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ONE: City of Gold

The man with the skull in his sack looked down from the mountains toward the city in the lake.

Tenochtitlan was the most astonishing sight that Alfonso Martinez had ever seen. The lake, of salt water, was vast, stretching for miles in all directions; its borders were rich with fields and forests, and with gigantic gardens where flowers bloomed in dazzling profusion. A gleaming city rose from the waters, its pyramids mirrored in the shining surface of the lake. The brilliant sunlight and the thin air gave the panorama the quality of a vision, but however Martinez shook his head and blinked his eyes, Tenochtitlan would not disappear. The city was real, and Alfonso Martinez was about to enter it. It was a city of water, but to him it was a city of gold.

The men around Martinez stood awestruck, yet there was a disturbance among the soldiers far ahead of him, that handful of veterans who had first followed Cortez into Tenochtitlan months ago. What was wrong? The city seemed placid enough. No hordes of feathered Aztec warriors stood ready to attack the Spanish troops, and no war canoes skimmed the surface of the lake. And yet, as word drifted back to Martinez and the other new recruits, it became apparent that this very lack of activity was an ominous sign.

Last November, when Cortez and his men had approached Tenochtitlan for the first time, the inhabitants of the Mexican capital had greeted them with curiosity and even enthusiasm. The towers along the causeway had been thronged with onlookers, and the lake had been covered with boats. It had been almost a festival, but now there was no welcome at all. The quiet, shimmering city was suddenly frightening.

Like all the others, Martinez had heard talk of trouble in Tenochtitlan, and he knew that he and his companions in the second expedition were partly to blame for it. They had come to Mexico months after Cortez, their army led by other Spaniards who intended to take control of the newly discovered territory and its riches. Determined not to let these interlopers subvert his authority, Cortez had marched away from Tenochtitlan to stop them before they could reach the city, and such was his skill as a tactician that he had defeated their larger force in a few hours. Moreover, he had spoken to them so persuasively that he soon rallied his former rivals to his cause, thus doubling his forces. But the absence of Cortez had left Tenochtitlan in the hands of underlings who had not been equal to the task. Fighting broke out between the Aztecs and the tiny Spanish garrison; the messengers who reported it sent Cortez hurrying back from the coast to secure the city. Yet he still had only about a thousand Spaniards against a city so huge that Alfonso Martinez could hardly guess at the number of its inhabitants.

Nervously he fingered his pack, and felt the reassuring roundness of the skull hidden within it.

“What do you think, physician? Ever see anything like it?”

“Never,” answered Martinez, turning to look at his companion. The man beside him was rangy and sunburned. His face, where it was not concealed by shaggy black beard, was scarred, and his armor was equally battered. Thick eyebrows met above his flat and broken nose.

Martinez squinted at the soldier suspiciously. “Should I know you?”

“I am Luis Garcia. Captain Cortez sent me to keep an eye on you.”

Garcia grinned, exposing broken teeth, and Martinez wondered if he were already under suspicion.

“Cortez says you may be the most valuable man in this second expedition,” continued Garcia. “The rest of these fellows are fortune hunters, not fighters—we proved that fast enough. You’re a bit of a runt yourself, of course, but that’s why I’m here to look after you. We can always use a doctor, and there will be work enough for you soon, if I’m any judge. Looks like there’s trouble brewing here.”

Martinez breathed a sigh of relief. It would be intolerable to come this far from Spain only to be exposed as an impostor. He was no physician, although he had signed on as one. It might prove troublesome to live up to his lie, but every alchemist had some knowledge of medicine, and it would be easier to mix a potion or even amputate a leg than to return to Spain and face the tribunal of the Inquisition. Those who traded in sorcery had no place in Spain; the skull he carried with him was proof of that. Martinez hoped that it would have important uses: its magic, and his own, small as it was, would have to protect him in this strange land. He reached back again to fondle the cowhide sack, and the bone beneath it that had once encased the brain of the greatest wizard in Spain.

“What’s that you’re playing with?” asked Luis Garcia, his long face showing friendly curiosity.

