno, but you did not and he lived nine years longer. In those nine years, Bruno met and taught people who grasped hold of his ideas with enthusiasm. And they reached out to still others with these ideas. And for now, these truths hide smoldering in the shadows, but the time will come when they will blaze forth and will not be contained by those in power. Your defiance of the order to kill Bruno that day was an act of great importance.  
 
    “And earlier today, when you defied Pope Urban and revealed to him all the truths of who he really was; those words were overheard by two guards, two nuns and a priest who were eavesdropping on the conversation. And the Pope does not know they were listening, so he has no impetus to threaten, or as he would say, ‘correct’ them. Yet, even now, those five relive that conversation over and over. They rehearse your accusations and are astonished that there was no denial by the accused. Those words, your words, have set up a great contradiction in their hearts and minds. Two of those five will be too frightened to embrace these truths. They will piously repent and kneel at their bedsides trembling, fearfully asking their god for forgiveness for doubting or even listening to your accusations. And in the end, their terror will compel them to suffocate and cast out these truths.  
 
    “But the other three will quietly ponder your words. They will be willing to weigh them and consider them in light of what they already know. And they will resolve this great turmoil of contradiction in quite a different way. Finally arriving at a crossroads of decision, they will turn from tradition and submission and embrace truth. They will cast off error and be free, as all were intended to be.” 
 
    “Nora, I am just a man. I have no power to break this church.” 
 
    “I agree. You are not here to break the church. Atrox, you are here to break the lie. Though you do not yet realize it, you have struck this lie, this pillar of the Church’s authority, such a forceful blow it is now fatally cracked. And though that crack is not yet visible, the damage cannot be repaired and someday this lie will shatter and crumble. And all will be astonished.” 
 
    She stood and motioned him to do likewise. Puzzled, he slowly got to his feet. 
 
    “Are we … going somewhere?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes, Atrox, it is time to bring your heart to the place your mind already knows.” 
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    The Massacre at Acre 
 
    The Kingdom of Jerusalem: 1191AD 
 
      
 
    There was a brilliant flash of white light and then they were standing in the dark, on the edge of an encampment of soldiers. 
 
    “This is Acre,” explained Nora, “in the Kingdom of Jerusalem, four hundred and forty-two years ago. You were in Jerusalem at the end of the first crusade and in Rome right after the fourth. This is the third crusade.” 
 
    “How many crusades were there?” he asked. 
 
    “There were forty-three in all. Most were not numbered, but together they spanned centuries. So many lives lost... so much destruction of knowledge and culture. All were a futile waste.” 
 
    “Why are we here, Nora?”  
 
    “I want you to see how these events unfolded. I tried to be an influence for good here, but it did not go as I hoped. We are here to speak to Leo of Armenia, one of the leaders in this crusade. Stay by my side. He will not be able to see you, just me.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    Blood, shrill screams, red rivulets running down a hill. Swords, clubs... horrified men, women and children frantically blocking weapons with arms... 
 
    He woke up in a cold sweat from the dream, sitting upright in his bed. The sky told him it was an hour from dawn and stepping from his tent, Leo walked away from the encampment, finding a rock to sit upon. 
 
    The terror faded from his mind, but still he was shaking from the nightmare. Looking down at his hands, they were trembling. 
 
    “This was the third time you have had that nightmare, Leo of Armenia.” 
 
    Startled by the feminine voice he looked up, to see someone in the darkness, glowing faintly with light. Her hair was dark, her skin pale and her body was iridescent. She seemed somehow dressed in light. 
 
    “I am Nora,” she answered the unasked question, “and I am a messenger.” 
 
    “An angel, then?” Leo replied. “Why do I have this dream, Nora?” 
 
    “Because,” she walked closer until she was standing only about six feet away, “You have the opportunity to help keep this nightmare from becoming a reality.” 
 
    “Who am I that I might prevent this?” 
 
    “You are a well-respected commander of the Third Crusade and Richard the Lionheart listens to your advice. Leo, the Crusaders won the battle at Acre, and because of this Richard makes great demands upon the Sultan Saladin.” 
 
    “As well he should…” 
 
    “Leo, for victory, Richard proposes releasing 2700 Saracen prisoners. He wants 1600 Christian prisoners released in return. This is reasonable, but he also demands 200,000 gold pieces.” 
 
    “A great cost was incurred to liberate the Holy Land, and we offer back a far greater number of prisoners in the exchange. The cause is just, the expense is valid. Nora, we fight on God’s behalf, for Christianity. It sounds as if you sympathize with the Saracens. Whose side are you on?” 
 
    Her eyes flashed. “I am on humanity’s side, you deluded man. I am on the side that would have peace without bloodshed. This is just one of many crusades. There will be far too many more. And what have you learned? That all bleed red, whether friend or foe, soldier or civilian, man, woman or child. That the altar of sacrifice drowns in the life blood of the fallen? But it is never enough. Because you cannot kill someone else’s hate. Only they can extinguish it.” She took a deep breath and continued. 
 
    “Leo, it would require over 100 camels to carry the gold Richard demands.” 
 
    “A just payment then,” Leo nodded.  
 
    “That much gold could pay for all the goods Armenia could make for over five years. If you were forced to gather 200,000 gold pieces on behalf of your country, how easy do you think it would be?” 
 
    “Not very easy...” he conceded. 
 
    “It must be just as difficult and time consuming for Saladin.” The angel sighed. “Richard also demands the return of the True Cross.” 
 
    “As well he should. It was in our possession and Saladin took it only because he knows how much it means to us. It means nothing to him.” 
 
    “How much of the cross do you think he has?” 
 
    “Well, all of it... most of it anyway. I understand some of the pieces have been sent to different Christian churches.” 
 
    “How much has been sent away? Do you know?” 
 
    “Well, no, I don’t...” 
 
    “Does anyone know?” 
 
    “Nora, why do you ask me such things?” 
 
    “My point, Leo, is even if Saladin actually has the True Cross, he does not have all of it. And no matter how much of it he brings back, some nobleman will say he did not return all that was in his possession, that he kept part of it for future bargaining. This is a difficult negotiation that cannot be verified. Richard will feel Saladin has not fulfilled his demands and the egos of two powerful men will endanger the lives of 2700 Saracen and 1600 Christian hostages.” 
 
    The Armenian was silent, seemingly lost in thought. 
 
    “Leo, why are you here?” 
 
    “To liberate the land from Saracens and return it back to Christianity.” 
 
    “Why? Is this action essential to your faith?” 
 
    “The Pope said...” 
 
    “Leo, a messenger of the true God is telling you - the Christians cannot win. There will be more crusades, but in the end the Saracens will still hold this land. And it has absolutely nothing to do with you being worthy or unworthy.” 
 
    “Why does God not help us?” 
 
    “Because land does not matter, nor does possessing the True Cross. Yet both sides are willing to spill the blood of thousands more because they do not believe these truths.” 
 
    “God promised this land to his people.” 
 
    “And who were those people?” 
 
    “The Jews.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    The crusader commander scowled. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Wasn’t this land promised to all twelve tribes of Israel?” Nora asked. 
 
    “Well...yes, it was.” 
 
    “Where are those other eleven tribes, Leo? Where are Reuben, Simeon, Levi, Asher, Naphtali, Issachar, Zebulon, Dan, Gad, Joseph, and Benjamin?” 
 
    “I... I do not know.”  
 
    “Did he make this promise in the Old Testament or the New?” 
 
    “The Old.” 
 
    “Do you profess to follow the Son of God?” 
 
    “I do,” answered Leo. 
 
    “What did he tell you about the Old Law?” 
 
    “It is dead.” 
 
    “Did he ever promise this land to his disciples?” the messenger inquired. 
 
    “No, not that I recall.” 
 
    “Even if the promise to Israel was still valid, in spite of eleven missing tribes, why do Christians now fight for the land?” 
 
    “To have free access, that we may come here to worship.” 
 
    “Will you win the land and give it back to the Jews?” 
 
    The crusader commander was silent. 
 
    “It is wise of you not to defend that point, considering how poorly the church has treated the Jews. Leo, this land has belonged to the Canaanites, to Israel, the Babylonians, the Persians, Macedonians, Egyptians, and Romans. For a few years the Jews won it back. And then the Romans crushed that rebellion. After that, the Byzantines, for a very brief period, and then the Saracens. Jerusalem is at the crossroads of all the great empires. It has been attacked and won so many times. Compared to all the other conquerors, Christians have the least time invested here. Your supply lines are too long from your base and you simply cannot hold this land. This coveted place has few good harbors, little fresh water, barely any forests, and almost no other resources. It is merely a place on the way to every other place. The only notable attraction is Jerusalem, a city originally built by the Canaanites and now claimed by three religions, whose adherents are willing to fight to the death to keep it. You all worship a god who says this wasted land is promised to his chosen people. What a poor gift to give to the chosen. Your god holds you in so little regard to insult you with such a gift. And so I ask you again, Leo. Why are you here?” 
 
    He gazed at the ground, shook his head and looked back up. “Nora, what would you have me do?” 
 
    “Give counsel to Richard that would soften his heart on these demands; help find a compromise to satisfy the egos of these two angry men and save the lives of forty-three hundred innocent people.” 
 
    “But Nora, are you not a messenger of the God you now disparage?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I am not. I am the messenger who brings you a message of peace, the same brought by the one who called himself the Son of Man. Will you try to influence Richard?” 
 
    Leo looked off into the eastern sky, now illuminated by pale light, and sighed. “I will do my best.” 
 
    The commander rose and walked away. 
 
    “Will he be successful?” Atrox asked. 
 
    “He will indeed do his best. But Richard has a heart hardened by pride.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    A week later, Leo of Armenia met with the Lionheart. The words of an angel had given him a moral imperative. And now, late in the evening that meeting was winding down, with both men frustrated. Nora and Atrox stood on the sidelines, observing and invisible. 
 
    “Leo, many times you have given me wise counsel and so I am always eager to hear your ideas. I concede I will have to accept back less than the entire True Cross. As long as Saladin brings back a significant portion, that will have to suffice. It pains me to make this concession, but because I do, I will not bend on the other one. He must pay the entire 200,000 pieces of gold.” 
 
    “Did he not make the first payment and deliver some of the prisoners today?” 
 
    “He did, but the man is stalling. He brought some of the prisoners, but only a few of the nobles. I rejected the offer.” 
 
    “You turned away his partial payment and the prisoners he brought?” Leo was incredulous. 
 
    “Yes. The victors declare the terms of surrender, not the vanquished. However, I will acknowledge your petition in the spirit of saving the lives of the prisoners on both sides. I give him one more week. And that will be the end of my patience.” 
 
    “That is generous, Richard, but what if...” 
 
    “I am weary of being worn down, Leo. That is the final offer. Make sure this message is delivered to Saladin tomorrow. He has until the end of the day on the 19th.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    August 20, 1191AD 
 
    It was an hour after dawn. Nora and Atrox stood atop a nearby hill, watching Richard and a few of the crusader commanders marching up to the same vantage point.  
 
    Behind them were the 2700 prisoners, directed by one hundred or so knights. Behind that, out of view of the Saracens, was the rest of the crusader army.  
 
    “Nora,” asked Atrox, “What are they doing?” 
 
    The angel slowly shook her head. “This is Richard’s ultimatum; the final play to get his demands met.” 
 
    The entourage reached the top of the large hill, stopping only yards away from Atrox and Nora. 
 
    “Do not concern yourself,” she said. “They cannot see us.” 
 
    Perhaps five hundred yards distant was the vanguard of the Saracen army. Richard turned to one of his knights. “Take this message - the final deadline was yesterday and that has passed. We require all of the prisoners, all of the gold, and True Cross right now.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Highness,” the knight nodded, mounting a horse and trotting toward the enemy army, carrying a flag of truce. 
 
    Richard turned to one of his commanders. “Go tell the troops to make ready to defend themselves when Saladin orders an attack.” 
 
    The captain nodded solemnly, made his way past the frightened prisoners and down the hill.  
 
    Leo of Armenia stepped forward. “Richard, why are we preparing for an attack?” 
 
    “A precaution,” answered the Lionheart.  
 
