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          FOREWORD
 
            ALL THAT HISTORY KNOWS OF THE fortress of La Navidad in Haiti is that Columbus built it of wrecked timbers on his first voyage and, returning on his second a year later, found it deserted and ruined.
            The names of La Navidad’s garrison are preserved in the records. Among them are listed the Englishman, Tallarte de Lages, and the Irishman, Guillermo Ires. These sound like Spanish versions of Tall Arthur Lake and Irish Willy. Can anyone with imagination give up for lost two men who bore such names? And must they be given up?
            Faint whispers from old accounts seem to say not. For instance, when Cortez landed on the coast of Mexico he heard rumors of men like himself living among the Maya. And a full century later, when Spanish missionaries penetrated to Peten in what is now Guatemala, they heard stories of a red-haired stranger who had lived there as a teacher and leader.
            From thinking about these things, and from readings in Maya history, came this tale of what might have happened to Tall Arthur and Irish Willy.
 
             
   
              



I. THE ATTACK ON THE FORT




              WIFT as hunting hounds they ran through the jungle, Tall Arthur Lake and Irish Willy O’Naill. Smaller of body, the red-bearded Irishman made better time slipping between trunks and wriggling through brush. But when they gained the open beach by the sparkling blue sea, Tall Arthur stretched his long legs and overhauled his scurrying older companion. Headlong they raced for the vine-draped brown timbers of La Navidad, Europe’s sole settlement on the western side of the great ocean Columbus had sailed only last autumn.
            Over the threshold log of the open portal they sprang, almost trampling upon sleepy Jorge Gonzales, the sentry.
            “What now?” demanded Gonzales plaintively. “Only English and Irish savages would gallop in this cursed heat—nay, do not disturb the high constable’s siesta!”
            But they had darted across the open inner court and thundered at Diego de Arana’s door, Willy’s lean freckled fist pounding just beneath Arthur’s great tanned one.
            “Show yourself,” growled a sleepy voice inside.
            Entering, they stood at attention on the floor of rush-strewn sand.
            La Navidad’s commander sat up on his wicker couch, boots off and doublet unlaced. He blinked balefully, and his long white teeth glittered in the dark of his beard.
            “Tallarte de Lages, Guillermo Ires,” he snarled, using the Spanish versions of their names. “Dare you make sport by wakening me, you uncouth ruffians?”
            Tall Arthur realized how raffish they must look to the siesta-blurred eyes of the aristocratic de Arana. He and Willy, almost alone of La Navidad’s garrison, went in brief garments like the natives of this island of Hispaniola. They wore tattered canvas breeches, sandals woven of bark strips, and belts to hold sword, dagger and pouch. He himself bore a great bow of English yew at his back, and at his side a quiver of long arrows. His yellow mane was tousled like grass in a storm, and Willy’s fiery beard bristled in all directions. Small wonder that Diego de Arana, master of the colony by authority of Admiral Christopher Columbus, thought them the least soldierly pair in all his little following.
            “It is no sport we make, Senor Constable,” Willy was reporting. “A whole nation of howling savages is headed this way thinking to butcher us all!”
            Tall Arthur groaned inwardly. He should have spoken, for all he was only nineteen, ten years younger than Irish Willy O’Naill. No matter what language Willy spoke—Spanish, English, or the strange barbaric tongue of Hispaniola’s tribesmen— he made every word sound extravagant. Arthur cleared his throat, bringing de Arana’s sour attention upon himself.
            “We were hunting with two Indians from the village yonder,” he explained. “To them came a kinsman, to say that Caonabo, that war-like chief from the west, was sailing along the shore with a fleet of his canoes, his men shouting that they would kill the white strangers.”
            “You heard so?” mocked de Arana. “What then?”
            “What then?” Willy exclaimed. “We came running here with the word, to warn the fort.”
            De Arana grinned, as fierce as a jungle cat.
            “Hark you both,” he bade them. “Caonabo has sworn friendship. This is an idle rumor you tell, and in bad season, for you have now spoiled my rest.”
            “The village hunters would not lie,” Arthur protested.
            “De Lages, you give your tall inches too much honor,” snapped de Arana. “The Admiral let you awe the Indians with your skill at that bow of yours. But you are a boy in age and wit, for all your length of limb. As for you, Guillermo Ires, I sicken of your wild words and mad pranks.”
            He yawned in their faces.
            “You expect attack,” he said. “Therefore arm yourself as proper soldiers—helms and breastplates. Then outside, both of you. Stand guard on the shore. When those war canoes heave in sight, bring warning.”
            “That we will,” cried Willy, saluting.
            “And stay until they come!” snarled de Arana. “If it is an hour from now, or tomorrow, or next week! But dare not disturb me again, until I give you leave to cease guarding! Is it understood? Then take yourselves from my presence, the two of you.”
            Once departed from his anger, Arthur snorted with fury. In the palm-thatched hut he shared with Willy, he donned his gear: a worn doublet, a leather jerkin protected at back, breast and shoulders with bright plates of steel, and a caplike helmet. His sandals he changed for stout thigh boots. Willy also got into his armor, took up his round buckler, and cocked his headpiece on his red shock.
            “Would ye not know it?” he grumbled. “Devil a word he believes. These Spaniards scorn us, even to our names. Tallarte de Lages is the best they can do with Tall Arthur Lake, and not one of them can set his tongue to the name of O’Naill!” spluttered Willy. “O’Naill is a king’s name, fit for the best man on earth, and what do they call me? Guillermo Ires— Willy the Irishman!”
            As they left their quarters, Willy ducked into the cook shed and came back with a big water gourd in one hand, a haunch of cooked meat in the other, and under his elbow a cakelike loaf of maize bread. Arthur nodded approval.
            “We’ll need food,” he said, “for Caonabo’s canoes are likely many hours away.”
            “Aye,” agreed Willy. “De Arana will leave us on guard, maybe till tomorrow, till he thinks we’re properly punished for having ears to our heads and faith in our hearts—a fiend singe him!”
            Arthur led the way from the fort. He looked up into the deep blue sky, where shone a sun as hot as pale fire. Its rays bit through his metal armor as he walked across the sand. Shading his eyes with his palm, he peered over La Navidad’s harbor. No craft showed save the longboat, complete with mast and sail, in which the Spaniards fished and explored. The two made their way to where its stern was drawn up on the beach, and Willy dropped his burden of food inside. Gratefully Arthur pushed back his steel cap and mopped the sweat that already beaded his brow.
            “Let’s pray there is no raid,” he said, leaning his longbow against the stem. “For such mercy I’d sit here for a day and a night, hoping for Columbus to come back.”
            “I too,” agreed Willy.
            “If indeed the Admiral ever made Spain.” Arthur voiced the worry that often appressed him. “He had only that little nutshell Nina, after the flagship was wrecked here and Pinzon deserted with the Pinta.”
            “Admiral Columbus could sail to Spain in a leaky bread tray,” insisted Willy stoutly. “He’s the best sailor in the world, and he’ll return within his promised year—”
            “His year is up at Christmastide,” put in Arthur. “No more than three months off. And if he comes, what will he find? Of the forty he left here half are dead, by fever or drowning or brawling, and Diego de Arana rules us fool-fashion.” He toyed with spare arrowheads at his belt pouch. “De Arana may be a noble at home in Spain, but as our constable he is not worth a whortleberry.”
            “You wanted adventure,” reminded Willy. “You told me that when we met in Palos Town and signed for this voyage to nowhere.”
            “Aye,” agreed Arthur, brightening at the memory. “It was for adventure, too, that I asked to stay here at La Navidad when the Nina sailed for home. For adventure, and for my shipmate Willy O’Naill, who also wanted to stay in Hispaniola.”
            Willy grinned in his red beard. “No, I wasn’t anxious to go back home to Galway. Haven’t I told you how I broke the skull of a thieving landlord who would have stolen his own grandmother’s pig?”
            “You have,” said Arthur, thinking how often he had heard the tale.
            “If I went back, the sheriff would be waiting to put a rope to my neck for that—the more because the landlord had gold, and what was I but a poor wandering tinker, who could mend your kettle or medicine your sick cow or sing out the soul of you with the ballad of Cuchulain.”
            “Cuchulain,” repeated Arthur. “The one you call Ireland’s champion?”
            “That he was, and forefather to the family of O’Naill! Sure, Cuchulain’s spirit was strong in me when I put my mark on that thieving landlord’s thick head. But after, what could I do but bundle and go to Palos, and then to Hispaniola and La Navidad?” Arthur watched birds swirling above the blue waves. They looked contented and busy. “You were happy as a tinker, Willy?”
            “Och, it’s a grand life, tinkering, with new towns and new faces each day, and new songs to hear and learn, and at times a pretty girl’s smile or maybe a likely lad who wants to trade buffets with you. I’ve tinkered through Ireland and England, too, ere I boarded a ship to sail away from the sheriff.”
            Arthur wiped sweat, and moved to get the offshore breeze. “Sorry you came?” he suggested.
            “I’ve been a grown man these dozen years, lad, and I won’t moan over homesickness or hard knocks.” He gazed landward into green jungle. “But some days, just for one whiff of heather back of Galway Town, I’d give all the fruits and flowers of Hispaniola.”
            “And what about other days?” prompted Arthur.
            “Well, I’ve told you the things I’ve learned as a tinker. I can work metal, sing songs, fight and build and plant and reap. I know something of medicine and sailing ships and the arts of war and peace. Here in this savage world will be a place for such knowledge. I was only a tinker at home. Here I may grow to be a great man.” He looked again to the jungle. “Yonder in the villages are good simple folk who will be grateful to one who can teach them—saints preserve us, boy!”
            So frantically did Willy squeak out the last words that Arthur sprang up and stared jungleward, too.
            From the lush thickets broke a fine of nearly naked warriors. Some bore blazing torches, others carried spears or clubs. Even as Arthur saw them, a whipping flight of spears struck down Jorge Gonzales at the portal and, with an exultant howl, the raiders rushed into La Navidad.
 