“Tools of my trade,” said Martinez, smirking at the small joke of deceiving this lout by telling him the truth.

“Good enough,” said Garcia. “I’ll wager there are a score of men in that city who need them. These heathens’ swords are made of stone, not steel, and they make messy wounds. There will be work for you.”

As he fell into step beside Garcia, Martinez attempted to adopt the swaggering attitude of a soldier of fortune. His muscles ached from the long march, and the tropical heat had sucked the strength from his bones, but he was determined to prove himself as tough as the next man.

“If there are wounded,” he said, “then some will live and some will die. I will do what I can for them, but I am not here seeking sainthood.”

Garcia looked at him with a narrowing of the eyes the alchemist could not interpret. “There are only two reasons for a man to come to this land of devils,” said Garcia. “Gold or glory.”

“You noticed yourself that I am no soldier.”

“Gold, then. Well, there is plenty here for you. It’s not hard to find, but it may not be so easy to carry away with you.”

“Is there really so much?”

“More than you have ever dreamed of, physician.”

“You have never seen my dreams.”

“No. But I have seen the treasure in the palace of the king, and a man could hardly dream of more. And yet, great as it was, this king Montezuma seemed to think it a pittance. He gave us permission to construct a chapel in the palace, and we found the treasure hidden behind a wall. It was the fortune of his father, they say, and no man had ever bothered to look at it for years. There was a great hall hidden behind the plaster, piled with gold and silver and pots filled with jewels the way you might fill them with water. There were wheels of gold, and bars, and nuggets just scattered on the floor. And there were statues and ornaments made of it, but we melted most of them down when we came to divide it. They use gold as a white man might use wood or marble!”

“You’ve already divided it?” asked Martinez.

“Yes,” answered Garcia. “I gambled it away in a week. But there will be more. These savages don’t know the value of anything. Montezuma hardly seemed to care if we found the gold or not. I wonder if he even remembered it was there. It couldn’t have meant much to him, for he gave it all to Cortez of his own free will.”

“What kind of fool is king of this country?”

“So great a fool that he has lost his throne as well. And so great a fool that he thinks Hernan Cortez is some sort of god.”

Alfonso Martinez, stumbling down a mountain slope, had nothing to say. What he had heard made no sense to him. He broke his clumsy descent by falling against Garcia’s solid back, instantly drawing himself up with a show of dusty bravado. “You are mocking me,” he said. “They say Cortez is a good commander, but he is a long way from being a god!”

Garcia took a step back. “Cortez is lucky,” he said, “and luck is worth more than skill or sanctity. Every soldier knows as much, and you will learn it too, if you live long enough. Look at that city! Do you think we took it by force of arms? There are not many of us now, and we were fewer still when we first arrived. But these Indians have a legend that one of their gods will return to them, and they have decided that Cortez is the very fellow they were waiting for. A white god, they say, and Cortez looks pale enough compared to these brown bastards. Of course it makes no sense. I have seen statues of the god they speak of, some sort of a dragon, but covered with feathers. How they could take Cortez for him I couldn’t say, but it has kept us alive, and that’s all I ask.”

“Then they have more gods than one?”

“Hundreds, I suppose, and each more bloodthirsty than the next. Thousands die on their altars every year, and the congregations eat their flesh. Men, women, and children die; and men, women, and children devour them. They worship idols that look like devils. They know nothing of Christ. Whatever else a man comes here for, he learns soon enough it is his duty to wipe out these horrors.”

“Is it black magic, then?” Martinez asked eagerly.

“Call it what you will, it is an abomination.”

Martinez paused for a moment, then asked, as if he were changing the subject: “Where does the gold come from?”

“From mines, I suppose. Where else could it come from?”

“Well, these Aztecs sound like a race of wizards, and I thought they might have found the secret …” Martinez let his sentence trail off.

The two men had continued to trudge down the slope as they spoke, but now Luis Garcia stopped and turned to look at Martinez with the enigmatic squint the alchemist had seen before.

“The secret of what?” asked Garcia. “The secret of making gold?”

Martinez said nothing, fearing that he had already said too much.