    Now the mounted knight was halfway between the two armies. He stopped, met by one of Saladin’s men. There was a brief conversation and the knight galloped back to his liege. The breathless rider shortly made his way to the top of the hill. 
 
    “What news?” asked Richard. 
 
    “He said Saladin realizes you have been generous in allowing him extra time. He also realizes the final deadline has passed. He promises to deliver all you require today, before sunset.” 
 
    Now Richard looked furious. “The lying bastard... no matter how dire the circumstances he vexes me with his stalling.” 
 
    The king stomped about twenty feet closer to where the downward slope of the hill began and faced the opposing army. “I want my fucking gold, now!! All of it, right now!” he bellowed. Spinning back around, he paced, cursing under his breath, wildly looking around. 
 
    Atrox gasped. “Nora, Richard is going to kill all of the Muslim hostages...” 
 
    She nodded, a tear rolling down her cheek. “Yes, he is.” 
 
    “You have to stop him. Saladin will then kill all the Christian hostages.” 
 
    “Atrox, there is no way to stop this. It happened over 400 years ago.” 
 
    “Nora,” asked Atrox, “who are those beings surrounding Richard? They look familiar.” 
 
    “They are messengers of the Father of Lies; the god you follow, Atrox. You and I are the only ones who can see them. They have plagued you all through the years and finally even during your conversation with Pope Urban. The one whispering in his ear right now is Apate. And there is Hybris, at his other ear. Nemesis, swirls about him, screaming her fury, crying for vengeance. This is their element, their purpose to inflame the emotions of men, causing them to act irrationally, fearfully, hatefully. Blame is here, absolving Richard of all guilt, giving indignation to the perceived fault of Saladin. And see over there, Oisyz, on the brink of spreading misery and despair. She hovers about the prisoners, pouring out anguish and worry, anticipating the desolation the others are inciting.” 
 
    ‘“They are driving Richard mad with rage,” cried Atrox. “His agitation knows no bounds.” 
 
    “And both Richard and Saladin follow the same god as these messengers serve, the one you have served.” 
 
    “What? Why would a god pit the armies of two of his followers against each other?” 
 
    “Because he cares not who wins. He is like a cruel parent, telling each of his children they are his favorite. This pits siblings into a rivalry to gain love and favor. Friendly competition turns to bitterness and hatred, and the sadistic parent continues to heap praise on each and none of them knows of the duplicity. He calls himself Yahweh to the Jews, Jehovah to the Christians and Allah to the Muslims. He is not only the Father of Lies, but also of Vengeance, Pride, Blame, Misery, Strife and Doom. He is the Lord of Chaos, seeking to control all through fear and submission.” 
 
    The messenger pointed. “Look at the space between the two armies, the roiling darkness resembling a storm tossed sea.” 
 
    The Tyrian gazed at the open plain, mouth hanging open. A Cimmerian wind, unseen by the forces opposing each other, swirled and boiled, its waves crashing down simultaneously on both armies. And in the mists above the waves, a half-naked, dark angel stalked and spun through the miasma, black hair billowing in the shadowy hurricane, howling her fury. 
 
    “You have met Eris,” explained Nora. “Now see, she is visible in all her glory, proudly proclaiming strife and discord, further inciting the conflict. And then once it begins, her maelstrom of anarchy multiplies the carnage. And Doom is at her side, giving all a glimpse of the dread and gloom which awaits them. Lies and vengeance, pride and blame, misery, strife and doom... these are the engines of war. In a few moments everyone on the battlefield will embrace the seductions of these archons, these angels of Babylon. Madness and bloodlust will reign as each side fights to please their own god, seeking divine favor of the one they follow.” 
 
    Now Richard was standing amongst his commanders. “We are done here,” he seethed.  
 
    He randomly reached out, grabbing a young Muslim girl by her long dark hair. Her terrified parents immediately broke into pleading and sobbing. Ignoring them, the king dragged her over to where the Saracen army could see them more clearly and threw the weeping girl to the ground. 
 
    The prisoners were watching Richard in terror. Many were sobbing. Oisyz was pacing, frantic. And now her mouth gaped open, her gaze fixed, an eerie wail of pain roiling from her lips, encompassing all those on the hill top.  
 
    Leo of Armenia had a look of horror on his face as he watched Richard pull his sword from the sheath and raise it, gazing out over the plain at Saladin’s waiting army. Reaching down again, he grabbed the girl’s hair and dragged her to a large flat rock at the top of the hill, that he might be better seen by the Saracens. 
 
    The Lionheart might not be able to force them to comply with his terms, but he would have the last word. Today, sixteen hundred Christians would die. But for that, it would cost Saladin twenty-seven hundred. And that lopsided death toll would have to be counted as a victory. The knight who spoke Arabic, not knowing what else to do, followed the king to the top of the mount. 
 
    Richard threw down the girl again. “Tell her to kneel and look at the ground.” 
 
    The knight repeated the command in Arabic and the sobbing girl complied. 
 
    “Oh...no, no, no….” cried Atrox. “Nora...” 
 
    “I know,” she nodded, tears running down her face.  
 
     “Please,” pleaded Atrox. “No more death, or vengeance, or murder for pride or money or power. No more, no more.” 
 
    “Translate these words to the prisoners,” Richard demanded. “Over two thousand years ago, Abraham stood upon such a rock, prepared to make a sacrifice to prove his faithfulness.” 
 
    The knight translated the words to Arabic. 
 
    “But this time, there is no angelic messenger standing by.” 
 
    “Oh Richard,” Nora replied softly, “you are so very wrong.” 
 
    “This time,” the Crusader commander called out, “there is no ram with horns caught in the thicket, provided to be the sacrifice, in order to save the child,” 
 
    The knight was dumbfounded, realizing the inevitable outcome of what was happening. 
 
    The Lionheart glared at him. “Say it,” he raged. 
 
    And the prisoners heard the fateful words in their own tongue. 
 
    On his knees now, his face was buried in his hands, the horrible realization dawning on the Tyrian. 
 
    “This has been my life, this has been my life...” 
 
    Richard took one last look back to his commanders. “At my signal, do likewise to all the prisoners. And then prepare for a Saracen attack.”  
 
    “Richard, for the love of God,” Leo cried. 
 
    The king smiled strangely. “Yes, Leo, for the love of God.” 
 
    The sword sliced through the air. Blood sprayed, the sobbing ceased, the girl’s body fell over and was still. And then blood, shrill screams, red rivulets running down the hill. Shouting, swords, clubs... horrified men, women and children frantically blocking weapons with arms, but to no avail. 
 
    Vengeance hurled herself into the Saracen army, furiously demanding retribution. Saladin’s soldiers slaughtered all the Christian hostages and then charged the Crusader army with all his might. But at the end of the day, the only victor was Misery. 
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    The Rubicon 
 
    The Forest: 1633 AD 
 
      
 
    Another flash of white light and they were back in the forest. 
 
    Stunned, Atrox looked around. 
 
    “As you suspected, the papal army was looking for you. I brought you farther north, to this wooded place, on the shores of this river.” 
 
    The Tyrian’s eyes were now downcast. 
 
    “Please talk to me, Atrox.” 
 
    He looked up from the ground.  
 
    “Nora, I can no longer silence heretics on behalf of the church. I will not. Yet it puts me at a crossroads of two terrible choices. I know the one I have served will not take kindly to know this. The church makes it quite apparent what the punishments of the wicked will be, for all eternity. If I will not strike down enemies of the church as a divine assignment, these deaths will be counted against me as sins, and the enormity of their burden consigns me forever to the endless torments of fire. I am doomed. I am forsaken, eternally damned... and yet I will no longer follow The Father of Lies...” 
 
    His head bowed, his body shook from silent sobbing. Tears fell from his cheeks onto the ground. After a moment, the angel’s soft voice came to him again. “Atrox.”  
 
    He shook his head but would not look up. “No. I am not worthy to look upon a messenger of the true God. I must surely be filled with darkness.” 
 
    “Atrox, you are surrounded by light. There is no darkness here.” 
 
    But still he sobbed and would not return her gaze. 
 
    She reached out, taking his hands in hers. “Atrox... you are falling into despair. And I know an angel once rescued you from misery and despair.” 
 
    “She spoke to me of hope. But this is a day without hope.” 
 
    “But you wisely told Oizys sometimes grief and sorrow are needed to bring you back to hope. Atrox, grief and sorrow can be Light’s most gentle gifts.” 
 
    A deep breath then to stop the sobbing and he raised his head again.  
 
    She smiled, looked into his red eyes and began. “Atrox, let me tell you about my journey to the mountain...” 
 
      
 
      
 
    He awoke as if from a dream, still sitting on the ground. A messenger, an angel, had visited him, explained many things to him and cleared up some of his misunderstandings.  
 
    She had brought the inspiration of his mind and the understanding of heart together. He did not remember the conversation ending, but now she was gone. Yet she said another would come to talk to him. And now, there was a bright light and another was coming toward him, a woman with red hair, bathed in white light.  
 
    Something was familiar about her. And she sat down on a rock next to him. 
 
    “I saw you earlier today,” he said. “You were at Galileo’s trial.” 
 
    “I am Hania. And yes, I was there, for two reasons,” she answered. 
 
    “What reasons?” 
 
    “First of all, I was there for Galileo.” 
 
    “But you are an angel. You did nothing to help him. He was publicly humiliated for discovering truth that contradicted the church.” 
 
    “He had something very important to say after he was condemned. And I was there to be a witness to that. The other reason I was at Galileo’s trial was for you.” 
 
    “For me?” 
 
    “Yes, remember what I told you? Be recalcitrant.” 
 
    “I tried to take your advice when I met with Pope Urban.” 
 
    She chuckled. “Yes, and you did quite well. There is nothing wrong with loyalty, Atrox, but blind loyalty is dangerous. And any authority men presume to have must always be open to honest criticism.” 
 
    The Tyrian nodded. 
 
    Hania smiled. “Atrox, my friend, I know you have been granted unnaturally long life. And so when you step into battle, you are fearless.” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “And yet this is not true.” 
 
    “You are wrong. I fear nothing.” 
 
    “You fear death. Seven-hundred forty-seven years behind you and twenty-three more unspent, and yet the end fills you with a dark terror, especially now, after the things you’ve learned today.” 
 
    Looking for a moment as if he might speak, instead he stared at the ground, seemingly lost in thought. Slowly he nodded. 
 
     “You were told this great span of years was a gift, but that is a lie. As Nora told you, the one who granted them to you is the Father of All Lies. You’ve lost four wives to old age and death. Any friends you have ever made have long since left this life. And still you remain, shunning love and friendship for fear of loss, wandering the Earth in gloomy loneliness, earning your mortality by ending that of others. The only thing you have left is your dwindling tally of days. Anyone else would look upon those remaining years with envy, but your heart feels only panic and pain.” 
 
    She saw sadness wash over him, and tears stream down his face. Slowly the Tyrian knelt, overcome with grief.  
 
    “Atrox, it is neither the church’s right nor yours to take the life of another.” 
 
    He slowly nodded, head bowing even deeper in humility. 
 
    Her expression softened a bit. “It is not your destiny to kneel.” 
 
    Atrox raised his chin slightly. She motioned for him to stand. 
 
    “I will sit.” He wiped his eyes and moved back to the rock. 
 
    The corner of her mouth turned up in a slight smile; always his way. “As you wish.” 
 
    He took another breath to calm his voice. “Galileo was condemned for a truth he’d learned from the heavens, a truth which shows the church is not infallible. It brings me great anguish to know I have assisted the church in this, helping them extinguish this truth by ending the life of Mäestlin.” 
 
    “Yes,” she replied, “But as Nora said, you spared the life of Bruno, and this allowed him a few more years to spread truth. Do you recall hundreds of years ago, on a night you could not sleep, you went outside into the darkness and saw a new light in the sky?” 
 
    “Yes... it was you who stood behind me in the darkness and explained.” 
 
    “It was. Do you remember what I told you? Years from now, when the words of men bring confusion, remember back to this moment when you saw a new light in the sky, and heard that simple truths can come from places other than the minds of men seeking power.” 
 
    “I remember. And you called the bright star... Crab…something.” 
 