II. FLIGHT FROM DESTRUCTION
 
            ARTHUR snatched up his bow, set the lower tip of the stave against his booted foot and strung it, in a single surging effort. Whipping an arrow from his quiver, he crossed it over the bow, notched it on the string, and drew it to his very shoulder. The bow twanged, the arrow clove the air like a pouncing bird of prey, and a brown warrior at the gate spun around and fell flat.
            A yell rang out. One of the Indians, squat-built, with fish-hawk wings bound to his temples, gestured at Arthur and Willy and shouted a command. Some of the savages turned toward the beach, waving spears and clubs.
            Arthur was too busy to think. He notched and sped another arrow, piercing the shoulder of the squat Indian. As he prepared to launch yet a third shaft, he was aware of Willy’s frantic whoop.
            “Don’t stop to fight now, lad! The boat, the boat!”
            Willy was straining to shove the longboat free of its lodgement at the water’s edge. Instantly Arthur whirled, tossed his bow into the boat, and set his own brawny shoulder to the beached stern. A thrown spear whistled past his shoulder. Then a quick driving effort together, and they shoved the craft free, clambering aboard as it slid out.
            “Up sail!” Willy cried. “Bless the saints for this offshore breeze!”
            Arthur pulled the halyard and up rose the square sail, catching the wind. Behind them, several of the swiftest Indians floundered into the water after them. Willy warded a club-blow with his iron buckler, and the return thrust of his sword sent the warrior down.
            Now the boat was under way before the wind, already moving too fast for any wader or swimmer to catch it. The baffled pursuers waved their weapons and yelled in frustration. Willy replied with taunts in Irish, Spanish and English.
            Arthur, trimming the sail, glanced forward. Two great canoes, hollowed from single logs and each sped by a dozen sinewy paddlers, had come into the harbor’s mouth.
            “More of them, Willy!” he warned sharply.
            The two craft hurried to cut off the longboat’s escape. Behind them showed half a dozen more canoes.
            “Take to your bow, archer-lad,” snapped Willy. “You fend them off while I steer.”
            He dropped sword and buckler in the bottom of the longboat to seize the tiller and the rope controlling the sail. Arthur moved forward, laid an arrow across his bow and half drew it. Carefully he braced his feet, one in the bottom, the other planted on the gunwale. The longboat moved nimbly before the breeze, while the nearer canoe strove to cross its bow.
            “Ahai!” shouted a warrior. A native arrow, made of jointed cane, splashed into the waves six feet from the longboat’s bow.
            Quick as thought, Arthur sped his return shaft, and the Indian bowman pitched out of the canoe as though he were diving.
            The paddlers roared in concentrated fury, but Arthur’s second arrow had already buzzed across the intervening waves. It skewered the arm of another warrior, who howled like a wolf with pain and rage. The others ceased paddling and cowered in the bottom of their craft. Willy steered the longboat safe to larboard, and past the pursuer.
            But the second canoe, uncowed by Arthur’s bow- manship, hurried up, its paddlers dipping frantically. As the longboat headed westward to clear the harbor, it presented its stern to this second canoe. Arthur turned aft to face the new threat.
            Bow on, this canoe was less of a target than had been the first, which had showed them its side. The prow was furnished with an upward-slanting pole of carved wood, which partially protected an Indian who knelt there with a bow.
            “They gain on us!” groaned Willy. “We’re not full before the wind now!”
            Arthur planted his left foot on the stern seat beside Willy and once more drew his big bow. The canoe gained, stroke by stroke. The Indian archer rose clear of the obstructing pole and launched his shaft.
            As Arthur loosed his own arrow, he heard Willy catch his breath. Then the Indian tumbled back into the canoe.
            “Take her to starboard, Willy,” said Arthur. “Give me a chance at their broadside.”
            Willy swung the tiller. The canoe, too, sought to come about, but not soon enough. Arthur’s next shaft struck the man with the steering paddle. As the canoe wallowed, temporarily out of control, Willy placed the longboat well before the wind again and they fairly sped from the harbor.
            It had taken no more than fifteen minutes, perhaps, from first alarm to reaching open water. Now Arthur found time to feel a great sense of dismay. Looking shoreward, he saw a black pillar of smoke gushing up from La Navidad. The fort was burning in a dozen places.
            “Gone, every soul of them,” he said wretchedly.
            “And they nearly got us, too,” said Willy. “Take the tiller, lad.”
            Arthur slipped into helmsman’s position, setting their course west along the shore. On their left the surf pounded, and ahead lay the sea with no sign of canoe to bar their way. Turning, he saw that the pursuers had dropped rearward. Then he took time to glance at Willy.
            “You’re wounded,” he said at once. “That Indian clapped a shaft into you.”
            The reed arrow had pierced the flesh of Willy’s left arm near the shoulder, and blood trickled down. Willy tried to grin reassuringly as he tugged at the arrow with gingerly care.
            “Careful,” warned Arthur. “You’ll catch that fishbone head under your skin. Let me do it.”
            Holding the tiller in the crook of his elbow, Arthur drew his dagger and cut the head from the reed shaft, then pulled it free. Willy dipped palmfuls of sea water to wash the wound and tore a rag from the leg of his breeches to bandage it.
            “I’m all right,” he said, with a show of cheer. “Better, at least, than our poor messmates at La Navidad.”
            “Wiped out,” said Arthur sadly. “The fort’s lost, and all our comrades. And we—”
            “We must pull out of sight and reach of Caonabo’s devils,” supplied Willy. “Thank heaven for this good boat, and that we both have the skill to sail her.”
            They inspected the longboat in which they had fled. It was full eighteen feet in length and four feet in the beam, stoutly caulked, with keel and rudder. Under the seat aft, and under a decking at the bow, were water-tight stowage lockers. Willy rummaged in these ,and found them empty save for a piece of spare sail, a few fish hooks and a hank of line, and an old bread bag containing such trifling articles of trade as beads and hawk bells. Two oars lay in the boat, and a water cask was lashed amidships. This was empty, and their only provisions were the scanty supplies Willy had picked up in the cook shed.
            “Well, I’m thinking a wounded man is better off for food and drink,” observed Willy. “And you’d best eat, too.”
            They sliced bits of meat, broke the bread, and passed the water gourd back and forth. The canoes had fallen far behind, and they felt safe in pulling off their hot armor. Willy took the tiller again, and Arthur wrapped his bow and arrows in the spare canvas.
            As he stowed them away, he reflected how he had gone sailing two years before in quest of adventure. Reared among Devonshire hills, tall and strong from childhood up, he had not felt satisfied to excel his companions at archery, wrestling and hunting. At seventeen he had boarded a ship at the wharf in Plymouth, had made several voyages to Spain and back, and in 1492 had become one of the crew of Christopher Columbus’ Santa Maria. It had been Columbus’ inspiring presence and argument that impelled him to sign the ships’ articles—yes, and the merry talk of Irish Willy O’Naill, whom he had met in port at Palos and had liked from the very first.
            Where had all this impulse of adventure brought him, and where was it leading him now? Back in Palos, he had seemed far away from his Devonshire home. Then among the strange isles found by Columbus, he had had only La Navidad for a fragment of familiarity. Now La Navidad was gone—forever. La Navidad, and Diego de Arana who had sneered at him, and his fellows in the ranks. All were gone.
            Arthur shook his head to banish these doleful meditations. Willy, tightening the bandage on his wounded arm, spoke as though he knew the dismay in his young friend’s heart.
            “Sure, now, this isn’t so evil a place,” said Willy. “Caonabo’s an enemy, but there are friends.”
            “Where?” asked Arthur.
            “Remember the village west of here, when we sailed with the Admiral between Hispaniola and the isle of Tortuga?” reminded Willy. “You made them stare with your skill at the bow, and I impressed them by my knowledge of the Hispaniola tongue. They made us welcome then. They’ll do so now.”
            That night they camped on the beach, filling their cask at an inland spring and supplementing the remains of their food with fish caught overside. By midafternoon of the next day they reached the westward settlement where, in early December of 1492, Columbus had made a landfall. As they beached the boat, friendly brown people poured from their basketwork huts with cries of welcome.
            But these villagers looked grave at Willy’s half- understood news of Caonabo’s raid. An old councilor, dignified for all his scanty dress, made it clear that he feared Caonabo would continue his chase, slaughtering those who gave the fugitives comfort. So the Indians escorted La Navidad’s two survivors back to their boat. Helpfully they cargoed it with food— roasted yams, dried fish, cakes of the ground root- meal they called cassava—then urged Willy and Arthur to go.
            “They have the right of it,” said Willy soberly. “What good will it do us or them to wait here? Let’s be sailing.”
            “Sail where?” demanded Arthur. “We’re nearly at the western end of Hispaniola.”