“I never thought of that,” said Garcia. “Nobody has ever thought of it. There must be a reason why they have so much, and why they seem to care so little for it. And there must be a reason for all those sacrifices to their demons. You are a clever fellow, physician.”

“It was just an idle fancy.”

“Best to hope it’s not true, then. If the gold comes from the ground, we will have it all. But if it comes from those gods, it will go with them, and we will be the poorer for it.”

Martinez was dismayed. Could his comrades be such fanatical Christians that they would seal up an endless stream of riches for no other reason than to satisfy their scruples? What good was any god except for the gifts he gave his followers? If it was true, as he believed, that these demonic idols rewarded their followers with the gift of growing gold, then they would find an ardent devotee in Alfonso Martinez.

Like every other alchemist, he had labored for years to find the way to turn base metal into glittering riches, and had grown old before his time in the search. Years spent peering into smoking crucibles had left his back bent and his shoulders rounded; years spent with an ear cocked for the officers of the Inquisition had left him with shattered nerves and shifty eyes. At thirty-eight, his hair was gray, most of it gone. His beard was thin and scraggly, his high forehead creased by constant anxiety. He was a small man, and even he would have acknowledged that he was a wicked one. Yet he had a vision, and it made him brave and strong enough to cross an ocean that few men had dared.

The vision was simple enough: Alfonso Martinez, seated on a throne, surrounded by piles of gold and caressed by adoring women. The world was at his feet—a globe, as every sensible man had learned by now—and even the globe gleamed yellow. It was a pathetically simple picture, as Martinez himself admitted in his more cynical moments. But it pleased him, it drove him onward, and it made him something more than just a coward or a rogue. He knew there were those of his calling who claimed that the gold the alchemists sought was only the symbol of a purified spirit; but Martinez would have none of this. He was true to his dream.

Garcia’s voice drew Martinez back out of his vision. “Listen, physician,” said the soldier. “I’m going to leave you for a minute. Just keep your place in line and march along with the rest, and you’ll be fine. You’re surrounded by fighting men, and there’s no enemy about. Even these savages you see here are our allies. They don’t like this city any more than we do. There’s nothing to worry about.”

Martinez nodded, still half lost in his own thoughts, his eyes on the silent city.

Garcia was still anxious to excuse himself. “Did you see that canoe that came across the lake just now?”

Martinez had seen nothing, but pretended that he had.

“I think it was a messenger,” said Garcia. “It can’t hurt to find out what’s going on, and I have a friend who’s an aide to Cortez. Keep marching. I’ll be back.”

“Go,” said Martinez irritably, reflecting that this Garcia must be a tenderhearted fellow to show so much concern for him. Either that, or he was afraid. Martinez was anxious himself. He wondered what had happened to his countrymen in the city on the lake, and what would happen to him. His legs began to tremble. He had not forgotten Garcia’s description of the room filled with forgotten treasure.

Yet there was little to protect him, or to lead him to a fortune, except the Aztecs’ insane belief that Cortez was one of their gods. Garcia had forgotten the name, or was too sanctimonious to admit that he knew it, but the ugly word had been burned into Martinez’s brain as soon as he heard it. Quetzalcoatl, the Feathered Serpent. How Cortez had acquired the identity might remain a mystery, but there was something to be learned from the simple fact of the impersonation. Martinez knew more than a smattering of the ancient theologies, and of the numerous deities that had struggled for power in the world of the Romans or the Egyptians. Might there not be another god here, one who rivaled the Feathered Serpent and who might prevent Cortez from enshrining Christ in the name of Quetzalcoatl? Christ gave no gifts of gold, and he was no god for an alchemist. The Feathered Serpent had his uses, evidently, but the mind of Martinez raced forward to a day when some other demon of Tenochtitlan might make him rich.

He wished, not for the first time, that there was more of the divine in his own appearance. This seemed to be a land where any man of commanding presence might proclaim himself the incarnation of a supreme power, but Alfonso Martinez knew all too well that he did not look like a god. The fates conspired against a man from the moment of his birth, and the shape they gave him was no small part of his destiny. If Martinez had been a dark giant like the man whose skull he carried, things might have been different. Such a man had commanded fear, even before he had transcended death.