    “The Crab Nebula. It has since faded and been forgotten, and it will be with a form of Galileo’s telescope it is found again, but still not for over one hundred more years. Atrox, truth may be suppressed for a time, but it cannot be silenced or destroyed. Two thousand years ago, a Greek philosopher named Philolaus boldly stated his belief that the wanderers and the Earth traveled around the sun. There had been others before that, but their words were not recorded. And Philolaus influenced Aristarchus of Samos, who lived about 150 years later and again proclaimed this truth. After that it was forgotten again. But as Nora told you, she brought this back to Theodoros, who built a device he called the Gears of Uriel, a machine which confirmed the same truth. Theodoros handed this machine down through his family for hundreds of years until it finally came to a Catholic priest named Paschal. Paschal gave his life to protect the gears, dropping them into the sea, to keep them away from the church.” 
 
    “And she said they would be found again,” he said.  
 
    The messenger nodded her head. “Yes, they will. And besides this, another astronomer and philosopher named Hypatia, living in Alexandria, Egypt, just a few years after Paschal, rediscovered this very truth yet again. But she lived during a time of great turmoil in Alexandria. Paganism was fading and Christianity was asserting itself. And the Jews were also a part of this strife. Being one of the leading citizens of the city, and well respected, she attempted to mediate the crisis. But there was no way to calm this religious turmoil. She was killed and the last vestiges of the Library of Alexandria were destroyed.” 
 
    “Your story brings me no cheer, Hania.” 
 
    “Oh, Atrox, there is so much more, do not lose heart. Just over one hundred years ago Copernicus rediscovered this truth. This time it was embraced by Kepler, Mäestlin and Galileo. As of today, Copernicus, Kepler and Mäestlin are dead, and Galileo has been silenced. But do not despair. Truth has broken free of the darkness. It will not be forgotten again. Truth will never bow to power. Do you know what Nora’s name means?” 
 
    The Tyrian shook his head. 
 
    “It means ‘Woman of Light.’ As she told you, she walked away from that light for a while. But she fought her way through many trials to return to the light. She was given a new name, one of great honor; ‘Arsa Mari Nora, Light of Heavenly Truth.’ Do you also remember what Nuray told you before she left this life? ‘Ask your angels, they will tell you true.’ That is why Nora came to you and that is why I am here, Atrox. Truth has spoken to you. And truth is breaking free of darkness.” 
 
    He nodded. “And what does your name mean, Hania?” 
 
    She smiled. “‘Hania Orosimo,’ it is of Greek origin and means ‘A landmark of peace and happiness.’ It speaks of my purpose for being here, to bring you to a place of peace amidst all the turmoil you have been experiencing. Atrox, this god you serve does not bless or reward. His gifts and blessings are anguish, pain, and fear. The existence you’ve been granted has done nothing but multiply your burdens. You may see Galileo as a prisoner, yet you are the one in bondage.” 
 
    “Bondage?” He was stunned. 
 
    “Yes, and if you would be free of bondage, there is one last pain to endure.” 
 
    “What is this final pain, Hania?” 
 
    “You must break the shackles that hold you captive.” 
 
    He was quiet, looking back at the ground, finally clearing his throat. “As I was contemplating the horror of all those lives I have taken I was filled with a terrible bitterness, a great sadness for my selfishness. The blood of others has truly been the payment for all my years. I have purchased those years with a currency not mine to give. Surely my span of years meant I had divine approval, and yet there is no joy, no anticipation of eternal reward, only sadness, dread and fear, because I have learned the god I followed gives no rewards.”  
 
    His eyes met hers. “And then, in the midst of my sadness Nora came to me, and told me of her journey back to light. Her story gave me hope, hope to change.” Turning away, he focused his attention to the right, eyes scanning the distance.  
 
    “I’m glad you had that experience,” Hania nodded. 
 
    “You are right, Hania, fear has held me hostage.” He looked back to the angel. “There are yet twenty-three years still promised to me, but I refuse to accept them. I do now break the covenant. I break the shackles.” He cast his eyes around as if looking for the god he was forsaking.  
 
    “You, the author of all lies, by all the names and titles you hold, I break your covenant,” he called out. “I refute this vow for all eternity. You no longer hold my body or my spirit captive. Your promises are worthless. They bring only pain and suffering and I utterly reject them. I utterly reject you.” 
 
    “You have just taken a very important first step,” the angel said. “While it is yet night, you probably wouldn’t recognize this place where we are now, where Nora brought you, away from the papal army pursuing you. But you have been here before.” 
 
    He shook his head. “It does not look familiar.” 
 
    “This is the south shore of the Rubicon. Over 1600 years ago, Julius Caesar made a fateful decision to bring a legion of Roman soldiers across this river. When he crossed the Rubicon, his point of no return, he had decided his destiny.”  
 
    Atrox again looked intently off to his right for a moment, and then down at his hands. “Then it is good to be here, in this place. I have many things to answer for, Hania, the terrible things these hands have done in the name of a false god, are unbearable to me. Today I pass my own point of no return. I am ready to face the consequences, to accept my destiny. I am even ready to face Samael.” 
 
    “Oh Atrox, that is just another lie to terrify you into submission. There is no dark and terrible being waiting to drag you across death’s threshold. When it is time for you to go, an angel of light will take you home.” 
 
    The Tyrian nodded. “Thank you for that reassurance, Hania. It sounds wonderful.” He sighed. “I had hoped to find my Nuray yet one more time before I died. Another regret of my life.” 
 
    “If you wish you can come back, even as Nuray has. You will find each other again in another life.” 
 
    “Your God is much kinder than the one I followed.” 
 
    “You have no idea,” she answered. “And my God is now yours as well.” 
 
    He held up his hands, excitement in his voice. “Look. They are aging; they grow old and wrinkled even as I speak. The blood stains seem to be fading somewhat. I am free from my bondage, Hania.” Again he looked away, off into the distance. 
 
    “You speak true, my friend. There are consequences, but there is also freedom... Atrox, why do you keep turning to gaze off toward the horizon?” 
 
    “A few minutes ago I noticed a light over there. It is not the sun, or the moon. Yet, even as I talk, it grows brighter and more compelling. I think I am supposed to go…and see what it is.” 
 
    “Perhaps so,” a tear ran down her check. “Everlasting light is your birthright. It will always overwhelm the darkness. It will always guide you home.” 
 
    “But suddenly I am so tired, so weary,” and gently he lowered his head to meet his hands. “I want to go there, but I have no strength to even stand.” 
 
    “Just stand, I’ll help you. We’ll walk together, and I’ll keep you from falling.” She reached out her hand to him. 
 
    In just a few minutes the burden of centuries had washed over him, stealing vitality, leaving an ancient wisp of a man, bent, frail, eyes beginning to cloud over. He slowly lifted his hoary head and chuckled. 
 
    “You? You’re not big enough or strong enough to help me stand or keep me from falling.” 
 
    Hania smiled. “You don’t think so? I’ve already been doing that for a very long time.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I’ve always been with you, Atrox. I am your guardian angel.” 
 
    “I’m not worthy of a guardian angel.” 
 
    She slowly lowered her hand to her side, eyes brimming with tears. “Oh yes, yes, you most certainly are. I know I look familiar to you, because you saw me earlier today. And you know it was me you spoke to on the night of the new star. Do you recall any other meetings besides that?” 
 
    He studied her face. “You came to me in a dream, before I fought the Nizari in Jerusalem… over five hundred years ago…” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You were with me at the Dzungarian Gate, when I battled The Highwayman.” 
 
    “I was.” 
 
    “In Florence, you pulled me back from despair when Oisyz poisoned my thoughts.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “In Seville, you spoke to me at the well.” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “And now, seeing your face, it does seem there were many other times as well.” 
 
    “There were, Atrox. I am your guardian angel.” She extended her hand again. 
 
    Slowly he nodded and exhaled, his breathing labored. “If you say so. I will accept your offer then. I would be very grateful.” 
 
    Slowly, the ancient trembling hand reached up and grasped hers. Somehow, almost effortlessly, he stood. Amazed, he looked to Hania, and overcome with emotion, embraced her. 
 
    “You’re coming with me?” he managed to say. 
 
    “Always.” She looked toward the horizon, back to him and held up their clasped hands. He nodded, and they turned to face the light, walking into overwhelming brilliance. 
 
      
 
    The End 
 
   


 
  

 Appendices 
 
      
 
    Appendix 1: Historicity of Certain Chapters 
 
    Appendix 2: Charts 
 
    Appendix 3: The Crux of the Story 
 
    
    	                      Titles of the Pope 
 
    	                 Origins of Pontifex Maximus 
 
    	            Symbolism of the Bridge 
      
      	                      The Arch 
 
      	                      Other examples from this root word 
 
     
 
 
    	                 Why Keep this Title? 
 
    	                      The Ancient Pontifex Maximus 
      
      	                      Vulcan and the foundation of Rome 
 
      	                      Sanctuaries 
 
      	                      Sacrifices 
 
     
 
 
    	                 The Connection 
      
      	                      Comparisons of Religion of Ancient Israel to Ancient Roman Religion 
 
      	                      Latin Roots that clarify 
 
      	                      Comparisons of Catholic Church to Ancient Roman religion  
 
      	                      Conclusion 
 
     
 
 
   
 
    Appendix 4: Pontifex  
 
    Article by Leonhard Schmitz, Ph.D., F.R.S.E., Rector of the High School of Edinburgh on pp939942 of William Smith, D.C.L., LL.D.: 
 
    A Dictionary of Greek and Roman Antiquities, John Murray, London, 1875. 
 
      
 
    Appendix 1: Historicity of certain chapters 
 
      
 
    Although Tyrian is a work of fiction, it contains a number of historical events. Multiple sources were consulted in order to portray as balanced a view as possible of those events as they pertain to this story.  
 
    Many of these incidents mentioned in the story use historical quotes either verbatim or paraphrased slightly. The following incidents are historical and well documented in numerous sources.  
 
      
 
    Chapter 1 – The Rule of the Harlots 
 
    Considered by many to be the low point of the papacy, two women from a wealthy and noble family, Theodora and her daughter Marozia, exercised extraordinary control over papal elections through several decades in the tenth century. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 3 – Mother and Daughter 
 
    Theodora recounts to her daughter Marozia their relationship with Pope Sergius III, and his participation in the bizarre ‘Cadaver Trial,’ where the corpse of Pope Formosus was exhumed, put on trial and then mutilated. Theodora also speaks of making Marozia’s son pope, foreshadowing the great influence this family had for many years in putting their own candidates on the papal throne (Appendix 2). 
 