            “Aye, but Cuba’s off yonder—no more than fifty sea-miles. We’ve smooth waters and a breeze behind, and we’re both good sailors. Caonabo won’t follow there.”
            “Shall we stay in Cuba then?”
            “We’ll visit,” grinned Willy. “We can count on Admiral Columbus by Christmas. Until then, we can lie snug out of Caonabo’s sight and mind—perhaps explore Cuba a bit and have a tale to tell the Admiral. Isn’t that better than stay and take chances here?”
            It was better, Arthur realized. At dawn they set sail, and the next day made out high, palm-crowned peaks on Cuba’s shore.
            Their voyage along Cuba’s southern coast was not unpleasant. High bluffs guarded the shore during their first days. Beyond they found stretches of sandy beach, and great inlets like river mouths. Sometimes the wind helped them west again. Other times it blew at an awkward angle, making it necessary to beat back and forth. Sometimes there was no wind at all. Willy’s wounded arm pained him, and Arthur got out the oars and toiled to make progress.
            On pleasant bits of level sand they made night camps, gathered food and wood and made fire with flint and steel. There was fish in abundance. Sometimes Arthur shot down birds for them to roast and eat. With the largest feathers of his quarry, he winged long, straight canes, and into the split ends he lashed his spare arrowheads. Thus he made a dozen new arrows.
            Here and there, at inlet or beach, men and women hurried from their huts to watch the sail draw near. They were friendly and hospitable, giving fruit and meat. In one village was a wise-faced old woman, who plastered Willy’s inflamed arm with the pulp of certain green leaves that helped it to heal.
            The language was not unlike that of Hispaniola, and Arthur and Willy heard themselves greeted as spirit voyagers from the sky. When they denied this supernatural origin and said that they fled from enemies in Hispaniola, the people of Cuba understood perfectly. They called Hispaniola Bohio, and knew it as a land inhabited by fierce strangers.
            “Hark you, Willy,” said Arthur thoughtfully as they sailed away from one friendly village. “These natives are kindly and helpful, but they aren’t what the admiral thought to find. He told us that these were the coasts of Asia—Cathay and Cipango, lands of wealth and power.”
            “Aye,” agreed Willy. “The only gold we’ve seen in one pendant around a chief’s neck. If these lands are not Cathay or Cipango, then, what are they?”
            Arthur shook his yellow head. “I don’t know.”
            “No more do I,” Willy went on, “but Cathay and Cipango have temples and towers and elephants and great armies. These folk don’t know the make of a wheel or the hammering of iron. I’ve been thinking, lad, that we’re seeing people and shores never guessed of at home.”
            “But the scholars say—” began Arthur.
            “I’m no scholar, but yet I’m past a schoolboy,” broke in Willy. “And in Ireland there’s the tale of Saint Brendan, who lifetimes ago sailed to the west, and found new countries beyond the wide ocean sea. Just such lands as Hispaniola and Cuba.” He looked sharply at Arthur. “What if we explore on, and find we’re in the place Saint Brendan found?”
            “Admiral Columbus would hear the news with wonder,” said Arthur.
            “More,” nodded Willy eagerly. “He’d have to admit that these islands belong to Ireland and not to Spain. I may yet be a true king of Ireland’s colonies, Arthur—a fit son of Cuchulain!”
            On they voyaged, day by day. According to the tally of days Arthur kept by dagger notches on an oar, they had sailed for a month since the fall of La Navidad. Willy guessed that they had covered full seven hundred and fifty miles. Then came the morning they rounded a mighty cape and found themselves sailing northwest.
            They paused on a beach with green trees beyond, to fill their water cask. Here, too, were friendly Indians. By signs Willy asked them where the coast ran, and was answered by full-armed gestures to eastward.
            Willy gave the chief a jangling little bell, and took council with Arthur.
            “You take his meaning?” asked Willy. “We sailed west from Hispaniola, along the south shore. Now, they say, the coast doubles back to the east.”
            “An island?” said Arthur. “Or a big bay that will swing north and west again?”
            Willy shrugged. “If we sail back this new way, we’ll find out, lad.”
            “We’ve been gone a month,” Arthur reminded him. “We’ll need another month to get back, sailing the way we came. Perhaps we’ll find the Admiral at La Navidad, and we can tell him about this coast that doubles back.”
            “True,” agreed Willy. “Then let’s sail the way we came.”
            They traded beads to the Indians for cassava bread, fruit, and roast fish and birds. Back around the cape they beat their way.
            The next day, heavy, scudding clouds swept across the sky. At mid-morning a sudden wind struck hard from the eastward, catching them well off shore. With difficulty they beat their way into it, the waves around them curling and hissing in the wind.
            “It blows harder,” said Arthur, wiping spray from his face. “Let’s come about and make for shore.”
            They shifted sail and strove to angle back toward the shore. But the wind suddenly rose, strong enough to whip the foaming tops from the waves. The longboat jumped and quivered before the force of the gale.
            “Down with the sail!” yelled Arthur.
            “Aye!” came back Willy’s wind-muffled voice. “We’ll have to ride it out if we can!”
            LATER, when it was all over, Willy was to say the storm lasted four days, and Arthur to insist that it went fully five. But at the time, it seemed to go on for a dark, wet, perilous eternity.
            While they struggled to lower it, the sail ripped from its fastenings and sailed off like a bird. The great wind roared endlessly, shredding the sea so that wave-tops flew like loose shingles from a roof. Arthur grabbed a thwart, while Willy clung to the tiller with one hand and the gunwale with the other. They dived into a great hollow trough of the waters, as a rabbit dives into a burrow, and rose half full of water, to stand momentarily on top of a wave as on a hill. Around them sprang up other waves, like a temporary range of mountains. Then down they hurried again.
            Arthur shouted at Willy. “Does she answer the helm at all?”
            “Some.” Willy’s voice filtered through the tumult. “Enough to keep her from broaching to...”
            That was all Arthur could hear. But he could see that, even without a sail, the blast was hurrying them along. They fled before it as never before Caonabo’s yelling warriors.
            Then came the rain. It whipped them from above, from behind. Clouds raced to cover the sky, and from their dark, swollen midst poured down the torrent.
            Arthur groped for the bailing calabash in the flooded bottom. “We’ll do!” he howled, hoping Willy could hear. “The lockers fore and aft—full of air—they’ll float us!”
            “Aye!” Willy roared, leaning forward. “Bail, lad!”
            Arthur bailed. Somehow he got more water out of the boat than came in. He found a moment to lash his canvas-wrapped bow and arrows under the thwarts. Then came another great pelting rush of rain, and he bailed again until his lungs labored and his arms ached. At last he fell back to take the tiller while Willy plied the calabash.
            The longboat seemed to have a certain courage and wit of its own. It hurried before the wind, wallowing in the sea but keeping its keel down and its bow before the wind. Arthur steered by the nagging shove of the gale at his back, for he had no other guide. They were going west, he knew, and swiftly—more than that he could not say.
            Watching, he saw that Willy’s strength ebbed, and again moved forward to bail. This alternation of labor continued for hours. Then, suddenly, it began to grow dark, and wind and sea abated from desperation to mere threat. The rain, too, was only a patter now. Up ahead, through the clouds, the sun made a dim gray blotch as it fell toward an unknown horizon.
            “Ochone, I’m soaked through my skin to the marrow,” Willy mumbled from where he was steering. “How about you, Art?”
            “As wet as you, Willy, but we’ll ride out the night.”
            Ride it out they did, without star to steer by. No sleep for either of them, though by turns they sagged in the bottom of the longboat, with rain fingering their nodding heads. Now and then they ate—a fragment of soggy cassava bread, a mouthful of clammy meat. In that shower they needed no drink from the cask.
            Dawn struggled through the clouds behind them at last, and there was some respite, but not much, from the storm. Another grim, enduring toiling day, another wet, blowing night, another dawn.
            They slept by turns, at no special hour, which might be why they could not later agree on the passage of days. The end came as suddenly as the beginning.
            Through the shouting of wind and waves and the blinding curtain of rain came the murderous thunder of breakers. Bone-tired, half-fainting, they could not have avoided the rocks if they had known their position. The boat leaped high, then fell with a mighty splintering crash on great fangs of reef, and the remains blundered on to strand on a beach.
            It looked unbelievably strange, that beach. Arthur had given up ever seeing a beach again. He guessed rather than saw, tossing trees inland as he helped Willy drag free their few possessions—the bucklers, the steel-faced jackets and helmets, his canvas-wrapped bow and quiver. Still flogged by that dreadful east wind, they stumbled through foam to solid ground, crept to shelter somewhere among matted brush. As Arthur sank down, drugged by fatigue, he wondered if Willy was close beside him. Then the rain seemed to cease. He slept.