Martinez had never seen Don Sebastian de Villanueva, but he had heard stories about him, wild tales that were hardly to be believed. But Martinez had believed, and he had stolen the skull. He took it one night from the workshop of another magician, and betrayed the man to the Inquisition before there was time to investigate the robbery. Unfortunately, his contact with the dread tribunal had put Martinez himself in jeopardy, and he had been forced to flee to the New World before he had found time to test the powers of the skull. Yet he never doubted its merits as a totem of true magic, and had guarded it jealously throughout his travels. There was something in the shape of the skull, and in the configuration of its long sharp teeth, which convinced Martinez that it was the key to his destiny. Even the blackest periods of poverty had not tempted him to have it melted down, although careful observation had convinced him, against all logic, that it was made of solid silver.

Martinez had long pondered the question of what sort of man might leave such a relic behind. Don Sebastian had been a warrior and a wizard who had destroyed himself in flames rather than become a prisoner of the Inquisition. That had happened twenty-four years ago, in 1496, but it was said that Don Sebastian had died years earlier, and had given himself a life beyond death by invoking dark forces and imbibing the bright blood of living men and women. In short, Don Sebastian had been a vampire, a brooding monster who lurked among the towers of his ancestral castle. His brother, the Grand Inquisitor, ruled the frightened city of their birth.

An unholy pact had been made between the brothers, motivated by their shared fascination with the mysteries of black magic; but something had gone wrong. No one living knew the entire story, but the Grand Inquisitor had disappeared and Sebastian’s burning body was discovered outside the black walls of his castle. Some time later his skull had been dredged up from the waters of the moat, passing from hand to hand for years before it fell into the clutches of Alfonso Martinez. And now it was in Mexico, with its owner cursing himself because he lacked the knowledge once contained in the hollow, fleshless head he carried with him. Martinez swore that he would unlock the secret of the thing, that somehow its power would become his own.

“I think we’ll be all right,” said Luis Garcia. He startled Martinez by lumbering breathlessly up the hill, but his message was reassuring. “Only seven dead, and more wounded, of course. They’ll be glad to see you, physician. It’s not quite clear what happened, but it seems our men attacked some of these barbarians at one of their festivals and killed a bunch of them. And they fought back, for a while. I guess you and your comrades are responsible.”

“Me?”

“These natives learned that you and your expedition had come to take command from Cortez. They expected you to win, and that made them bold, but when they heard you lost, they stopped fighting and settled for a blockade of our garrison. No real harm done, I suppose, except for a few poor devils who will have no tales to tell to their grandchildren.”

A golden chord cut through the hot dry air.

“Trumpets,” said Garcia. “Cortez ordered them, to signal the men in the city. You can see where they are, in Montezuma’s palace—over there, to your left. He gave us quarters there, before we took him prisoner. The people and the priests may not like it much, but Montezuma knows who we are and what the future holds for his people. He knows that we were born to be his masters, and those who doubt it will learn soon enough.”

Artillery fire echoed across the great salt lake, and along the nearer causeway, that led from the city of water toward the mountains.

“They’ve heard us,” said Garcia. “They’re answering as best they can, with gunfire. They’re still alive, our brothers, and soon we’ll be in command of the city again.”

“With the help of the Feathered Serpent,” mumbled Martinez. He shifted his pack on his weary shoulders, and followed the long line of conquistadors down the slope to the city.


TWO: The Palace

The false physician had been sent to visit the casualties as soon as he reached the sprawling palace of red stone. Inside, he had been led through endless rooms and corridors until he reached the wounded. Stifling his awe at the alien surroundings, he had adopted an indifferent air and set himself to examining the stricken men. The charade had not taken long. Martinez had contemplated dozens of hideous injuries with apparent satisfaction, and had commended the makeshift work of the Spanish priest who had done what he could to bind up the stumps and gashes. Martinez himself treated only one man—and that because he could not stand the screaming. He hoped the fellow would die before the sleeping draught wore off.