      
 
    Chapter 5 – The Shell of a Mollusk 
 
    The waters off the coast of the ancient city of Tyre were the breeding ground for the mollusks which were the source of Tyrian purple. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 8 – The Trinitarian Order 
 
    An order of priests (actually founded somewhat later than in the story). One of their missions (as in the story) was the rescue and ransom of Christians captive. Chapters 9 and 10 also speak of this. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 20 – John and Marozia 
 
    Although the actual fate of Theodora not entirely known, Marozia did outlive her and either killed John or had him put to death. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 21 – In the Language of the People 
 
    Aelfric of Eynsham was an early concern of the Church not just because of his unauthorized translations of the Bible, but because he translated them into Old English, rather than Latin. He was eventually silenced. The Church fought such changes for many years, striving to retain control over both the Bible and the lay members of the church. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 22 – A New Light 
 
    Atrox sees the supernova of the year 1054, which scientists have determined was the star that became the Crab Nebula. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 23 – The First Crusade:  
 
    The Kingdom of Jerusalem 
 
    This first attempt by the Church to conquer Jerusalem succeeded, but at a terrible cost to all involved. It brought short term glory but problems that still exist today. Godfrey of Bouillon was the first ruler over the city. However, in deference to the Son of God, he would not take upon himself the title King of Jerusalem, but preferred the title: Advocate of the Holy Sepulchre. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 24 – Assassination 
 
    The Nizari were a small Muslim sect that attempt to wield their influence by the public assassination of the leaders of their enemies. They used stealth to great advantage and were seldom captured. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 29 – To the Kings of England and France 
 
    Pope Innocent III, weary of the kings fighting among themselves, wanted them to direct their energies to another crusade. He wrote the papal bull Post Miserabile to goad them into action and promised if they borrowed money from the Jews they would not have to repay the loans until after the crusade was over. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 30 – Fourth Crusade, the sack of Constantinople 
 
    A retelling of the terrible sack of Constantinople by Crusaders on behalf of the Church. The accounts are from historical witnesses of the events. The Pope’s final rationalization is historically documented. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 36 – The Mongols 
 
    Coincides with the historical expansion of the Mongolian Empire. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 40 – 42 The Cathars 
 
    The persecution of Raymond VI, Count of Toulouse, by the Church, as he tried to treat the Cathars with fairness. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 43 – The Massacre at Béziers 
 
    This horrifying event occurred at the beginning of the Albigensian Crusade against the Cathars. The town of Béziers tried to protect some 5,000 Cathars from the Crusader army. Because the crusaders were unable to distinguish Catholic from Cathar, orders were given to kill all 20,000 inhabitants of the city in order to silence the 5,000. This awful goal was accomplished. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 45 & 46 – Limoux / Freedom 
 
    A fictional account of the history of the day to day suffering of the common people persecuted by the crusade against the Cathars. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 48 – The Cathar Masada 
 
    In the year 1244, the Crusader siege finally broke the last stronghold of Cathar resistance, a mountain fortress called Château de Montséqur. The remaining Cathars were rounded up. Those who denounced Catharism were sparred, those who did not were burned alive. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 49 – The Children’s Crusade 
 
    A sad retelling of the actual events of the Children’s Crusade by one of the fictional participants. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 52 -Inferno 
 
    There is no historical documentation for the idea that Dante Alighieri wasn’t persecuted for The Divine Comedy because his version of Hell was embraced by the Catholic Church. However, 700 years later, the images he put forth still have great influence on how many Christians imagine Hell.  
 
      
 
    Chapter 53 – The Black Death 
 
    An account of the Black Death in the city of Florence in the mid-14th century, one of the places it hit the hardest. Several historical accounts mention the papal pull condemning cats. A number of historians believe this magnified the plague’s impact. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 55 – Jan Hus 
 
    Historical account of Protestant reformer Jan Hus of Bohemia and how, during a period of unclear papal authority, after being promised immunity, he was burned at the stake. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 56 – The Jews 
 
    Describes the historical event of Pope Martin V issuing a papal bull ordering all Jews to identify themselves by wearing badges. This event, in 1423, bears eerie similarities to Adolf Hitler’s decrees, almost exactly 500 years later. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 57 – The Reconquista 
 
    A summary of the 700-year long crusade by Christian Crusaders to retake the Iberian Peninsula from Islam. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 58 – Feast of the Chestnuts 
 
    Recounts the event sponsored by Pope Alexander VI, essentially an orgy sponsored by a pope and his teenage daughter Lucretia.  
 
      
 
    Chapter 59 – Da Vinci 
 
    One of the lighter chapters, describes Atrox’s chance encounter with Da Vinci as he is struggling to overcome the obstacles to human flight. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 60-The Wrath of God 
 
    Refers to two historical events of the early 16th century; the volcanic eruption near Naples and the naval battle of Preveza, where ships of the Ottoman Empire defeated a fleet of allies sponsored by the papacy. Though there seems to be no evidence the Church considered the eruption to be God’s wrath for the military loss, this is an example of the sort of cause and effect reasoning used by the Church. Any successes are attributed to God and happen because of worthiness. Any setbacks are considered punishments of God, prompted by unworthiness. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 61 – The Season of Blood 
 
    In 1572, in France, the Protestant movement was taking hold, much to the alarm of the Catholics. However, after the difficulties in suppressing the Hussites and considering how strong the Protestant movement was, strictly in number of adherents, Pope Gregory XIII took a cautious approach in dealing with this perceived threat to the church. But the Catholic French King, Charles IX and his Mother, the dowager queen Catherine, were very alarmed about a Protestant uprising. As many Protestants were in Paris to attend the wedding of Catherine’s daughter to a Protestant King, Charles and Catherine decided on a preemptive strike to take place next day, on St. Bartholomew’s Day. They had the Protestant leaders killed, assuming their followers would scatter. However, these killings emboldened the general Catholic population, who then went on a rampage, killing thousands of French Protestants over the next few weeks. The event became known as The St. Bartholomew’s Day Massacre. Near the beginning of the chapter, Catherine justifies taking matters into her own hands by virtue of authority held by descent from nobility and even popes and cardinals. Although these church officials were members of her extended family, she stretched the truth to claim direct descent. (Appendix 2). 
 
      
 
    Chapter 62 – The Golden Rose 
 
    Historically accurate retelling of Pope Gregory XIII bestowing a Golden Rose (a rare, great honor given by a sitting Pope) to Charles IX for instigating the St. Bartholomew’s Day Massacre. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 65 – Giordano Bruno 
 
    Introduces the Dominican monk Giordano Bruno, whose progressive ideas on a number of subjects were at odds with the church. Eventually he was burned at the stake. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 66 – The Hammer of Witches 
 
    A fictional retelling of the actual persecution of innocent people accused of witchcraft. A book written as a guide to do so was called The Hammer of Witches, and still exists today. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 67 – Michael Mäestlin 
 
    The last days of the Protestant astronomer, as seen through the main character’s eyes. Mäestlin, like Galileo, his colleague, was looked upon unfavorably by the church because these new ideas of astronomy did not support the Church. However, there is no evidence to show he was persecuted or lost his life because of the Church. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 68 – Galileo 
 
    The trial of Galileo by the Church, in 1633 as seen through Atrox’s eyes. The excerpts of the trial are quoted verbatim. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 69 – Last Meeting 
 
    The crux of the entire story, explained in the third appendix. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 71 – The Massacre at Acre 
 
    Atrox is taken to the past to view the showdown that occurred between Richard the Lionheart and the Sultan Saladin after the Battle of Acre. Although some details are written for the purposes of the story, the premise is historical. The egos of these two men were responsible for the meaningless deaths of 4,300 Christian and Muslim hostages. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 72 –The Rubicon 
 
    There are references in this chapter to the story before Tyrian, Gears of Uriel. Nora and Hania both explain the connections. After Atrox comes to the awful conclusion he has been on the wrong path, he is filled with despair. To show him the magnitude of divine forgiveness, Nora says, “Let me tell you about my journey to the mountain.” This experience she relays is based on a fragment of a gnostic gospel called “The Thought of Norea.” It describes Norea’s (Nora’s) fall during the primordial war between light and darkness and her subsequent return. (from Gears of Uriel, Chapter 36 – Redemption) 
 
   


 
  

   
 
    Appendix 2: Charts 
 
    Chart #1 - Saeculum Obscurum 
 
    The time period shown below is called often called Saeculum Obscurum (The Dark Age). It has also been referred to as the Pornacracy, or the Rule of Harlots, an era when a single family exerted great influence on the Church.  
 
    Theophylact, his wife Theodora, daughter Marozia, and to a lesser extent, another daughter named Theodora, were responsible for nominating and removing multiple popes from power. They were also ancestors of numerous popes during this period.  
 
    Bolded name: pope 
 
    Superscript: numbered 1-26, in order of their reigns within this time frame. 
 
    ‘Pope’ followed by dates: indicates the years they reigned as pope. 
 
    Names highlighted with color: indicates affiliations with ruling family members. 
 
    One pope was a cousin of Theodora’s husband, Theophylact 
 
    One pope was approved by Theodora 
 
    One pope was murdered by or ordered to be murdered by Marozia 
 
    Three popes were appointed by Marozia, one of which was her son 
 
    Two popes were appointed by Alberic II, another of Marozia’s sons
  
 
    Two popes were grandsons of Marozia 
 
    Two popes were great-grandsons of Marozia 
 
    One pope was a great-great-grandson of Marozia 
 
    One pope was a member of the Crescenzi branch of the family (Marozia’s sister’s descendants. Also named Theodora) 
 
    Three popes were nominated by Marozia’s sister’s (Theodora) great-grandson, John Crescentius 
 
      
 
    Chart #2 – The Ancestors of Catherine de’ Medici 
 
      
 
    26 Popes in 151 years 
 
      
 
    Appendix 3: The Crux of the Story  
 
    Atrox leveled a profound accusation against the Pope. Is this merely a plot device or does it have some actual merit? The background behind the accusation: 
 
      
 
    
    	                      Titles of the Pope 
 
   
 
    To preface Atrox’s accusation he mentions the title Pontifex Maximus and notes it has been shortened to the term Pontiff (or Supreme Pontiff). One would expect that every title of the Pope would be a further elaboration of his special role as God’s representative on earth. These are the papal titles. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    
      
      	  Title 
  
      	  Meaning 
  
      	  Origin 
  
      	  Used Since 
  
     
 
      
      	  Holy Father 
  
      	  Title of reverence, Pope means ‘father,’ papa 
  
      	  Very old generic title 
  
      	  unknown 
  
     
 
      
      	  His Holiness 
  
      	  Title of reverence 
  
      	  Very old generic title 
  
      	  unknown 
  
     
 
      
      	  Bishop of Rome 
  
      	  The first diocese of the church was Rome 
    
  
      	  Named after Peter, considered 1st Bishop of Rome 
  
      	  1st-2nd century 
  
     
 
      
      	  Used somewhat less often 
  
     
 
      
      	  Title 
  
      	  Meaning 
  
      	  Origin 
  
      	  Used Since 
  
     
 
      
      	  Vicar of Christ 
  
      	  Earthly representative  
  of Christ 
  
      	  Early Church Fathers 
  
      	  Late 1st Century 
  
     
 
      
      	  Domnus Apostolicus 
  
      	  “Apostolic Lord” 
  
      	  Latin for ‘Apostolic Lord’ 
  
      	  6th Century 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fisher of Men 
  
      	  Gathers mankind to church 
  
      	  Peter the fisherman 
  
      	  1265 
  
     
 
      
      	  Servant of the servants of God 
  
      	  And whosoever will be chief among you, let him be your servant 
  
      	  Matthew 20: 26-27 
  
      	  Pope Gregory I 
  590-604 
  
     
 
      
      	  Sovereign of the State of the Vatican City 
  
      	  Highest Authority  
  in the city state 
  
      	  Title would have had official meaning when Vatican was granted independence in 1929 
  
      	  1929 
  
     
 
      
      	  Different origin than other titles 
  
     
 
      
      	  Pontiff or Supreme Pontiff 
  
      	  Equivalent to Pontifex Maximus 
  
      	  Also, Sovereign Pontiff,  
  Roman Pontiff 
  
      	  11th Century, Pontiff became a common alternate title to Pope. 
  
     
 
      
      	  Pontifex Maximus 
  
      	  Latin for ‘Greatest Bridge Builder,’ originally, in Vulgate, it referred to the High Priest of Israel. 
  
      	  The High Priest of the College of Pontiffs in ancient Rome. Most important position in the highest priesthood of the ancient Roman religion. Title held by emperors until late 4th century 
  
      	  Ancient Rome (about 500 BC), used regularly since 1400s. 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    All these titles are Christian elaborations of the duties and responsibilities of the Pope, except for Pontiff, Supreme Pontiff, and Pontifex Maximus, which have no Christian connotation whatsoever. This title has been carried forward from ancient Rome. The High Priest of the College of Pontiffs was titled Pontifex Maximus. Literally it means ‘Greatest Bridge Builder,’ and supposedly the Pope kept this title as it symbolized one who bridged understanding between God and man. 
 
      
 
    
    	                 Origins of Pontifex Maximus 
 
   
 
    The legendary first king of Rome was Romulus, and after his death there was a short interregnum, after which the senate elected Numa Pompilus as king (reign: 715-673 BC). He developed the ancient religion of Rome with its various priesthoods and rituals, the most well known of which were the Flamines, Pontifices, Falii and the Fetiales.  
 
    The highest of these priesthoods was the Pontifices, also known as the College of Pontiffs. The one who held the highest office in this college was titled Pontifex Maximus. Titles are given with purpose ad meaning, what did this one signify? 
 