   

           III. The Cage
 
              
            ARTHUR wakened suddenly, to a nudging shove in his ribs. He mumbled and turned over. Again the nudge. He sat up and opened his eyes to broad daylight among rich green foliage.
            Around them stood Indians, with big-nosed faces streaked by blue tattoo. They wore heavily embroidered mantles and carried stout spears and round shields. A spear-butt had stirred Arthur awake.
            Still sleep-drugged, he sprang to his feet. Instantly half a dozen spearheads of chipped black stone thrust close to him.
            “We’re taken like birds in a net,” groaned Willy from near by. “Nothing friendly about these folk, I’m thinking.”
            Arthur subsided among the leveled spears. One Indian stepped close, a sturdy fellow with a leather cap plumed with many-colored feathers. He growled something, then reached up a brown hand to clutch Arthur’s yellow mane. Two others pulled Arthur’s arms behind him and bound his wrists with a thong. A third snatched away his belt, with pouch and dagger.
            Helpless, Arthur glared at his captors. They were short—none of them within six inches of his own height—but they were sturdy, with broad brown faces and narrow black eyes. Their cotton loincloths were embroidered in bright colors, and they wore leather sandals. Their shields seemed to be faced with cotton, stoutly woven and gaily painted. Again the feather-capped leader spoke, and his companions gathered up the weapons and armor of the white men. Then they herded Arthur and Willy away.
            They crashed through wet green undergrowth among dense trees. Along this they traveled for only a few minutes, then came into a clearing where stood a village. The houses were better than those in Hispaniola or Cuba. The walls were seemingly overlaid with plaster, and the roofs were sturdily thatched.
            “Cathayans?” Arthur asked over his shoulder.
            “I doubt if the Cathayans would treat us so,” grumbled his trussed companion.
            People in gay cotton swarmed from the dooryards, jabbering in their strange tongue and gazing beady- eyed at Arthur and Willy. The plumed chief of the warriors bowed before an older man in a feather- worked coat, setting his palm to the ground, then seemed to report. The older man came to study the prisoners. Finally he lifted his hand and caught a fistful of Arthur’s hair, then of Willy’s, as though to signal capture. Finally he spoke, and the two were marched to a sort of open pavilion, a thickly thatched roof set on poles.
            Inside this was a rectangular cage, of stout poles bound together with strips of leather. At their leader’s word, two men untied the prisoners’ hands. One of them opened the cage door and pushed Willy and Arthur inside.
            Arthur stood a long moment, conquering his dismay. He had adventured too far, he told himself, for disaster now. From England to Spain, then with Columbus to Hispaniola, escaping the murderous spears of Caonabo and the terrifying storm at sea—if he had survived those things, would he meet his end in this coop? He scowled out at the villagers, who gazed back with an intensity that had something of relish in it. Then he studied several warriors, who were hanging the armor, swords and daggers to a supporting pole just beyond arm’s reach of the cage. One of them was rubbing Arthur’s bow to dry it.
            “Will they make a show of us, like bears or monkeys?” he demanded of Willy.
            “Look you,” said Willy. “We’ve a fellow prisoner in this Indian jail.”
            A figure had risen in the cage’s dimmest corner. It was a young man, olive-skinned and naked but for sandals and loincloth. His black hair was braided behind his neck, and he looked well-knit, though not so tall as Willy. His eyes were steady, questioning and mystified.
            “Caught in here too, lad?” Willy addressed him. “Then let’s be friends.”
            He held out his freckled hand. The prisoner gazed at it, then at Willy’s face. He said something in a quiet, deep voice. He stood tense and wondering, watching them.
            “Friends,” repeated Arthur. “My name’s Arthur Lake, and this is Willy O’Naill.” He tapped his chest. “Arthur.” Then, gesturing: “Willy.”
            “Ah-chay?” the dark youth attempted the name. He pointed to Willy. “Huil—Huilche?”
            “You have the right of it, almost,” said Arthur, smiling.
            The dark youth ventured to smile himself. He pointed to himself. “Kanixt,” he said.
            “Kanixt,” Arthur said after him. “We know each other’s names. That’s a good start.”
            “Who are these women?” Willy interrupted.
            Several village women had come close outside, thrusting clay bowls between the bars. These were generously heaped. One held a steaming mess of dark beans that smelled of hot seasoning. Another bore corn cakes, and a third was full of roast fish.
            “We won’t starve,” observed Willy, filling his mouth.
            Kanixt folded a cake into a sort of spoon, and dipped beans. He chewed slowly, watching Willy and Arthur as they attacked the food. Finally he spoke, and lifted a hand, palm out. He looked at them and shook his head.
            “Maybe he fears we’ll leave him none,” said Willy. “Sure, there’s plenty, Kanixt. Eat hearty.” And he offered the bean bowl.
            But Kanixt shook his head again. He pointed at the villagers outside, then gestured as though putting food in his mouth. Finally he bent, made a pantomime bite at his own arm, and pointed again to the villagers.
            “What?” cried Willy. “He means they’ll eat us? We’re to grow fat and then—”
            Arthur’s hunger departed instantly. He set down his bowl. Kanixt, watching, nodded grave approval.
            “Black fall their way, the man-eaters!” Willy snarled.
            “Let them come in here to get us,” rejoined Arthur, flexing his muscles. “I’ll put my mark on a few of them, at least.”
            Again he and Willy sat down opposite Kanixt, who still studied them with quiet curiosity that had in it something of awe. Again Arthur smiled to reassure his new companion, and again Kanixt smiled in reply.
            “If we only knew each other’s way of talk,” said Willy. “Maybe we can learn. Hark ye, Kanixt! What do you call this?”
            He pointed to the corn cakes and raised his brows questioningly. Kanixt nodded understanding and spoke a word. He indicated the beans, and said another.
            “Let’s say the words after him,” said Arthur, “and then learn more.”
            They did so. Before an hour was gone, Kanixt had taught them his terms for bread, beans, water, wood, man, woman, and a dozen other things.
            The first lesson at an end, Arthur studied the bars of the cage. They were thick and hard; an axe would be needed to break them. The rawhide bands had dried to the hardness of tin clamps. “If we but had a dagger,” he mourned.
            “Our daggers hang yonder out of reach,” replied Willy. “All the metal we have is this old silver ring on my finger.” He held it up. “Chuck me that broken pebble by your foot.”
            As Arthur tossed the jagged bit of rock to his friend, Kanixt pointed to it and gave them a new word.
            With another pebble, Willy began to pound his ring against the hard rock. Arthur watched him.
            “Even if you make a sharp point of that silver, how can you cut through these bars?” he demanded.
            “Wait and see,” said Willy, toiling away.
            Days passed. Their captors brought tempting food —hot stewed meat, fruit, bread, even delicate sweet cakes—and grimaced plaintively when the three ate only scanty mouthfuls. Arthur exercised his long limbs by stretching and flexing, and both he and Willy learned more words from Kanixt, who relaxed his awe of them. At last they could understand some of his talk.
            Kanixt, it appeared, came from inland. He had been ambushed by these cannibals, and before many days—he pointed to the sun and held up all his fingers, ten and again ten—he would be eaten. So would Willy and Arthur. It had something to do with a grotesque wooden idol they saw dimly among the houses —probably a religious feast.
            “They must come in here to get us,” said Arthur grimly. “Woe to the first who tries it.”
            “While there’s life there’s hope,” comforted Willy.
            He still toiled over his flattened ring. To Arthur it looked like a mere tag of metal, smaller than the head of one of his arrows dangling so maddeningly out of reach on the pole outside. It could never whittle through the stout wooden bars, Arthur told himself despairingly.
            The twenty days Kanixt had indicated with his fingers were going, one by one. As Willy and Arthur grew better able to talk with their new friend, they learned that the town from which Kanixt had come was named Cuma and that, while Cuma was not formally at war with this seacoast community, the taking of prisoners for sacrifice was common among the country’s various tribes. Kanixt indicated that their death might come in any of several ways. They might be tied to trees and shot with arrows, or stretched on an altar while their hearts were cut from their bodies.
            Afterward, their flesh would be eaten in honor of the wooden idol.
            “In Cuma we do not eat men,” he added.
            “The saints be thanked for that,” said Willy, “for I’m hoping you’ll take us to your home as friends.”
            “To Cuma?” Kanixt smiled ruefully. “We will not see my people. We leave this cage only to die.”
            “Maybe we won’t die alone,” said Arthur, doubling his sinewy fist.
            The fatal day drew near. One morning, the food brought them was accompanied by jars of a pungently sweet drink.
            “It is balche,” Kanixt told them. “Made with honey. I have heard that they give it to prisoners four days before—” He made a sign as though driving a dagger into his heart.
            “We have four days then,” said Willy. “Look you, my lads, before then these rogues will be wondering which way we went. See this now.”
            Furtively he showed them, in his palm, the flat tag of silver. Arthur touched it with his fingertip. It was triangular and its edges had been rubbed to sharpness.
            “Well done,” said Arthur, “but too small to help us. We need an axe for that stout wood.”
            “Who speaks of wood?” grinned Willy. “We’ll cut the rawhide lashings.”
            “They are like iron,” objected Arthur, while Kanixt looked on, puzzled.
            “Not if we wet them,” said Willy. “And that’s our work tonight. Before dawn the guards are drowsiest. We’ll keep watch, one at a time—Arthur first, then Kanixt, finally me. From time to time, drip water from our gourd on the thongs.”
            “And then?” said Arthur.
            “Then we’ll give these man-eaters the back of our hand and go.”
            The sun set. Arthur sat awake for hours after Willy and Kanixt lay on their grass beds, while the moon climbed the sky. From the gourd he stealthily dribbled moisture on the rawhide at the side of the cage farthest from the guards. As Willy had said, it grew soft under the dampening. When it was nearly midnight, he wakened Kanixt and lay down himself to sleep. He roused to a shake of his shoulder and a hand over his mouth.
            Sitting up, he saw Willy bending over him, finger to lips for silence. He crept to the bars where he had wetted the thongs. Willy guided his hand to them. They were loose. The lashings had been cut.
            Carefully, noiselessly, Willy drew out a pole, then another, and crawled out. Arthur followed, and Kanixt. Willy pointed toward shadowy open country beyond.
            But Arthur, crouching, gazed at the two guards. One sat asleep against a pole. The other was on his feet, but nodded. Arthur poked Willy and pointed to where their weapons and armor hung.
            Willy shook his head in protest, but Arthur was already creeping around the cage. At the corner he rose to a squatting position and again studied the guard who was still half awake. Then, swift as a hunting cat, Arthur sprang.
            The guard’s sleepy head lifted, just in time to give Arthur’s big fist a full swing at the jaw. Down went the guard, full-sprawl.
            At the same instant Kanixt flashed past, his hands darting at the seated man. He flung his adversary down, throttling him. There was floundering resistance, but Kanixt kept his strangle hold. Willy and Arthur, stooping, saw the guard subside and grow limply unconscious.
            The two white men snatched their jerkins, helmets and weapons. They belted on their swords, and Arthur felt his heart rise up as he took his longbow in hand. Kanixt plundered the guard he had choked, taking knife, spear and bag of fiber netting.
            Then Kanixt straightened up with his prizes, and waved westward beyond the village. He led his companions into the jungle, just as the first gray streaks of dawn showed.