As soon as he could safely claim his work was done, Martinez had demanded an escort back to the great hall where Luis Garcia waited. It was the only room of the palace that rose above one story, and it was big enough to house more than a hundred men. Beds of matting, each with its own canopy, lay in long rows on the floor, and braziers burned, filling the air with sweet, smoking incense. The Spaniards were anxious, and none more so than Martinez, who was driven into a suppressed frenzy by the strange splendor he saw all around him. Nothing he had seen in the New World had prepared him for the magnificence of Tenochtitlan, and he was more convinced than ever that magic had played a part in the growth of the city on the lake.

Without supernatural intervention, reasoned Martinez, it would have been impossible for this race of small, dark men to engineer the wonders he saw around him. The complex of palaces and temples that formed the heart of the city looked like the work of a giant; the low building in which he stood covered acres of ground. The architecture was inhuman to his eye: vast interlocking rectangles of some unrecognizable stone lying close to the ground, these interspersed with towering layered pyramids that seemed even stranger than the legendary monuments of Egypt. To a man who had never before left Spain, Tenochtitlan looked like the landscape of a fever dream. Far easier to imagine it the handiwork of some uncanny force than to believe that these pagans had constructed the three causeways, each miles long, that ran through the city and across the blue water to the shores beyond.

The lack of furnishing in the countless chambers of the palace confirmed his hypothesis that the Aztecs were merely the tenants of some dark god’s domain. There were no beds; even the nobles slept on woven mats. The chairs were sorry things, so close to the ground that one sat up on them cross-legged. There were a few low tables and decorated screens, but in all it seemed a bare and empty edifice, one whose inhabitants might well be interlopers.

The bright murals on the walls, all the more vivid in contrast to their bleak surroundings, provided further evidence that this was a city built by spells. The walls were alive with monsters. Whatever artists worked here had seen horrors, and had delineated them in a style so unearthly that this thrilled Martinez more than the images themselves. The figures were outlined in bold strokes of black, the outlines filled with unshaded patches of violent color. The drawing was flat, without perspective, and Martinez was wise enough in the ways of magic to recognize that every image was a symbol of some unknown power. These were not portraits but portents, and Martinez struggled to grasp their significance.

There were men in the murals, but they were paltry beside the hideous demons they served. These devils announced themselves in lurid shades of red and yellow, blue and green. They were shaped like dwarfs, with outsized heads and shrunken bodies, striped faces and bared teeth; their eyes were cold. From head to foot they were enmeshed in strange designs whose meanings seemed as if they might be hidden in some forgotten corner of the mind. They tantalized Alfonso Martinez until he thought he would go mad.

“Garcia,” he said. “Take me out of here. Show me the city.”

“Too dangerous,” said Garcia stolidly. “We’re safer here.”

“I would never have taken you for a coward, Garcia. Are you afraid to show your face to the sun?”

Martinez had his answer as Garcia’s sunburned hand took him by the throat. He was lifted into the air, his feet barely scraping the floor.

“No man calls me coward,” said Luis Garcia. Martinez felt the man’s hot breath in his face. “I’ll show you a few things, and then we’ll see how brave you are, physician.”

He lowered Martinez slowly, unaware of the fact that the alchemist no longer wished to go anywhere in the company of such a hot-blooded soldier.

“But you’re not such a bad fellow at that,” Garcia said, giving Martinez a slap on the back that nearly knocked him to the ground. “I’ll bet there’s not another man in this palace with the nerve to go outside. And you’re not even on duty. Just want a look around, do you? You shall have it.”

Martinez felt a heavy arm thrown about his shoulder and was half carried across the great hall to its entrance. The man on guard at the door was evidently a friend of Garcia’s.

“Listen,” Garcia said. “We have a scholar here. I want to show him the city. If things don’t go well, this may be his last chance for a look at the place. He should see the temples, and Montezuma’s menagerie. And the skulls. He’s a little cocky, and that should calm him down. Let us pass, will you?”