    The Latin word for bridge is Pons and Marcus Terentius Varro, an ancient Roman scholar had a more specific definition: Pon-tiffs were bridge builders. But they were not engineers who designed or built the bridges. They were, however, charged with making sure the bridges were well maintained. Bridges were certainly used for traffic across the river, but the pontiff’s purposes were more specific. They were concerned with the ability of the priests to cross the Tiber river to make sacrifices on either side. And Pontifex Maximus (literally ‘Greatest Bridge Builder’) was the one with the ultimate responsibility. But this was not the title of a chief maintenance engineer.  
 
      
 
    
    	            Symbolism of the Bridge 
 
   
 
    The bridge ‘Pons Fabricius,’ the oldest bridge in Rome, was built in 62 BC and spans part of the Tiber River. Pons Fabricius is Latin for ‘Bridge Walker.’ It seems an unusual name for a bridge, sounding as if refers to a specific individual, which I believe was Pontifex Maximus (Greatest Bridge Builder). The bridge is an arch style. 
 
      
 
    
    	                      The Arch 
 
   
 
    One definition of the word arch is “a curved symmetrical structure spanning an opening and typically supporting the weight of a bridge, roof, or wall above it.” The arch has been a feature of bridges for thousands of years. Some modern-day ones do not use arches, but the arch’s strength lends itself to building bridges. And here, apparently the root is Latin: ‘arcus,’ for bow. And the shape of an arch bridge is a bow. Another form of the word is ‘archer’, one who uses the bow as a weapon, a very efficient one. ‘Arch’ is also a superlative adjective, used to denote importance. One example of this in the church is archbishop.  
 
    
    	                      Other examples from root word 
 
   
 
    Arkhos (Greek): Chief, principal, foremost. 
 
    Arki (Greek): Chief. From the word archipelago. 
 
    Arkhe (Greek): Primitive. From the word archetype. 
 
    Arkhaios (Greek): Ancient. From the word archaeology. 
 
    Architectus (Latin): Great builder. From the word architecture. 
 
    Arki (Greek): Master. From the name Archimedes, master planner. 
 
    Arkhe (Greek): Government. From the word archive. 
 
    So, the greatest bridge builder, the one in charge of this important arch, also carries these other connotations; chief, principle, foremost, ancient, great builder, master, government; words and titles of importance.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Additional information on arc/ark is from ‘The Nephilim Cartel’ by Poppet. 
 
    Poppet's note from The Nephilim Cartel: 
 
      
 
    Before I take you into the world of crystals and understanding the getup worn by the levite high priest, I first need you to understand the words used here in relation to god's very special 'vessel'. This ark of the covenant. 
 
    What is an ark? 
 
    Churches preach these words to people, people listen, they nod, everyone thinks they know what an ark is because of Noah's story, and folks just assume that this ark is the same thing, never knowing that an entire biblical group also share this name, Arkites. 
 
    The meaning of the word ark (arqa) is 'the ray'. Be it a ray frequency, or a ray of light, ark means ray. So when you read 'ark of the covenant' you are reading 'ray of the covenant'. 
 
    The Archai are the incorporeal beings that form the seventh realm, or level, of heaven. They guide time and motion, and they are linked to the Eucharist. In some instances, they are named the 'principalities', and they are also labelled as the Virtutes, which you would call the virtues.  
 
    Each of them holds a stone. They guide the spiritual destiny of groups of people, and nations. So, they are the ones that get to visit punishment on us as nations during the end of days as according to the Revelation.  
 
    St Gregory is responsible for explaining that the Archangels are responsible for holding the carbuncle stone, and links it to the colour red. The Archangel Michael holds the carbuncle stone.  
 
    He's well documented as being with 'god' during this time and having personal dealings with the Israelites (him and Gabriel). Details on this will follow later when I list 'fighting' angels seen by the Israelites. Michael was considered 'Israel's' guardian angel.  
 
    Odd how his name starts with an M, he's assigned to a fire sign, and angels are seen in both the Exodus of the bible and the Hebrew oral tales, and yet this 'angel' is considered a mighty warrior, a military leader of a legion of angels (hence being referred to as an Arch Angel), labelled in the Gnostic gospels as archons, and we know that a bunch of 'supernatural beings' saw the women they liked and took them for themselves (back in Genesis).  
 
    Arc was also known as arqa in ancient languages. In Assyrian and Egyptian documents, it's called Irqata. Now here's an amazing snippet from a 1350 BC Amarna letter titled The City of Irqata to the king: 
 
    We fall at the feet of the king, our lord, 7 times and 7 times. To our lord, the Sun: Message from Irqata. May the heart of the king, lord, know that we guard Irqata for him. 
 
    The Arkites are listed in the bible as a biblical tribe. 
 
    The Hivites, the Arkites, the Sinites (Genesis 10:17) 
 
    Hivites, Arkites, Sinites (1 Chronicles 1:15). 
 
    According to some of the Hebrew translations I've read, the name Arkite comes from the Hebrew verb araq. As a verb it means gnaw, listed twice as being in Job 30:3 & 17. 
 
    Klein's Etymological dictionary of Hebrew says the word means to 'flee', as in to go away. Jone's Dictionary of Old Testament Proper Names says this means fugitive. 
 
    Now this may seem a bit of a coincidence, but in Greek theology in the 2nd century Archon was given the meaning 'Second God'. From here it found root in Gnosticism and Christianity to mean 'the archons' appointed by god in the heavens. (Were they fugitives, a rogue cell? Makes sense.)  
 
    So these archons work for 'the second god'.  
 
    The first Ignatian epistles go further defining it as: the heavenly beings and the glory of the angels and the archons visible and invisible. 
 
    Now this is a curious way of stating it, because satans are listed as invisible, those angels 'cast down to earth and left without physical form'. Satan is not a singular word, it's a plural word.  
 
    To make this point for my reader I add an s to the word satan, so they understand there's more than one, there are many 'satan'. So when satan is listed as an angel, it would define a legion of them. 
 
    When the day came for the heavenly beings to appear before the Lord, Satan was there among them. Job 1:6 
 
    And what was their sin? They are the archons (the angels) who sinned with the daughters of men. (Book of Enoch). 
 
    Archons are listed extensively in the heretical gospels, which is why this information is pertinent. The New Testament mentions the 'prince of devils' of this world, and 'of the power of the air'. The Greek being, ἄρχων δαιμονίων. Moloch is certainly the prince of devils, and we know he had power over air because he flew through it regularly. 
 
    Interestingly the Arkites as a tribe lived in a place cited as a village near Miniara in Akkar District, in Lebanon. This is fascinating because this location is only 22 kilometres north-east of Tripoli where the crusaders built their stronghold (and that stronghold mirrors a constellation, but we'll get to that much later). 
 
    Now, whenever you see a word including arc, or ark, know it means a ray. It signifies that these are 'beings' who use rays, of 'light and radio', rays as weapons, and yet this is communicated in religion to signify 'divine inspiration', as if god is this energy source constantly emitting love signals and shiny rays to illuminate his followers. 
 
    These rays attributed to god are just that, rays. This is not divine. If it was, Jesus would be calling the Holy Spirit the Holy Ray. In order to separate fact from complete and utter fiction, it's imperative that you understand the meaning of the words. 
 
    The ark of the covenant: the ray of the covenant. 
 
    Not the ten laws carved in stone, but a ray! 
 
    How fascinating then that to communicate with this 'ray' the high priest had to wear crystal receivers and a closed circuit made of gold.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
    The Kabbalistic book of Zohar is indeed a fascinating read. Zohar means splendour. Recall the Havasupai legend about the two gods of the universe warring in a quarrel? Now read this: 
 
    Now the word earth which in Hebrew is arqa, in the Chaldee is arca; why so? Because it is one of the seven lower worlds where reside the descendants of Cain. After his expulsion from the earth, he went thither and begat children. This arqa was partly lighted and partly enshrouded in darkness and governed by two chiefs who were constantly warring against each other... 
 
    ... They became one body with two heads, the name of the one was Aphira, and Qastimon, the name of the other; this ruled over the dark, that over the light parts of Arqa. Before becoming joined together, they were like angels with six wings, Aphira having the form of an ox, Qastimon that of an eagle.... 
 
    ... they took on them the human form and begat offspring like unto themselves. When they found themselves in darkness, they became changed into the form of a serpent with two heads, and crawling as a serpent they plunged into the great sea, the abode of demons, where they found the decadent angels Azar and Azael and expelled them from their lurking places. These then fled and hid themselves in dark mountains... 
 
    ... and now their great object is to corrupt the descendants of Cain and lead them into sin. Respecting this Arqa, the heaven with its various constellations and stars is altogether different... 
 
    ...these two chiefs of Arqa are they to whom the Scripture refers, who posing as gods shall become exterminated from our Thebel or earth on which they shall not exercise any dominion, nor afflict the children of man during the night, but as saith the Scripture: "They shall be destroyed by Aleh, by whom the heavens and the earth have been created". This is why Aleh in this verse is written in Hebrew, designating the holy name untranslatable into the Chaldee language. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The title Pontifex Maximus was kept not only because it identified the holder as the high priest of Vulcan, it also noted the holder was the greatest bridge builder, meaning the one who held the greatest understanding of its most important feature: the arch. And the secrets of the arch were not just structural; they were linguistic as well, with all the deeper meanings of ancient power, as one holding authority, a chief and master, titles which command respect and obedience.  
 
    Pontifex Maximus was the great high priest, the one who maintained the connection between Vulcan and the people. 
 
      
 
    
    	                 Why Keep this Title? 
 
   
 
    It is quite apparent that the title Pontifex Maximus originated with the ancient Roman religion, the one in effect almost since the founding of Rome. It specifically referred to the one who held the highest office in the highest priesthood in that religion. It was a position of great honor. 
 
    The office of Pope in the Catholic Church specifically refers to the one who holds the highest office in the Church’s priesthood. So, two different religions, both based in Rome, ended up sharing this title. But why? 
 
    In ancient Rome the pagans held sway, and Christians were persecuted. Emperor Constantine, in the early 4th century, legalized all religions in the Roman Empire. In later life he favored Christianity. It is generally accepted that he was baptized on his death bed, however, eventually a document, called the Donation of Constantine, began circulating, centuries later, which declared that several years before he died, Constantine was cured of leprosy by the Pope Sylvester I and in gratitude donated numerous lands of the empire to the church. This Donation of Constantine gave authority over the Papal States to the Popes. This enabled the Catholic church to supplant Paganism and the Popes to claim ultimate authority and many of the rights formerly belonging to Pontifex Maximus.  
 
    Dante Alighieri lamented this development in his writings, declaring, "Ah, Constantine, how much evil was born, / not from your conversion, but from that donation / that the first wealthy Pope received from you!" 
 
    In the fifteenth century The Donation of Constantine was proven to be fake, but by then authority had been established.  
 
    The Catholic Church oversaw the translation of the Bible into the version known today as The Vulgate. It is interesting how this Church of Rome elevated the importance of the title Pontifex Maximus. The Book of Leviticus brings this to light. 
 
    “The high priest, that is to say, the priest who is the greatest among his brethren, upon whose head the oil of unction hath been poured; and whose hands have been consecrated for the priesthood; and who hath been vested with the holy vestments. He shall not uncover his head: he shall not rend his garments.” Leviticus 21:10 
 
    The Latin word for priest is “sacerdos.” We see variations of this contained in words like ‘sacred’ and ‘sacrament.’ ‘Maximus’ is the Latin word for “highest.” So, if we looked at the Latin text from where the above originated, it would be natural to expect that “the priest who is the greatest among his brethren” would come from the title “Sacerdos Maximus.” Meaning ‘greatest priest,’ high priest,’ or highest priest. Instead, we find the Latin verse reads: 
 
    pontifex id est sacerdos maximus inter fratres suos super cuius caput fusum est unctionis oleum et cuius manus in sacerdotio consecratae sunt vestitusque est sanctis vestibus caput suum non discoperiet vestimenta non scindet. Leviticus 21:10 
 
    For some reason, ‘pontifex’ has been added to the title. The Latin translation for the Hebrew High Priest (the office originally held by Aaron) underwent the metamorphosis: sacerdos maximus ‘pontifex sacerdos maximus’ pontifex maximus, a title claimed by modern Popes and also the head of an ancient Roman polytheistic religion. One might argue that in this instance ‘sacerdos’ is redundant, but we are still left with this bizarre association.  
 