IV. C U M A
 
             
            Kanixt ran swiftly, for all his weeks in the cramped cage. Willy and Arthur followed him through thickets and groves of brush and trees, various-leafed and dense- grown. Once they found a trail from it, splashed along a stream for fully fifty yards, and climbed a big rock beyond. Kanixt was skilfully cautious about breaking branches or crushing leaves. Willy and Arthur, seeing that he did not want to leave a trail, were themselves careful.
            An hour had passed, and the sun was piercing the leaves of the jungle, when they stopped by a trickling spring to catch their breath.
            Kanixt fumbled in the net bag he had taken from the guard. With a grunt of satisfaction he produced something that looked like a freshly kneaded lump of mealy dough.
            “Give me,” he said, pointing to Arthur’s helmet, and Arthur handed it to him. Kanixt dipped water, broke up the dough lump in it, and stirred with a twig. Then he handed it to Willy, signing for him to drink. Willy did so.
            “It’s a porridge of sorts,” decided Willy.
            “It is pozol,” Kanixt told them.
            “And it gives strength,” Willy assured Arthur. “Try some.”
            Arthur, too, drank of the gruelly mixture, and then Kanixt. They felt stronger and fresher when they had finished it. Rinsing out the helmet, they struck westward again.
            All morning they made progress, gingerly but not slowly. Kanixt found a trail which he said would bring them near another village, and they followed this to a point within sight of a clearing. Several men and women were working among the maize stalks. The fugitives slipped back among the trees, giving a wide berth to the field and to the cluster of plaster-walled huts beyond.
            With nothing to eat, they did not halt for a noon meal. But at mid-afternoon they heard among some canelike reeds a grating cry, half squeal and half chuckle. Kanixt signaled for a halt.
            “That is large bird,” he whispered. “Good eating.”
            “Let me,” Arthur whispered back, and strung his bow quickly. With arrow ready notched, he crept noiselessly through the cane until he saw his prey, a creature as large as a goose with a bald red head and glossy feathers that shone brown, green and iris. In an instant his shaft smote through its long, lean neck, and his two friends sprang forward to seize it.
            “It’ll weigh ten pounds at least,” said Willy with relish. “Let’s be cooking and eating, for my stomach wonders if my throat has lost interest.”
            Kanixt fumbled again in his captured bag. He brought out a piece of flat wood with charred pits in it, then a long rod like an arrow shaft. While Willy and Arthur watched uncomprehendingly, he set the point of the rod in a hole of the flat piece and twirled it briskly between his palms. Smoke rose from around the twirling point. Kanixt kindled a tuft of dried moss at the tiny blaze, then used a handful of twigs to start a fire. On this he heaped bigger chunks of fuel.
            “It is a fire-drill,” he explained to his staring companions. “Don’t you know such things?”
            “Not we,” said Arthur. “Flint and steel is our fire- maker.” He pulled them from his belt-pouch and struck a shower of sparks, to Kanixt’s wide-eyed wonder.
            “Who cares how the fire is made, so it is ready?” put in Willy. “Let’s get the feathers off this brave bird Art knocked down for us.”
            The bird was soon plucked, cleaned and jointed. On spits of green wood they strung pieces and watched hungrily as they browned over the blaze, dripping juices. Then, while a second series of bits and slices roasted, they ate the first batch.
            “Never fat pullet was better,” said Arthur, smacking his lips, “nor pheasant, nor fenny goose. And we’ve enough for another meal.”
            Finishing, they put out the fire, obliterated its traces, and buried the bones, feathers, and offal. No trace of their stop could be seen. Then they resumed their journey, feeling fresher. That night, while they ate the rest of the bird, they had time to talk.
            Kanixt confessed that his first sight of Arthur and Willy, ruddy giants with hair like maize or flame, daunted him. The fact that they were prisoners, destined like himself for sacrifice, helped him overcome this timidity, and their friendliness had done the rest. His own people, he promised, would welcome them.
            They traveled thus for three more days, avoiding villages and maize fields. Then Kanixt, his face lighting with joy, declared that they were near Cuma.
            “You will see my father,” he said. “Tucuru, the batab—the chief of Cuma.”
            “The batab,” repeated Willy. “The ruler, is he?” Kanixt shook his head. “Over him is the halac uinic, the great governor of the whole country, the whole people we call Maya. And in Cuma, my father has not the only word to say. There is Axapa, who speaks for the gods.”
            “A priest,” suggested Arthur.
            “The voice of the terrible and powerful gods,” explained Kanixt. “He has more power than the chief, my father. For the halac uinic can name the chiefs of towns and villages, but only the gods choose a priest.” There was a moment of gloomy scowling from Kanixt. Then they rounded a bend of the trail. “Home!” he cried, pointing.
            Across fields of ripe maize and above green thickets beyond, they saw towers rising, a pyramid and a square-roofed eminence. Almost at the same instant, a half-naked man among the maize stalks saw them. He straightened up and howled joyfully. “Kanixt! Kanixt!” he called, and turned to run. “He sees me coming back from the dead,” said Kanixt. “We will wait here in the field. My people will come, and I will tell them your names.”
            They had not long to stand. A hubbub of voices rose among the green trees, and then people appeared, thrusting into the open. Kanixt moved to stand a pace in front of Arthur and Willy, folded his arms, and drew himself up straight.
            “We should have put on our armor instead of carrying it on our backs like peddlers with bundles,” muttered Willy.
            “It is a warm day, and the march has been long,” replied Arthur. “Who wants to march in armor?”
            “But we ought to look like the heroes we are entirely,” persisted Willy.
            But there was not time to don armor. From the throng that came into view, a man strode quickly ahead. He was lean and middle-aged, with a noble beak of a nose jutting from his brown, seamed face. He wore a mantle and loincloth of spotted fur from some great cat. To his brow were bound tossing, shining green feathers, and in one hand he carried a short, carved staff. His other arm, on which jangled half a dozen gold bracelets, he lifted in welcome.
            “Kanixt, my son!” he cried.
            Kanixt started forward joyously, and for a moment Arthur expected to see him throw his arms around the older man. But then Kanixt paused, stood in an attitude of triumphant dignity, and bowed to touch the earth with his palm.
            “I escaped from my enemies,” he announced, as though making a formal report.
            The chief’s dark eyes turned toward Arthur and Willy. They burned with wonder, perhaps with something of fear. “These strangers...” he began and stopped.
            The onlookers stared in silence. Forward to the chief’s side stepped another man, lean and with a sharp, hook-nosed face, like the face of a bird of prey. He, too, was crowned with tossing green feathers. Around his gaunt frame he clutched a robe of black- patterned cotton.
            “Such men I have never seen,” he pronounced drily, cautiously.
            “Huilche and Ahchay helped me get away from those people by the sea,” Kanixt told him. “Otherwise I would have been eaten. They are friends, Axapa.”
            He began to talk, so swiftly that Arthur and Willy, still imperfect in the Maya tongue, could not follow him with any clarity. It seemed that he spoke of the captivity and the escape, of Willy’s cunning in opening the cage and of Arthur’s mighty blow that felled the guard. The chief listened thoughtfully, and Axapa’s eyes turned from Willy to Arthur and back, calculating, appraising. Finally the chief spoke to the white men.
            “Friends of my son, we make you welcome,” he said respectfully. “I am Tucuru, the chief of this town. Please be guests in my house.”
            “We thank you, Tucuru,” replied Willy in his broken Maya. “We know the ways of chiefs. I myself am descended from Cuchulain—”
            “Kukulcan!” cried someone in the crowd.
            “Kukulcan!” echoed several others, and there was a surging forward to gaze raptly at Willy.
            Arthur turned his head and spoke low to Willy. “I think they confuse the name of Cuchulain with one of their heathen gods.”
            “So do I, lad,” Willy whispered back. “Let them think so till we find which way the wind blows.”
            Tucuru regarded the Irishman soberly. “It may be so,” he said at length. “His hair is the color of the sunset, and his eyes are like blue water.” He turned to the lean man in the black-broidered robe. “Axapa, you are a priest. You know more of such things than I do.”
            Axapa still studied Willy. “He speaks our language slowly,” he said. “That is not the way of a god.”
            “He says he is only the son of a god,” put in Kanixt.
            “I never heard that Kukulcan had sons,” Axapa growled.
            “What!” roared Willy, on sudden impulse. “You deny that I’m of Cuchulain’s blood? Do you give me the lie?”
            His freckled hand flew to his sword hilt and he fairly sprang forward.
            Axapa suddenly cowered from the blue fire in Willy’s Irish eyes, and put his palm to the earth in awed reverence. At once the others—Tucuru, Kanixt, the crowd of people—bowed likewise.
            “Don’t scrape to me,” said Willy, taken aback by this multiple reverence. “Kanixt says the truth—I’m not a god, I’m but a man. Yet, maybe I’m the best man you’ve ever set eye to. Don’t anybody call me a liar.”
            Axapa straightened again and backed away, subdued but stih shrewd-eyed. Tucuru addressed Willy with even more ceremony than before.
            “Huilche, son of Kukulcan, again you are welcome,” said he. “You and your tall, sun-haired follower Ahchay. Stay with us. Be our friends and advisers.”
            “Hai!” said Kanixt, and, “Hai!” echoed others in approval.
            Tucuru and Axapa ranged themselves at Willy’s left and right. Kanixt gestured for Arthur to join him behind this trio, and Arthur glumly realized that his importance in the eyes of Cuma’s folk was considerably less than that of red-haired, bold-spoken Willy O’Naill. Behind Arthur and Kanixt gathered the rest of the group, and Tucuru gestured for the procession to start for the town beyond the trees. Axapa glanced back once. His gaze was still calculating.
            A messenger had trotted ahead, and as Tucuru and Axapa brought Willy along a path through the thickets, music rose from somewhere. It was tuneful and at the same time weird, reminding Arthur of the piping tunes he had heard in a Palos tavern where Moorish mountebanks performed. Then they came in sight of houses—rectangular, with thatched and gabled roofs and brown-plastered walls. Among these stood natives with their instruments. Some played upon flutes of painted wood, others tapped rhythmically on little rawhide-headed drums.
            Underfoot was pavement, seemingly made of the same sort of hard-baked plaster that walled the houses. Tucuru’s party paced along this, while the musicians played their minor melody on either side and women and children stared from doorways and window-holes. They passed thus between simple houses, little more than huts, and then between larger houses, some of two stories. Finally they halted in a sizable concourse or public square.
            Here stood two buildings. One was a steep pyramid of great stone blocks, standing forty feet high in the gravel-strewn center of the square. Up one side ran a staircase, each step as high above the other as a man’s knee, the whole ascent as steep, almost, as a ladder. On the narrow platform of the apex perched a small house, also of stone. Its peaked roof was covered with thin stone slabs like slates. It had no openings for windows, only a wide doorway facing the top of the stairs, just now closed by two massive portals of dark wood.
            The other structure, opposite the stairs of the pyramid and at the edge of the square, was a broad house with a flat roof, made of great rectangular pieces of cut gray stone, like a fort. It had windows and an open entrance. Its lofty second story was set back from the front of the first, with a stoutly lashed wooden ladder set to lead up to it.
            “This is my home,” said Tucuru, gesturing with his palm toward the square house. “Come in, Huilche and Ahchay. Kanixt and I will try to make your stay pleasant.”
            “Yes, Huilche,” added Axapa in his dry voice. “It is my hope that we may speak together of Kukulcan, your father. There is much that you can tell me.”
            His words were courteous and respectful, but his lean, hard mouth twitched, as though it would like to dare a mocking smile.
             