Garcia winked broadly, and seemed on the verge of nudging the man in his armored ribs. The short, stocky guard returned the wink and stood aside.

Martinez winced at the mention of the skulls, but nobody seemed to notice. He had no idea what they were talking about, but he was all too aware of the silver skull buried in the sack that had never left his side during the long voyage which had brought him to Mexico. In fact, he would have sworn that something had bumped against him when Garcia brought up the subject of skulls, but he was more than willing to attribute the thump to an imagination inflamed by heat, hunger, and the subtle horrors of Tenochtitlan.

“Lead on,” he told Garcia. This was no time to lose face, especially now that he was aware of Garcia’s mercurial temperament. Martinez might lose more than face if he tried to back out-the dangers in this strange land were not only those of the spirit. Yet everything he saw convinced Martinez that this was indeed a country of conjurers, where his own minor magic might work wonders and where the native necromancy had in fact revealed the secret of making gold.

Garcia worked his own more mundane magic on several other sentries until at last they reached the final portal of the palace. The afternoon sun beat down upon them.

“That’s not really Montezuma’s palace,” said Garcia. “It’s his father’s, but it seems that each of their kings has to build his own. Anyway, it’s been Montezuma’s since we took him prisoner and brought him over to the place he appointed as our quarters. Now it looks like maybe nothing is his anymore. But at least you’ll have a chance to see what he’s lost.”

Martinez blinked in the sudden brightness of the day and squinted down the long street that led into a causeway and toward the distant shore.

“It’s a trap,” said Garcia. “The whole place is a trap. But we’ve been hoping they won’t have the sense to spring it. There are three ways out of this city, each one a line of bridges over the water. And each one of those bridges can be drawn up in a matter of minutes, leaving us stranded on an island in the middle of a lake. You may think you’re tough because you’re willing to come out here, and you may think I’m tougher. But only Hernan Cortez has the balls to march into a place like this, where we’re outnumbered at least a hundred to one, and where a dozen idiots can cut off our retreat at a moment’s notice. After you’ve seen what sort of barbarians they are, maybe you’ll realize the kind of risks we’re taking.”

The two men stood in the great plaza near the center of Tenochtitlan. The square, paved with huge flagstones, was deserted save for a few Spanish sentries, yet Martinez felt the presence of the Aztecs everywhere. They were in the city, waiting.

“That red pile to the south is the palace where we kidnapped Montezuma,” said Garcia. “I’ll take you down that way so you can see his pleasure gardens. To the west, there, is the biggest of their pyramids. We’ll circle around and come past it back to where we started. It’s the temple of their war god, I think, and they make sacrifices there for his glory. You’ve heard of that, I suppose—how they cut the living hearts out and feed them to the flames? That’s just one of the ways they have of killing people, and that’s just one of the places where they do it. There are temples allover this city. In fact, there’s another one right beside the one you’re looking at, but you can’t see it from here. Some black god with an unpronounceable name. I don’t know what he stands for, but he’s the ugliest one I’ve seen, and that’s saying something.”

They walked south as Luis Garcia continued his monologue. “This plaza,” he said, “is the only part of the city where you can walk any distance without running into one of their damned canals. They use canals instead of streets, the way they do in Venice, I suppose. These Aztecs come and go in canoes, and they use barges for transporting goods. I guess boats seem like a sensible way to travel to men who’ve never seen a wheel or a horse. We won our share of battles on our way here because the fools scattered in panic at the sight of a stallion. But they have strange beasts of their own, and Montezuma has collected them. This is his menagerie.”

They were in a garden, the most beautiful that Martinez had ever seen. It stretched out so far that he could not see the end of it, and it was filled with fruit trees, flowering shrubs, and beds of herbs and blossoms. Stone walks intersected the garden, running between the gleaming marble buildings arranged about the grounds. And from their white walls came ungodly screams.

“The animals must be hungry,” said Garcia. “Their attendants seem to be busy elsewhere. You won’t believe it, physician, but I swear to you that this Montezuma has hundreds of men who do nothing but look after his pets. I don’t know what’s happened to them all.”