      
 
    
    	                      The Ancient Pontifex Maximus 
 
   
 
    Marcus Terentius Varro, an ancient Roman scholar (116-27 BC) had a specific definition for Pontiff. The pontiffs, he says, had built the Pons Sublicius, (an early bridge over the Tiber River) and afterwards frequently restored it, that it might be possible to perform sacrifices on each side of the Tiber. 
 
    Vulcan and the Foundation of Rome 
 
    Velchanos was the supreme god of early Cretan religion, where the festival of the βελχάνια (Velchania) as well as a month Ϝελχάνιοσ (Welchanios) are attested: a gloss by Hesychius states that "Velchanos is Zeus among the Cretan". He was the first god of the cavern of Mount Ida, where he had an oracle, and was honoured also in Cyprus. 
 
    His name is very similar to that of Latin god Volcanus, who himself was considered to be the father of Caeculus and Servius Tullius, not to mention Romulus in the version transmitted by Promathion, which is very similar to the legend of Servius. 
 
    The founder of Rome has a close relationship with this god as he founded the Volcanal and there he dedicated a quadriga with his own statue after his first victory. It is there too that a part of the tradition locates the place of his death: the site was marked by the Lapis Niger:  
 
    Festus writes "Niger lapis in Comitio locum funestum significat, ut ali, Romuli morti destinatum...". On the day of the Volcanalia (August 23) a sacrifice was offered to Hora Quirini, paredra of Quirinus with whom the deified Romulus was identified.  
 
    As the Consualia were mentioned first in connection with the founding of Rome in the episode of the abduction of the Sabine women, as the Volcanalia are celebrated two days later and two days before the Opiconsivia, and as the name Volcanus resembles that of the ancient Cretan god honoured in the Βελχ?νια who presided over initiation rites, the Consualia must have a meaning of integration into the citizenship.  
 
    This provides an explanation for the choice of the festival of the Parilia as the date of the foundation of Rome, since these are first of all the festival of the iuniores.  
 
    Festus writes: "Parilibus Romulus Vrbem condidit, quem diem festum praecipue habebant iuniores." The date of April 21 marked the starting point of the process of initiation of the future new citizens which concluded four months later on the ceremony of the Consualia, which involves athletic games and marriages. 
 
      
 
    Sanctuaries 
 
    The main and most ancient sanctuary of Vulcan in Rome was the Volcanal, located in the area Volcani, an open-air space at the foot of the Capitolium, in the northwestern corner of the Roman Forum, with an area dedicated to the god and a perennial fire. It was one of the most ancient Roman shrines.  
 
    According to Roman tradition the sanctuary had been dedicated by Romulus. He had placed on the site a bronze quadriga dedicated to the god, a war trophy from the Fidenates. According to Plutarch, though, the war in question was that against Cameria, that occurred sixteen years after the foundation of Rome.There Romulus would have also dedicated to Vulcan a statue of himself and an inscription in Greek characters listing his successes. 
 
    Plutarch states that Romulus was represented crowned by Victory. Moreover, he would have planted a sacred lotus tree in the sanctuary that was still living at the time of Pliny the Elder and was said to be as old as the city.  
 
    The hypothesis has been presented that the Volcanal was founded when the Forum was still outside the town walls.The Volcanal was perhaps used as a cremation site, as suggested by the early use of the Forum as a burial site. Livy mentions it twice, in 189 and 181 BC, for the prodigies of a rain of blood. 
 
    The area Volcani was probably a locus substructus. It was five meters higher than the Comitium and from it the kings and the magistrates of the beginnings of the republic addressed the people, before the building of the rostra. 
 
    On the Volcanal there was also a statue of Horatius Cocles that had been moved here from the Comitium, locus inferior, after it had been struck by lightning. Aulus Gellius writes that some haruspices were summoned to expiate the prodigy and they had it moved to a lower site, where sunlight never reached, out of their hatred for the Romans. The fraud was revealed, however, and the haruspices were executed. Later it was found that the statue should be placed on a higher site, thus it was placed in the area Volcani. 
 
    In 304 BC a sacellum to Concordia was built in the area Volcani: it was dedicated by aedilis curulis Cnaeus Flavius. 
 
    According to Samuel Ball Platner, in the course of time the Volcanal would have been more and more encroached upon by the surrounding buildings until it was totally covered over. Nonetheless the cult was still alive in the first half of the imperial era, as is testified by the finding of a dedica of Augustus's dating from 9 BC. 
 
    At the beginning of the 20th century, behind the Arch of Septimius Severus were found some ancient tufaceous foundations that probably belonged to the Volcanal and traces of a rocky platform, 3.95 meters long and 2.80 meters wide, that had been covered with concrete and painted in red. Into its upper surface are dug several narrow channels and in front of it are the remains of a draining channel made of tufaceous slabs. The hypothesis has been suggested that this was Vulcan's area itself. The rock shows signs of damages and repairs. On the surface there are some hollows, either round or square, that bear resemblance to graves and were interpreted as such in the past, particularly by Von Duhn. After the discovery of cremation tombs in the Forum the latter scholar maintained that the Volcanal was originally the site where corpses were cremated. 
 
    Another temple was erected to the god before 215 BC in the Campus Martius, near the Circus Flaminius, where games in his honour were held during the festival of the Volcanalia. 
 
    At Ostia the cult of the god, as well as his sacerdos, was the most important of the town. The sacerdos was named pontifex Vulcani et aedium sacrarum: he had under his jurisdiction all the sacred buildings in town and could give or withhold the authorization to erect new statues to Eastern divinities. He was chosen for life, perhaps by the council of the decuriones, and his position was the equivalent of the pontifex maximus in Rome. It was the highest administrative position in the town of Ostia. 
 
    He was selected from among people who had already held public office in Ostia or in the imperial administration. The pontifex was the sole authority who had a number of subordinate officials to help discharge his duties, namely three praetores and two or three aediles. These were religious offices, different from civil offices of similar name. 
 
    On the grounds of a fragmentary inscription found at Annaba (ancient Hippo Regius), it is considered possible that the writer Suetonius had held this office. 
 
    From Strabon we know that at Pozzuoli there was an area called in Greek agora' of Hephaistos (Lat. Forum Vulcani). The place is a plain where many sulphurous vapour outlets are located (currently Solfatara). 
 
    Pliny the Elder records that near Modena fire came out from soil statis Vulcano diebus, on fixed days devoted to Vulcan.  
 
      
 
    Sacrifices 
 
    The victima was the animal offering in a sacrifice, or very rarely a human. The victim was subject to an examination (probatio victimae) by a lower-rank priest (pontifex minor) to determine whether it met the criteria for a particular offering. With some exceptions, male deities received castrated animals. Goddesses were usually offered female victims, though from around the 160s AD the goddess Cybele was given a bull, along with its blood and testicles, in the Taurobolium. Color was also a criterion: white for the upper deities, dark for chthonic, red for Vulcan and at the Robigalia (a dog, not a bull). A sacred fiction of sacrifice was that the victim had to consent, usually by a nod of the head perhaps induced by the victimarius holding the halter. Fear, panic, and agitation in the animal were bad omens. (Wikipedia: Vulcan Mythology) 
 
      
 
    Robigalia: Ancient Roman spring festival 
 
    According to the Bible, the red heifer—a reddish-brown cow, probably no more than two years old which had never had a yoke on it—was to be sacrificed as part of the purification rites of the Mosaic Law. The slaughtering of a red heifer was a ceremonial ritual in the Old Testament sacrificial system, as described in Numbers 19:1-10. The purpose of the red heifer sacrifice was to provide for the water of cleansing (Numbers 19:9), another term for purification from sin. After the red heifer was sacrificed, her blood was sprinkled at the door of the tabernacle. 
 
    Many anticipate the birth of a red heifer because in order for a new temple to function according to the Old Testament law, a red heifer would have to be sacrificed for the water of cleansing used in the temple. So, when a red heifer is born (which is quite unusual) it might be a sign that the temple will soon be rebuilt. 
 
    Traditionally the destruction of Pompei occured on Aug 24, the day after the Vulcanalia.  
 
    (Wikipedia: Robigalia) 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Connection 
 
    
    	                      Comparisons of Religion of Ancient Israel to Ancient Roman Religion 
 
   
 
    
    
      
      	  Israel 
    
  
      	  Ancient Roman Religion 
  
     
 
      
      	  The chief priest oversaw sacrifices and burnt offerings to The God of Israel. Most often these offerings were bullocks  
  
      	  Pontifex Maximus was in charge of overseeing burnt offerings to the gods of this religion, chiefly Vulcan, a fire god.  
  
     
 
      
      	    
  The chief priest was of the tribe of Levi. Aaron, brother of Moses, was the first chief priest. Subsequent priests came from the same family 
  
      	    
  The chief priest, titled Pontifex Maximus was not an hereditary office. When the Old Testament was translated into Latin, the Church made a conscious effort to title the chief priest of Israel with the Pontifex Maximus, although bridges were never a part of that desert dwelling culture.  
  
     
 
      
      	    
  The bullock was the primary animal sacrificed, although the sacrifice of a red heifer had special significance.  
  
      	    
  In the Roman religion, the color of the bull sacrifice was dependent on the god being worshiped. Red bulls were reserved for Vulcan. 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  Sacrifices were animals but in Ezekiel 20, because of their disobedience, the God of Israel commands his people to sacrifice all their first born children to him.  
  
      	    
  Sacrifices were almost always animals, but humans were known to have been sacrificed. 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  Chief Priest supervised subordinate priests who performed many of the duties of the burnt sacrifice. 
  
      	    
  One of the colleges of priests in the Ancient Roman Religion was the Flamens. 
  The etymology of the word is Latin flamen (perhaps earlier *flādmen*; akin to Old English *blōtan*, to sacrifice); replacing Middle English *flamin* < Latin flāmin- (stem of flāmen).  
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
      
 
    Additional Notes from The Nephilim Cartel on sacrifice and the Messiah 
 
    The old testament laws were made redundant by the crucifixion. Any observance of old testament sacrifices is in direct opposition to the messiah's objective and life for mankind's legacy. For even the bible states: 
 
    For if that first covenant had been without defect, there would have been no room for another one or an attempt to institute another one. Hebrews 8:7 
 
      
 
    When God speaks of a new covenant, He makes the first one obsolete. And what is obsolete is ripe for disappearance and to be dispensed with altogether. Hebrews 8:13 
 
      
 
    Now, if the work of the levitical priests had been perfect, there would have been no need for a different kind of priest to appear, one who is the successor of Melchizedek, not of Aaron... And our Lord, of whom these things are said, belonged to a different tribe, and no member of his tribe ever served as a priest. Hebrews 7:11 
 
    The matter becomes plainer, a different priest appeared, who is like Melchizedek. He was made a priest, not by human rules and regulations, but through the power of a life which has no end. Hebrews 7:15 
 
    By this the Holy Spirit points out that the way into the true Holy of Holies is not yet thrown open as long as the former tabernacle remains a recognized institution and is still standing, Hebrews 9:8 
 
      
 
    The Awful Horror will be placed on the highest point of the Temple and will remain there until the one who put it there meets the end. Daniel 9:27 
 
      
 
    The Messiah is therefore the Negotiator and Mediator of an entirely new agreement (testament, covenant), so that those who are called and offered it may receive the fulfillment of the promised everlasting inheritance–since a death has taken place which rescues and delivers and redeems them from the transgressions committed under the [old] first agreement. For where there is a [last] will and testament involved, the death of the one who made it must be established. Hebrews 9:15 
 
      
 
    
    	                      Latin roots that clarify 
 
   
 
    A Flamen (ancient Roman priest) also connotes vulnus (wound), flatus (blast), afflatus (inspiration), ventus musica (wind music). To those familiar with the sacrifices of Israel, these connotations bring to mind priests preparing sacrifices. We also know at times, some of the priests used trumpets as part of the ceremony. Wind music would refer to horns as opposed to percussive music (drums) or string music (harp or lyre).  
 