 
               
   
              



V. THE ANGRY GODS
 
            BEYOND Tucuru’s front door was a plaster-walled entry chamber, in which stood a warrior with feathered headdress, painted shield and spear. Lowering his spear point, he bowed before Tucuru and his guests. Through an inner door went Tucuru, Kanixt and their two friends, into a great square room with massive hardwood ceiling beams and a pillared opening toward a central court. In that court grew a luxury of green-leafed bushes and climbing vines, around a little circular pool fed by a whispering spring.
            Tucuru gestured Willy and Arthur to seats on carved benches, with folded robes or heavy woven fiber for cushions. Gratefully they put down their armor and weapons and relaxed. The chief sat on a massive stone seat, almost like a platform, built against one wall and carved along its sides. Kanixt sought a wooden stool beside his father.
            “You are tired,” said Tucuru kindly. “I will call for food and drink.”
            He struck his hands together with a ringing crack. From a door to one side of the courtyard opening appeared a young girl.
            “Father?” she prompted in a soft voice.
            “Tell them to bring refreshment, Olana,” said Tucuru.
            She was gone, before Arthur had more than a fleeting impression of slender grace, simple but becoming blue tunic and skirt, a cloud of black hair flowing over slim shoulders, eyes large and bright and dark as pools in the forest at evening.
            “A lovely princess!” Arthur heard Willy whisper in English.
            “Yes,” replied Arthur. And, to Tucuru in Maya: “This is a most beautiful house. Have you many children, Chief Tucuru?”
            “Only Kanixt and Olana, the girl you saw,” replied his host. “Their mother died young, and I did not take another wife.”
            Now, very suddenly, Arthur felt easy and at home among friends. He had traveled long and far into the unknown since his escape from the fortress of La Navidad. He had sailed along the coast of Cuba, fled before the storm, had been imprisoned, escaped, and had marched through the forest. At last, here in Tucuru’s home, he allowed his long body to relax. He sighed gratefully.
            Two men entered, servants in white cotton, with laden trays. There were pottery bowls of steaming corn cakes, a savory, peppery stew, fruits of many sorts, and clay cups of balche. Tucuru smiled with grave hospitality as his son and the two strangers ate hungrily of these good things, and the girl Olana watched from the side door. Arthur caught her eye and bowed to her as he ate, whereat she lowered her own gaze and backed out of sight.
            “I feel better,” said Arthur to Willy.
            “Saints above, so do I,” sighed Willy as a servant held a bunch of feathers for him to wipe his fingers. “I starved myself in that devil’s cage, for fear I’d go into the cooking pot.”
            The sentry at the door now spoke as in greeting, and there entered half a dozen men, whose handsome dress and grave manners suggested importance. The leader was tall for a Maya, and wore embroidered sash and mantle, with copper bracelets on his sturdy wrists. Last of the group to enter was Axapa. When the others took seats on benches and stools, Axapa stood leaning against a pillar next the courtyard, his arms folded inside his robe.
            “Welcome, Zupan,” said Tucuru to the first man to enter. “My guests, these are leaders of Cuma. Like me, they wish to be your friends.”
            “We are glad to see them,” said Willy. “If we are to be friends, how can my tall comrade and I help the town of Cuma? Is war coming, perhaps?”
            “There is no war, the gods be praised,” said Tucuru.
            “Yes, the gods be praised,” echoed Axapa’s dry voice. “We must not forget them.”
            “Harvest time comes,” added a councilor, “and with it the time of sacrifice. Huilche, son of Kukulcan, you will see that we honor the gods.”
            “Sacrifice?” Arthur said. “What kind of sacrifice?” “A human victim,” Axapa told him, gazing levelly. “Do you sacrifice enemy captives?” asked Arthur, remembering his own imprisonment by the cannibals. “We have none,” said Axapa.
            “Lots are cast in the temple,” elaborated Tucuru, and his voice sounded sad. “That person on whom the lots fall will be our gift to the gods.”
            “True,” said the councilor called Zupan.
            “But Huilche, the son of Kukulcan, does not need to be told these things,” resumed Axapa. “Huilche, what word for us from your father in the sky?”
            “No word but friendship,” replied Willy shortly, for he did not like Axapa, not even on so brief an acquaintance. “Arthur and I want to be brothers to all the Maya folk.”
            “Kukulcan is merciful, then,” purred Axapa. “The Maya have thought him too much like their Aztec neighbors, fierce and terrible. Kukulcan did many strange and magic things—”
            “Magic?” repeated Willy. “What magic things?” Axapa bowed, with reverence that had mockery in it. “I have but heard the tales from long ago. You, as Kukulcan’s son, should know more of his magic than a mere priest.”
            Arthur felt a qualm of dismay at this veiled challenge, but Willy grinned in his red beard.
            “Magic,” he said again, and from a tray picked up the stone of a fruit he had eaten. “Do you see this?” He held it up. Tucuru, Axapa, Kanixt, the councilors, all gazed solemnly and nodded.
            “Now,” said Willy, “set the tray on this stool before me. Where are some cups?”
            He took three that had held balche. Setting the stone on the tray, he turned one cup down over it, then upended the other two, one on each side. Swiftly he slid them around, changing their order.
            “Under which cup is the stone?” he challenged.
            “Here, Huilche,” ventured Zupan, touching a cup with his stout brown forefinger.
            “No,” said Willy, lifting the cup to show emptiness beneath. Again he set it down, and shifted the three vessels. “Where now?” he demanded gravely.
            “It is here,” said Kanixt, pointing, and again Willy picked up a cup to prove him wrong.
            “Let me try,” said Axapa, coming forward.
            Willy slid the cups this way and that. Axapa frowned, lean chin in lean hand. Finally he himself took up a cup, and grunted as it revealed nothing.
            “Do you not understand?” said Willy impressively. “It is under none of them; it has vanished!”
            He caught up the other two cups. No fruit stone could be seen. Axapa fell back a step, and his scowl deepened. Willy put the three cups back on the tray, upside down, and nimbly shoved them into a new arrangement.
            “Arthur,” he said, “which hides the stone?”
            “You showed it was under none of them,” Arthur reminded.
            “Aye, but choose one.”
            Arthur pointed at random. Willy lifted the cup, and the stone was there. A murmur of uneasy wonder went through the group, and Zupan laid his hand across his mouth in a gesture of amazement. Willy chuckled and winked at Arthur.
            “Is that a real fruit stone?” demanded Axapa.
            “Here.” Willy picked it up and held it out. “See for yourself.”
            Rather slowly Axapa extended his own hand. Just as he was about to grasp the stone, Willy snapped his fingers. The stone seemed to vanish like a bit of smoke. Axapa smothered an exclamation and turned away.
            “A miracle,” exclaimed Tucuru.
            “A small one, and harmless,” grinned Willy. “A bit of fun among friends.”
            Zupan had recovered from his daunted surprise and now bowed low. “We have sent word to the city of Maxtahlula,” he announced. “Nectzin, the governor, must hear of Kanixt’s safe return and of the arrival of these wondrous strangers. He may come here to speak with them.”
            “It was well thought of,” agreed Tucuru. “But now, our guests are weary.”
            At this hint the councilors rose, bowed again in farewell, and departed. Axapa glanced back at Arthur, at Willy. Then he went, last of all.
            “Huilche, Ahchay,” said Tucuru, “my son will show you a place where you can bathe and rest.”
            Kanixt ushered them toward a side door. Along a corridor they followed him, and into a smaller chamber with a curtain at the door and a window-like opening into a sort of garden outside. Stools, a shelf, and wooden bedsteads with woven rush tops made up the furniture.
            “I will send servants for water that you may wash, and robes for your beds,” said Kanixt smiling.
            He turned to go, but Arthur’s quick hand on his wrist halted him.
            “Wait, Kanixt,” said Arthur. “We three are friends. We have been in danger together, and together we won to safety. Tell us honestly, what is wrong here? For I feel it in the air.”
            “But you are of the gods,” said Kanixt. “Huilche does miracles—”
            “Whisht,” Willy exploded impatiently. “What I did with the fruit seed and cups was trickery, because that priest Axapa seemed to mock us. Many people of my country can do the like.”
            “It is true, Kanixt,” seconded Arthur. “Let Axapa be puzzled. You know that we are men like you and your comrades. We trust you. Trust us, and say what the trouble is here in Cuma. And count on us to be at your side if there is need.”
            Kanixt looked from one to the other, thoughtful, then hopeful.
            “I take you at your word, my friends. I will tell.”
            “Do,” said Willy, throwing his burden of armor into a corner and sitting on a stool.
            “Once before,” said Kanixt slowly, “I told you that Nectzin, the governor at Maxtahlula, was a greater chief than my father. Nectzin rules in a town as much greater than Cuma as Cuma is greater than that village of man-eaters. Nectzin is an Aztec.”
            “Who are the Aztecs?” demanded Arthur.
            “The masters. Many lifetimes ago, they came among the peaceful Maya, here and elsewhere. The Aztecs were many and cruel. They conquered our armies and became our rulers—they and their angry gods.”
            “Like Kukulcan?” prompted Arthur.
            “Like Mictlan,” said Kanixt. “You saw Mictlan’s pyramid outside, with his temple at the top. Axapa is the priest of Mictlan, who rules the world below.”
            “The world below?” exclaimed Willy. “This Mictlan sounds more like a horn-headed devil than a god.”
            Not understanding, Kanixt went on. “I hold you to your vow of friendship. I say what is not even whispered, for fear of death. The Maya worship the Aztec gods because they must, but they do not love them. Once we were contented with the chacs, who gave us rain and other good things, and were happy with a sacrifice of flowers or fruit.”
            Arthur cocked his head dubiously at what seemed talk of heathen worship, but Willy nodded and smiled.
            “These Maya sound like the Irish,” he said to Arthur. “At home we call those chacs the Good Folk, elves and leprechauns. Kind spirits, who help those who deserve help.”
            “And Itzamna, the Life-Giver, is our god of all,” replied Kanixt. “He is no cruel drinker of blood, like the Aztec gods.”
            “Itzamna,” repeated Arthur, still disapproving.
            “That’s but another name for the Almighty,” Willy argued with him. “These folk speak a different language, but they think and believe like us, I’ll warrant you.” Then, to Kanixt. “Go on. What has this to do with fear and worry in your house?”
            “Axapa is the spy here for Nectzin and the Aztec rulers,” Kanixt told them. “He is jealous because Tumuru, my father, has the love of the people. He hopes, on some unlucky day, to destroy Tucuru. The time of sacrifice is at hand. He will cast lots for a victim, and the lots he casts have a way of falling upon those he hates.”
            “He knows something of juggling tricks himself,” decided Willy. “Will he choose your father for a victim, Kanixt? Or perhaps you?”
            Kanixt shook his head. “He does not quite dare kill my father in that way. As for me, I have escaped from the enemy, and the people will think that that shows I have the will of the gods to live. But there is my sister, Olana. Her death would grieve my father—”
            His voice trembled, and he fell silent. Again Arthur took him by the arm.
            “Say no more now,” he bade his friend, “but we know your heart and your sorrow. Count on us to help if we can.”
 