“There’s one,” Martinez said uneasily, as a figure stepped out from behind a distant stand of trees. The man saw the two Spaniards, stopped, and hurried off in the opposite direction. Martinez was glad to see him go, but cringed at the thought of furtive savages lurking in the shrubbery around him.

“Forget him,” said Garcia. “Look at that.” To the left of the walk was a sunken area, and in it was a large stone pool full of brightly colored fish. “He has dozens of pools like that, some for fish and some for fowl. And the pools are filled with fresh or salt water, whatever suits the creatures best. Whoever heard of such a thing? Montezuma’s beasts are treated better than men, and what he feeds them every day would serve an army.”

The soldier stopped at the entrance to one of the white buildings. “Let’s go in here,” he said. “I think these are some of the stranger animals.”

A cacophony of howls and roars poured through the doorway. To Martinez, the place looked like a tomb, but he went in. He was so afraid the building might be filled with armed men that he could hardly spare a glance for the beasts. Nevertheless, he and Garcia were the only human beings there.

When he finally began to study the animals, Martinez was tantalized by their similarity to the creatures he had seen in Europe, yet his eye was keen enough to recognize the differences, even through the elaborate latticework that masked the roomy cages. Some of them seemed to be wolves, foxes, and lions—but they were not. Others looked like nothing he had ever imagined. In spite of his fear, he was fascinated.

“Look out for those,” said Garcia, pointing.

“The ones that look like spotted lions? Why? Do they roam through the streets?”

“No. But if you see a man wearing one of those skins, keep away from him. They call those beasts ‘jaguars,’ and the men who bear those spots are their most dangerous warriors. They have two sorts of knights here: these jaguars, and the ‘eagles,’ who wear feathers. Each serves one of their gods. The eagle knights belong to that feathered serpent we spoke of before, and they are bad enough. But they are with Montezuma, and their god is the one whose mantle Cortez wears. The jaguar knights know no master but that black god whose temple stands beside the great pyramid. When you’ve seen their shrine, you’ll know why I warned you.”

One of the black-and-gold creatures clawed at the latticework cage. Its red mouth gaped, snarling. Martinez stepped back involuntarily; the fear he felt was something more than a dread of its bright fangs.

“Let’s go,” he said. “I’ve seen enough.”

“I must show you the birds,” said Garcia. “You’ve never seen anything like them. They’re like rainbows. The Aztecs use their feathers for decorations.”

“I can see birds enough to suit me from here,” said Martinez as he stepped out into the sunlight. He began to wish that he had never left the palace.

“The serpents, then. There’s a whole house full of them. There’s one that’s a marvel. His tail is covered with little bells, and he rings them before he strikes with his poison.”

“No serpents,” said Martinez.

“Getting jumpy, are you?” Garcia grinned. “Well, there’s one more place here I have to show you before we visit the pyramid. This is sure to interest a man in your line of work. Come on, now. I insist.”

He grasped Martinez by the arm and all but dragged him forward. The alchemist knew that he was being mocked, but there was nothing he could do. He thought of running, then thought of himself lost in the city.

“They’re a strange people,” said Garcia, brutally, indifferent to his companion’s protestations, “those knights I mentioned. When there is no war, they fight among themselves, the eagles against the jaguars. And I don’t mean tourneys such as civilized men might have. They take the losers and sacrifice them to their gods. Their best men! They’re crazy. And wait till you see what Montezuma keeps in here.”

He stopped outside the white walls. Martinez heard strange cries from within, but he could hardly imagine what sort of animal might make such sounds.

“Look at those plants before we go in,” said Garcia, obviously enjoying himself. “I’ve heard the herbs that Montezuma grows here make good medicine. Things we’ve never learned about. You should study them, physician. They might be of use to you.”

Martinez stared stupidly at the ground and made a show of examining the leaves and flowers. For all he knew there was magic here, but now he could not bring himself to care. “Fascinating,” he said at last.

“Come inside,” said Garcia. “You’ll love this.”

“Are these buildings always left open? Shouldn’t they be locked?”

“These
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