    One would think the English word Flame would be a very closely related word. But there are nuances here. The Latin root is Flamma which connotes flagro (blaze, be on fire, be the victim), flammo (blaze, set on fire). 
 
    The word Fire has a different, though related origin. Before 900 AD, Middle English/Old English fyr; cognate with Old Norse furr, German Feuer, and the Greek pyr (which is the root for pyre (as in funeral pyre, and also words like pyromaniac). A funeral pyre and a sacrificial altar for burning, bring very similar images to mind. 
 
    What does this mean? That the origins of the above words show strong resemblances between the ceremonies of priestly sacrifice of ancient Israel and ancient Rome. 
 
    
    	                      Comparisons of the Catholic Church to Ancient Roman religion  
 
   
 
    
    
      
      	  Catholic Church 
    
  
      	  Ancient Roman Religion 
  
     
 
      
      	  One of the Pope’s titles is Pontifex Maximus 
  
      	  Pontifex Maximus was the title of the chief priest of the college of Pontiffs, the highest Roman Priesthood. 
  
     
 
      
      	  The Pope is elected by the college of cardinals 
  
      	  Pontifex Maximus was elected by the college of Pontiffs 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  Calendars 
    
  The Date for celebrating Easter was determined by Council of Nicea in 325 AD, the process of which still stands: Easter is the first Sunday after the first Full Moon occurring on or after the spring equinox. 
    
  Pope Julius I officially declared that the birth of Jesus would be celebrated on Dec 25th, a date which coincides with the ancient Roman feast of Saturnalia and the winter solstice. The feasting and gift giving of this Roman pagan holiday has become a permanent part of the Christmas celebration.  
    
    
  The old Julian Calendar was not entirely accurate. As centuries passed, it was getting more and more out of sync with the cycles of the sun and moon. 
    
  Pope Gregory instituted Gregorian Calendar in 1572 to correct problems in Julian calendar. 
    
  
      	    
  Calendars 
    
  In order to determine the dates of feasts and sacrifices, Pontifex Maximus was responsible for the regulation of the calendar. Many of these events were seasonal, dependent on equinoxes and solstices. 
    
  The Spring equinox was a time to celebrate the goddess Cybele, Magna Mater (Great Mother). Much like the modern Easter celebrations, there was a holy week to honor her. 
  
     
 
    
   
 
      
 
    
    	                      Conclusion 
 
   
 
    The sacrifice and worship of the God of Israel sounds very similar to the sacrifices and worship of Vulcan, the main deity of the Ancient Roman religion. The reason this is important, and alarming, is that these rituals sound remarkably similar to the sacrifices and worship of Moloch (a bull god) also described in the Old Testament. 
 
    In the New Testament, the Savior completely eschewed the symbolism of bull sacrifice as having nothing to do with his purpose among the people. And yet within a few generations of his death, a Christian church was organized that put great importance in the purported symbolism of bull sacrifice. After a time, the primary title of the ancient Polytheistic Roman religion was added to those titles already held by the Pope, a form of which survives to this day.  
 
    The main deity of the ancient Roman religion was Vulcan, a fire god to whom sacrifices (often similar to Old Testament sacrifices) were offered. The Catholic Church makes a deliberate attempt to associate the Hebrew priest with the Roman one, making what seems like quite a stretch. But there was a fire god in the Old Testament who matches the characteristics of Vulcan. His name is Moloch, associated with The Father of Lies.  
 
    By insisting on maintaining this ancient pagan title there seems to be a deliberate, though obscure intent to show the Pope is still the High priest of Vulcan. And the similarities make it very easy to associate Vulcan with Moloch, and by extension, The Father of Lies, the Devil, or Adversary.  
 
    If these connections seem tenuous, other evidence is displayed in the Vatican museums. The ancient St. Peter’s Basilica stood for over 1000 years, and as indicated in Tyrian was rebuilt by the Catholic Church and consecrated in 1626. It is one of the holiest places in the church and is considered the greatest of all churches of Christiandom. Tradition says it is the burial place of St. Peter and many Popes. One would think this edifice would be the epicenter of all things Christian, a monument to the victory of Christianity over paganism and polytheism. It does have numerous artwork depicting saints of the church. 
 
    And yet, curiously it also seems to honor the religion it officially repudiates. Multiple statues of Apollo, Hercules, Aphrodite (Venus), Urania, Thalia, Silenus, Tersichore, Osiris, Zeus, Bacchus (Dionysus), Cupid (Eros), Demeter (Ceres), Pallas Athena, Hera, Serapis, Cybele, and Mithras, slaying the bull have parts of various Vatican museums devoted to them. 
 
    Michelangelo’s artwork is prominently displayed in the Vatican museums and contains numerous depictions from Christianity, but curiously, also five ancient Sibyls: The Persian Sibyl, Erythraean Sibyl, Delphic Sibyl, Cumaean Sibyl and Libyan Sibyl, women who were oracles for the ancient gods.  
 
    And so, the question remains. Why would the largest Christian church in the world, led ‘by a Pope with numerous titles relating to Christianity, still maintain a single title of authority, Pontifex Maximus, from an ancient pagan religion, ‘Pontifex Maximus,’ belonged to an ancient religion and a false god. Why would one who professes to lead the faithful to the Son of God refuse to relinquish the title of the one who led people to follow the Father of Lies?” 
 
    And finally, lest we think the title ‘Pontifex’ is one the church and pope has discarded as obsolete and irrelevant, consider this: Pope Benedict XVI, who led the church from 2005 to 2013, was the first pope to have a Twitter account. On December 12, 2012, he used it for the first time saying "Dear friends, I am pleased to get in touch with you through Twitter. Thank you for your generous response. I bless all of you from my heart." 
 
    And the name he chose for his Twitter account? @Pontifex. Upon his retirement, his tweets were deleted. Why? Because the @ Pontifex Twitter account now belongs to his successor, Pope Francis.  
 
    This most ancient papal title, having absolutely nothing to do with humanity’s understanding of Christianity, has been boldly restated and reaffirmed in the 21st century. 
 
      
 
    Appendix 4: Pontifex 
 
      
 
    Pontifex 
 
    Article by Leonhard Schmitz, Ph.D., F.R.S.E., 
 
    Rector of the High School of Edinburgh
on pp939942 of William Smith, D.C.L., LL.D.:  
 
    A Dictionary of Greek and Roman Antiquities, John Murray, London, 1875. 
 
    PO′NTIFEX (ἱεροδιδάσκαλος, ἱερονόμος, ἱεροφύλαξ, ἱεροφάντης). The origin of this word is explained in various ways. Q. Scaevola, who was himself pontifex maximus, derived it from posse and facere, and Varro from pons, because the pontiffs, he says, had built the Pons Sublicius, and afterwards frequently restored it, that it might be possible to perform sacrifices on each side of the Tiber (Varro, de Ling. Lat. V.83, ed. Müller; Dionys. II.73).  
 
    This statement is, however, contradicted by the tradition which ascribes the building of the Pons Sublicius to Ancus Martius (Liv. I.33), at a time when the pontiffs had long existed and borne this name. Göttling (Gesch. d. Röm. Staatsv. p173) thinks that pontifex is only another form for pompifex, which would characterize the pontiffs only as the managers and conductors of public processions and solemnities. But it seems far more probable that the word is formed from pons and facere (in the signification of the Greek ῥέζειν, to perform a sacrifice), and that consequently it signifies the priests who offered sacrifices upon the bridge. The ancient sacrifice to which the name thus alludes, is that of the Argeans on the sacred or Sublician bridge, which is described by Dionysius (I.38; compare ARGEI). Greek writers, moreover, sometimes translate the word pontiffs by γεφυροποιοί. 
 
    The Roman pontiffs formed the most illustrious among the great colleges of priests. Their institution, like that of all important matters of religion, was ascribed to Numa (Liv. I.20; Dionys. II.73). The number of pontiffs appointed by this king was four (Liv. X.6), and at their head was the pontifex maximus, who is generally not included when the number of pontiffs is mentioned. Cicero (de Re Publ. II.14), however, includes the pontifex maximus when he says that Numa appointed five pontiffs. Niebuhr (Hist. of Rome, I. p302, &c.; compare III. p410; Liv. X.6; Cic. de Re Publ. II.9) supposes with great probability, that the original number of four pontiffs (not including the pontifex maximus) had reference to the two earliest tribes of the Romans, the Ramnes and Tities, so that each tribe was represented by two pontiffs.  
 
    In the year B.C. 300, the Ogulnian law raised the number of pontiffs to eight, or, including the pontifex maximus, to nine, and four of them were to be plebeians (Liv. X.6). The pontifex maximus, however, continued to be a patrician down to the year B.C. 254, when Tib. Coruncanius was the first plebeian who was invested with this dignity (Liv. Epit. 18). This number of pontiffs remained for a long time unaltered, until in 81 B.C. the dictator Sulla increased it to fifteen (Liv. Epit. 89), and J. Caesar to sixteen (Dion Cass. XLII.51). In both these changes the pontifex maximus is included in the number. During the empire the number varied, though on the whole fifteen appears to have been the regular number. 
 
    The mode of appointing the pontiffs was also different at different times. It appears that after their institution by Numa, the college had the right of co-optation, that is, if a member of the college died (for all the pontiffs held their office for life), the members met and elected a successor, who after his election was inaugurated by the augurs (Dionys. II.22, 73). This election was sometimes called captio (Gellius, I.12).  
 
    In the year 212 B.C. Livy (XXV.5) speaks of the election of a pontifex maximus in the comitia (probably the comitia tributa) as the ordinary mode of appointing this high-priest. But in relating the events of the year 181 B.C. he again states that the appointment of the chief pontiff took place by the co-optation of the college (Liv. XL.42). How these anomalies arose (unless Livy expresses himself carelessly) is uncertain (see Göttling, l.c. p375); for, as far as we know, the first attempt to deprive the college of its right of co-optation, and to transfer the power of election to the people, was not made until the year B.C. 145, by the tribune C. Licinius Crassus; but it was frustrated by the praetor C. Laelius (Cic. de Am. 25, Brut. 21, de Nat. Deor. III.2). In 104 B.C. the attempt was successfully repeated by the tribune Cn. Domitius Ahenobarbus: and a law (Lex Domitia) was then passed, which transferred the right of electing the members of the great colleges of priests to the people (probably in the comitia tributa); that is, the people elected a candidate, who was then made a member of the college by the co-optatio of the priests themselves, so that the co-optatio, although still necessary, became a mere matter of form (Cic. de Leg. Agr. II.7, Epist. ad Brut. I.5; Vell. Pat. II.12; (Sueton. Nero, 2).  
 
    The lex Domitia was repealed by Sulla in a lex Cornelia de Sacerdotiis (81 B.C.), which restored to the great priestly colleges their full right of co-optatio (Liv. Epit. 89; Pseudo-Ascon. in Divinat. p102, ed. Orelli; Dion Cass. XXXVII.37). In the year 63 B.C. the law of Sulla was abolished, but not in its full extent; for it was now determined, that in case of a vacancy the college itself should nominate two candidates, and the people elect one of them. This mode of proceeding is expressly mentioned in regard to the appointment of augurs, and was, no doubt, the same in that of the pontiffs (Cic. Philip. II.2). Julius Caesar did not alter this modified lex Domitia, but M. Antonius again restored the right of co-optatioto the college (Dion Cass. XLIV.53). 
 
    The college of pontiffs had the supreme superintendence of all matters of religion, and of things and persons connected with public as well as private worship. A general outline of their rights and functions is given by Livy (Liv. I.20) and Dionysius (II.73). This power is said to have been given to them by Numa; and he also entrusted to their keeping the books containing the ritual ordinances, together with the obligation to give information to any one who might consult them on matters of religion.  
 
    They had to guard against any irregularity in the observance of religious rites that might arise from a neglect of the ancient customs, or from the introduction of foreign rites. They had not only to determine in what manner the heavenly gods should be worshipped, but also the proper form of burials, and how the souls of the departed (manes) were to be appeased; in like manner what signs either in lightning or other phenomena were to be received and attended to. They had the judicial decision in all matters of religion, whether private persons, magistrates, or priests were concerned, and in cases where the existing laws or customs were found defective or insufficient, they made new laws and regulations (decreta pontificum) in which they always followed their own judgment as to what was consistent with the existing customs and usages (Gell. II.28, X.15).  
 