VI. THE WOES OF THE MAYA
   
              
            THAT night, Arthur and Willy slept on their pleasant rush- woven couches, with doubled and heaped robes for mattresses. When Arthur woke it was still dark, but birds had begun to sing outside. He heard something else, a bustle out beyond the curtained doorway. Rising, he quickly washed his face in a gourd bowl of water, pulled on breeches and sandals, buckled his sword belt around his waist, and walked into the corridor.
            The main room of the house was dark, but light poured from the inner courtyard. He walked to one of the pillars and looked.
            Fire shone on an open hearth in a room across the shrub-fringed pool. In the room he could see three kneeling figures. He recognized Olana, her head bowed over her hands as they busied themselves at some work. As he walked across the courtyard, she glanced up.
            “A pleasant day, Ahchay,” she said shyly.
            “And a pleasant day to you, Olana,” he replied. “You are awake early.”
            “We must cook the morning meal,” Olana explained.
            Arthur glanced at the other two occupants of the cooking-room, both women servants. One of them lifted a pottery jug and from it poured the contents into a gourd bowl held by the other. The gourd had been punched full of holes, and through these trickled out water that gave off a sharp limey smell, leaving the primitive strainer full of maize kernels soaked soft. Olana, working in another bowl, was rinsing kernels and loosening the husks from the grains.
            “You are the daughter of the chief of Cuma,” said Arthur, watching. “Why must you work?”
            “All Maya women work in their homes,” she told him. “It was so even in the days of Maya power. I have heard that the wives and daughters of Nectzin in Maxtahlula need not, but they are Aztecs and rulers, and they have other customs than ours.”
            “Maxtahlula,” repeated Arthur, remembering what Kanixt had said of this great city and its governor; remembering, too, that swift messengers had been sent to inform Nectzin of their arrival.
            Having hulled the soft maize, Olana poured it out upon a sort of low table with a top of hard-baked clay. With a stone cylinder she began to press the maize, again and again and again. A creaking sound rose, and the grains crumbled into soft meal.
            The two servants had strained the rest of the soaked maize, and one of them added bits of wood to the open fire. The other took a handful of the doughlike meal from Olana’s table and began to flatten it on a broad green leaf to be ready for the baking.
            Realizing that breakfast would soon be ready, Arthur returned across the court to his quarters. Willy woke at his touch.
            “These Maya hosts of ours arise early,” Arthur said. “We’ll soon have breakfast.”
            “Good!” yawned Willy. “I start the day hungry.”
            He, too, washed and dressed. As he slipped on his sandals, he gazed thoughtfully at Arthur.
            “Did you think I was daft with my juggler’s tricks yesterday?” he asked.
            “No, it was well thought of,” Arthur admitted.
            “Look you, lad, I haven’t any wish to seem strange or wonderful to Kanixt, nor yet his father,” said Willy. “I’m more glad to be like them than different. But some of the others—”
            “Axapa,” nodded Arthur. “He doesn’t like us.”
            “No more he does. That’s why I fuddled him with that old thimble-rig sleight. He must be kept guessing about us, must Axapa. It’s good he thinks I’m the son of their god, Kukulcan.”
            “He watches us closely,” observed Arthur.
            “We’ll watch him the same way.”
            They went out to the main room. Tucuru and Kanixt were there, and hailed them with friendly greetings.
            “Come, we meet the dawn,” invited Tucuru.
            He carried a cylindrical vessel of glazed pottery, the size of a drinking mug. It gave off a wisp of smoke, and Arthur, peeping inside, saw several glowing coals. Tucuru led them out past a sleepy sentry, and in the open square faced toward the east. Pale light showed at the horizon above the black treetops.
            Kanixt offered a package wrapped in cotton cloth, and from it Tucuru took a brownish waxy morsel the size of his thumb. He slid this into his cup, down upon the coals. At once smoke stole out, with a pleasant pungent odor of incense. Tucuru and Kanixt faced the light, bowing to utter prayers. Arthur heard the name of Itzamna.
            “We’ll do the same,” whispered Willy to Arthur, crossing himself. And the young English archer and the Irish tinker-adventurer swiftly repeated the Lord’s Prayer together.
            The four then returned to the main chamber, where the servant women waited with gourd bowls. These held hot flat cakes, and in a saucer was a highly spiced sauce to season them. Arthur and Willy ate a half dozen sauce-soaked cakes apiece. As they ate, they talked.
            Arthur asked about Maxtahlula and learned that this city was ten days’ journey away. The governor might appear at Cuma, then, at the end of three weeks.
            “At the time of our harvest festival and of the sacrifice,” said Tucuru sadly.
            “Ahchay,” asked Kanixt, “I have told my friends of your skill with that big bow. Will you show them this morning how you shoot?”
            Breakfast over, Arthur fetched bow and quiver and went outside. He glanced at the great pyramid with its crowning temple at the top, and turned to Kanixt.
            “Much work went to the building of that,” observed Arthur.
            “Yes, at Nectzin’s orders,” replied Kanixt. “Every able-bodied man of Cuma and the country around worked to cut the stone slabs and drag them here to fit them into place. The Aztecs say that Mictlan’s temple—here comes Axapa.”
            The priest appeared from the temple, his robe flung back from his gaunt shoulders. He came slowly down the steep flight of steps, approached, and spoke to Arthur, the usual dry tone to his courteous words.
            “ I see you have brought out that weapon of yours,” he observed.
            “Kanixt asked me to try my skill for the people to see.”
            “So I have heard, Ahchay. They wait yonder in the maize-field.”
            Arthur went with Kanixt and Axapa into the field where they had been first greeted by Cuma’s people. Fully fifty men of all ages had gathered there, some carrying spears, some bunches of darts. The dart- carriers also had peculiar hooked wooden tools, a foot long. The main part of the tool was carved to fit the hand like a hilt, and within the curve of the hook’s tip was drilled a hole.
            “What are those?” asked Arthur.
            “You do not know?” asked Axapa, almost suspiciously. “Your friend bears their name—huilche. They are used to throw darts.”
            “Show me,” requested Arthur, and Kanixt borrowed one. Into the perforated hook he fitted the butt of a dart, drew it behind and above his shoulder, then whipped it swiftly forward. The dart buzzed through the air and drove hard into a tree trunk sixty feet away. Several men grunted approval of the cast.
            “Can you do that?” Axapa challenged Arthur.
            “Not with what you call a huilche, but I can use a bow.”
            Arthur notched an arrow and looked about him for a target.
            “Strike the tree where Kanixt’s dart is,” suggested one of the group. Arthur recognized the chief councilor, Zupan.
            “As you say,” said Arthur, and launched his arrow. A chorused shout rang out as it struck the tree so close to Kanixt’s dart that the two looked almost like one.
            “Ahchay, you have as much magic as Huilche!” applauded Kanixt.
            “A lucky shot,” suggested Axapa.
            “Yes,” agreed Arthur. “I might not do so well every time.”