    They watched over the conduct of all persons who had anything to do with the sacrifices or the worship of the gods, that is, over all the priests and their servants. The forms of worship and of sacrificing were determined by the pontiffs, and whoever refused to obey their injunctions was punished by them, for they were "rerum quae ad sacra et religiones pertinent, judices et vindices" (Fest., s.v. Maximus pontifex; compare p941 Cic. de Leg. II.8, 12). The pontiffs themselves were not subject to any court of law or punishment and were not responsible either to the senate or to the people. The details of these duties and functions were contained in books called libri pontificii or pontificales, commentarii sacrorum or sacrorum pontificalium (Fest. s.v. Aliuta and Occisum), which they were said to have received from Numa, and which were sanctioned by Ancus Martius. This king is said to have made public that part of these regulations which had reference to the sacra publica (Liv. I.32); and when at the commencement of the republic the wooden tables on which these published regulations were written had fallen into decay, they were restored by the pontifex maximus C. Papirius (Dionys. III.36). One part of these libri pontificales was called Indigitamenta and contained the names of the gods as well as the manner in which these names were to be used in public worship (Serv. ad Virg. Georg. I.21). A second part must have contained the formulas of the jus pontificium (Cic. de Re Publ. II.31). The original laws and regulations contained in these books were in the course of time increased and more accurately defined by the decrees of the pontiffs, whence perhaps their name commentarii (Plin. H. N. XVIII.3; Liv. IV.3; Cic. Brut. 14). Another tradition concerning these books stated that Numa communicated to the pontiffs their duties and rights merely by word of mouth, and that he had buried the books in a stone chest on the Janiculum (Plut. Num. 22; Plin. H. N. XIII.27; Val. Max. I.1.12; August. de Civit. Dei, VII.34). These books were found in 181 B.C., and one half of them contained ritual regulations and the jus pontificum, and the other half philosophical inquiries on the same subjects and were written in the Greek language. The books were brought to the praetor urbanus Q. Petilius, and the senate ordered the latter half to be burnt, while the former was carefully preserved. Respecting the nature and authenticity of the story, see Hartung, Die Relig. d. Röm. I. p214. The annales maximi were records of the events of each year kept by the pontifex maximus, from the commencement of the state to the time of the pontifex maximus, P. Mucius Scaevola, B.C. 133. 
 
    As to the rights and duties of the pontiffs, it must first of all be borne in mind that the pontiffs were not priests of any particular divinity, but a college which stood above all other priests, and superintended the whole external worship of the gods (Cic. de Leg. II.8). One of their principal duties was the regulation of the sacra both publica and privata, and to watch that they were observed at the proper times (for which purpose the pontiffs originally had the whole regulation of the calendar, see CALENDARIUM, p230, &c.), and in their proper form. In the management of the sacra publica they were in later times assisted in certain performances by the triumviri epulones [EPULONES] and had in their keeping the funds from which the expences of the sacra publica were defrayed. [SACRA.] 
 
    The pontiffs convoked the assembly of the curies (comitia calata or curiata) in cases where priests were to be appointed, and flamines or a rex sacrorum were to be inaugurated; also, when wills were to be received, and when a detestatio sacrorum and adoption by adrogatio took place (Gell. V.19, XV.27; ADOPTIO). Whether the presence of the pontiffs together with that of the augurs and two flamines was necessary in the comitia curiata also in cases when other matters were transacted, as Niebuhr thinks (I. p342, II. p223), does not appear to be quite certain. The curious circumstance that on one occasion the pontifex maximus was commanded by the senate to preside at the election of tribunes of the people, is explained by Niebuhr (II. p359, &c.). 
 
    As regards the jurisdiction of the pontiffs, magistrates and priests as well as private individuals were bound to submit to their sentence, provided it had the sanction of three members of the college (Cic. de Harusp. Resp. 6). In most cases the sentence of the pontiffs only inflicted a fine upon the offenders ( Cic. Philip. XI.8; Liv. XXXVII.51, XL.42), but the person fined had a right to appeal to the people, who might release him from the fine. In regard to the Vestal virgins and the persons who committed incest with them, the pontiffs had criminal jurisdiction and might pronounce the sentence of death (Dionys. IX.40; Liv. XXII.57; Fest. s.v. Probrum).  
 
    A man who had violated a Vestal virgin was according to an ancient law scourged to death by the pontifex maximus in the comitium, and it appears that originally neither the Vestal virgins nor the male offenders in such a case had any right of appeal. Göttling (p185) considers that they had the right of appeal, but the passage of Cicero (de Re Publ. II.31) to which he refers, does not support his opinion. Incest in general belonged to the jurisdiction of the pontiffs and might be punished with death (Cic. de Leg. II.9). º  
 
    In later times we find that even in the case of the pontiffs having passed sentence upon Vestal virgins, a tribune interfered and induced the people to appoint a quaestor for the purpose of making a fresh inquiry into the case; and it sometimes happened that after this new trial the sentence of the pontiffs was modified or annulled (Ascon. ad Milon. p46, ed. Orelli). Such cases, however, seem to have been mere irregularities founded upon an abuse of the tribunitian power. In the early times the pontiffs were in the exclusive possession of the civil as well as religious law, until the former was made public by C. Flavius. [ACTIO.] The regulations which served as a guide to the pontiffs in their judicial proceedings, formed a large collection of laws, which was called the jus pontificium, and formed part of the libri pontificii (Cic. de Orat. I.43, III.33, pro Domo, 13; compare JUS, pp656, 657). The new decrees which the pontiffs made either on the proposal of the senate, or in cases belonging to the sacra privata, or that of private individuals, were, as Livy (XXXIX.16) says, innumerable (compare Cic. de Leg. II.23; Macrob. Sat. III.3; Dionys. II.73). 
 
    The meetings of the college of pontiffs, to which in some instances the flamines and the rex sacrorum were summoned (Cic. de Harusp. Resp. 6), were held in the curia regia on the Via Sacra, to which was attached the residence of the pontifex maximus and of the rex sacrorum (Suet. Caes. 46; Serv. ad Aen. VIII.363; Plin. Epist. IV.11). As the chief pontiff was obliged to live in a domus publica, Augustus, when he assumed this dignity, changed part of his own house into a domus publica (Dion Cass. LIV.27). All the pontiffs were in their appearance distinguished by the conic cap p942 called tutulus or galerus, with an apex upon it, and the toga praetexta. 
 
    The pontifex maximus was the president of the college and acted in its name, whence he alone is frequently mentioned in cases in which he must be considered only as the organ of the college. He was generally chosen from among the most distinguished persons, and such as had held a curule magistracy, or were already members of the college (Liv. XXXV.5, XL.42). Two of his especial duties were to appoint (capere the Vestal virgins and the flamines [VESTALES; FLAMEN], and to be present at every marriage by confarreatio. When festive games were vowed, or a dedication made, the chief pontiff had to repeat over the persons who made the vow or the dedication, the formula with which it was to be performed (praeire verba, Liv. V.40, IX.46, IV.27). During the period of the republic, when the people exercised sovereign power in every respect, we find that if the pontiff on constitutional or religious grounds refused to perform this solemnity, he might be compelled by the people. 
 
    A pontifex might, like all the members of the great priestly colleges, hold any other military, civil or priestly office, provided the different offices did not interfere with one another. Thus, we find one and the same person being pontiff, augur, and decemvir sacrorum (Liv. XL.42); instances of a pontifex maximus being at the same time consul, are very numerous (XXVIII.38; Cic. de Harusp. Resp. 6; compare Ambrosch, Studien und Andeutungen, p229, note 105). But whatever might be the civil or military office which a pontifex maximus held beside his pontificate, he was not allowed to leave Italy. The first who violated this law was P. Licinius Crassus, in B.C. 131 (Liv. Epit. 59; Val. Max. VIII.7.6; Oros. V.10); a but after this precedent, pontiffs seem to have frequently transgressed the law, and Caesar, though pontifex maximus, went to his province of Gaul. 
 
    The college of pontiffs continued to exist until the overthrow of paganism (Arnob. IV.35; Symmach. Epit. IX.128, 129); but its power and influence were considerably weakened as the emperors, according to the example of Caesar, had the right to appoint as many members of the great colleges of priests as they pleased (Dion Cass. XLII.51, XLIII.51,LI.20, LIII.17; Suet. Caes. 31).  
 
    In addition to this, the emperors themselves were always chief pontiffs, and as such the presidents of the college; hence the title of pontifex maximus (P. M. or PON. M.) appears on several coins of the emperors. If there were several emperors at a time, only one bore the title of pontifex maximus; but in the year A.D. 238, we find that each of the two emperors Maximus and Balbinus assumed this dignity (Capitol. Maxim. et Balb. 8). The last traces of emperors being at the same time chief pontiffs are found in inscriptions of Valentinian, Valens, and Gratianus (Orelli, Inscript. n1117, 1118). From the time of Theodosius (AD 347- AD 395), the emperors no longer appear in the dignity of pontiff; but at last the title was assumed by the Christian bishop of Rome. 
 
    There were other pontiffs at Rome who were distinguished by the epithet minores. Various opinions have been entertained as to what these pontifices minores were. Niebuhr (I. p302 n775) thinks that they were originally the pontiffs of the Luceres; that they stood in the same relation to the other pontiffs as the patres minorum gentium to the patres majorum gentium; and that subsequently, when the meaning of the name was forgotten, it was applied to the secretaries of the great college of pontiffs.  
 
    In another passage (III. p411) Niebuhr himself demonstrates that Luceres were never represented in the college of pontiffs, and his earlier supposition is contradicted by all the statements of ancient writers who mention the pontifices minores. Livy (XXII.57; compare Jul. Capitol. Opil. Macrin. 7), in speaking of the secretaries of the college of pontiffs, adds, "quos nunc minores pontifices appellant;" from which it is evident that the name pontifices minores was of later introduction, and that it was given to persons who originally had no claims to it, that is, to the secretaries of the pontiffs. The only natural solution of the question seems to be this. At the time when the real pontiffs began to neglect their duties, and to leave the principal business to be done by their secretaries, it became customary to designate these scribes by the name of pontifices minores.  
 
    Macrobius (Sat. I.15), in speaking of minor pontiffs previous to the time of Cn. Flavius, makes an anachronism, as he transfers a name customary in his own days to a time when it could not possibly exist. The number of these secretaries is uncertain; Cicero (de Harusp. Resp. 6) mentions the name of three minor pontiffs. The name cannot have been used long before the end of the republic, when even chief pontiffs began to show a disregard for their sacred duties, as in the case of P. Licinius Crassus and Julius Caesar. Another proof of their falling off in comparison with former days, is that about the same time the good and luxurious living of the pontiffs became proverbial at Rome (Horat. Carm. II.14.26, &c.;Mart. XII.48.12; Macrob. Sat. II.9). 
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    Author's Note 
 
      
 
      
 
    This is a work of historical fiction and I’ve taken great pains to present the events as accurately as I possibly can. Appendix 1 at the end of the story indicates which chapters were based on actual history.  
 
    This is also a journey of a man who was promised an extraordinary number of years if he would but serve a cause. In doing so he found this cause took him further and further away from finding happiness, truth, and fulfillment. As I wrote it, I realized Tyrian had been about the first part of my life.  
 
    Another purpose in writing this story was to show ways which power has corrupted governments and churches individually, and to an even greater extent when they have worked together and supported each other.  
 
    As I wrote, my emotions ran the gamut: anger, sadness, horror, revulsion, inspiration, hope and surprise. All through the writing I was searching for a meaningful ending, something of some impact to bring me both closure and hope. To my great astonishment, after I thought this book was finished, it came to me. It felt both serendipitous and purposeful. I hope it surprises and enlightens the reader as much as it did me. 
 
  
 
  
 
   
    [1] A paraphrased version of Martin Niemöller’s quote reflecting on the seven years he spent in Nazi concentration camps during WWII. It mirrors Atrox’s life in Tyrian and is an experience common to those who remain silent when evil men gain power.  
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