            He set another arrow to the string. He gazed into the morning sky, where a hawk slid lazily back and forth. Planting his feet, he lifted his bow and drew the arrow back.
            “Too far,” said Zupan.
            “No more than four score paces,” replied Arthur, and sped the arrow.
            Again a great roar of wonder as the arrow struck and pierced the flying bird. The hawk struggled a moment, then fell like a clod. Instantly Arthur whipped another shaft from his quiver and sent it singing in turn, almost horizontally. It transfixed the dead hawk, barely a man’s height above the earth.
            The hubbub of voices almost deafened him as a young man raced to bring the bird. The others stared and jabbered, while Arthur pulled out the two long arrows that had crossed in the hawk’s body.
            Kanixt took Arthur’s bow and tried to draw it, but gave up with a laugh. “It is too strong,” he said.
            Zupan, taller and more powerfully built, tried in turn. He could draw the string but halfway to his shoulder.
            “How do you shoot so surely?” he asked Arthur.
            “I began to learn when I was a small boy in my country of England.”
            “We, too, learn to shoot with the bow when we are boys,” said Zupan. “But not such as this.”
            “We English are the greatest bowmen in the world,” said Arthur proudly. “Thus we have won wars against the most powerful enemies.”
            Axapa turned and walked away, as though he disliked the words.
            All begged Arthur to perform again. He sent one man to the distance of two hundred paces, and sent a shaft singing far over his head, a flight shot unthinkable to the strongest Maya archer. Then he stuck half a dozen arrows ready to hand in the ground before him and launched them upward, one by one, so strongly and swiftly that all were in the air at once. These exploits made him a hero on the spot.
            Willy had not watched his friend’s marksmanship. Kanixt and Arthur returned to find the Irishman sitting in Tucuru’s inner court, with pieces of wood and a stone on which to whet his dagger sharp for whittling. He toiled for hours, then produced the fruit of his efforts. Arthur stared at the fabric of wood, glued with gum and strung with six lengths of dry sinew.
            “Is it a lute or an Irish harp?” he asked Willy.
            “Something of both,” replied Willy, crinkling his freckled nose, “with a little, maybe, of Spanish guitar. Hark.”
            He strummed, checked the tuning, strummed again. Then he went out into the square, where the Maya clustered around him and his instrument as curiously as they had crowded around Arthur and his longbow. Picking a tune, Willy sang:
 
            Cuchulain he was called, he was more than ten feet tall,
            The strongest of old Ireland’s mighty men.
            He was great of heart and worth, and the nations of the earth
            Will never look upon his like again!”
 
            One word his hearers understood. “Kukulcan! Kukulcan!” they cried.
            Grinning at the applause, Willy set his nimble fingers to other tunes and sang more ballads, in Spanish, Irish and English. Some of his auditors fetched drums and flutes, to try the melodies.
            “I’ll be teaching a whole generation of minstrels, at this rate,” observed Willy happily.
            “I ought to teach a generation of archers,” replied Arthur. “Their bows are puny—I doubt if the strongest draws more than twenty pounds.”
            He took Kanixt as his first pupil. Short but sturdy, Kanixt strove to draw Arthur’s great bow. His grip was what archers called the pincette, with the butt of the arrow clutched on the string between thumb and doubled forefinger. Arthur instead showed him how to hook the string with first, second and third fingers, the notched arrow caught between first and second fingers. This grip trebled Kanixt’s drawing strength, but the longbow was still too powerful for him. So Arthur searched among stacks of building poles until he found a piece of springy hard wood that suited him.
            This shaft, as tall as Kanixt himself, Arthur whittled and shaved each way from the center to tapering ends. He notched it and strung it with a stout length of twisted sinew. Again he shaved one half of it to achieve an even bending, and finally handed his friend a bow that pulled at nearly forty pounds. With this and some of Arthur’s arrows, Kanixt achieved flight shots twice as long as he had ever sent.
            “Cut arrows long enough to draw to your ear,” Arthur counciled him. “Wing them with three feathers instead of two, so that they will fly truer. And practice. You will yet make a fine bowman.”
            Later, Tucuru drew Arthur aside in the inner court to thank him.
            “Do not thank me,” said Arthur. “I do it because Kanixt is my friend. Also, it is right that I should first teach the son of the chief.”
            Tucuru shook his head sadly. “I have been Cuma’s chief under Aztec rule for many years, enough to make my heart and spirit heavy. I would gladly lay down my chieftainship and spend my life in study.”
            “What study?” asked Arthur.
            “The old history of our people, before the Aztecs robbed and conquered us,” replied Tucuru. “It is written in ancient records, hidden carefully away. And I would study the stars, and the worship of Itzamna and the kindly chacs.”
            “Who then would be chief in your place?”
            “Kanixt, I hope,” said Tucuru proudly. “He is strong and brave—too brave, I think, to please Nectzin and his spying priests. You give my son new prestige and new pride by teaching him to shoot better than the others.”
            THE DAYS went by pleasantly enough. Arthur and Willy improved their speech in the Maya language, Kanixt prospered at archery, and Axapa spoke guardedly and watched closely.
            The two visitors found that Cuma was a town of some two thousand inhabitants. Perhaps eight thousand more lived within a day’s walk, in small villages or on farms. Most of the Maya grew maize and beans. However, Cuma included a number of skilled workmen, who modeled pottery, chipped fine flint tools and weapons, or wove cloth of cotton and various fibers. These and other products of their arts were offered for trade at a market held in the square every five days. The Maya week seemed to consist of five days, and the month of twenty.
            The harvest of the maize began. Cuma’s inhabitants thronged the fields to pluck the ripe ears, peel off the shucks, and gather the harvest into sheds.
            As this labor came to an end, a runner hurried into town to announce that Nectzin, governor at Maxtahlula, was approaching with his retinue of warriors, to speak to the stranger guests of Tucuru.



 VII. AXAPA CASTS THE LOTS
 
            WILLY brought the news to Arthur, who was whittling more arrows.
            “We’ll best be making a proper appearance before this Nectzin they talk so much about,” said Willy, “for I have my doubts of his friendship. Full armor, and be glad we’ve kept it oiled and bright.”
            In their quarters they donned their mailed jackets, steel caps, and weapons. Arthur slung quiver and bow behind his shoulder. They picked up their bucklers and went to the outer door.
            The square was thronged with townspeople: men, women and children. They stood silent, waiting, close together, all their eyes turned to the westward. Arthur and Willy paused just beyond the threshold, and so rapt was the crowd that nobody seemed to notice Tucuru’s guests in their strange, metal-faced armor. After a moment, Tucuru and Kanixt came from the house and stood behind Willy and Arthur. The chief and his son were clad as for a great occasion, in feather-worked tunics and mantles, and their heads were crowned with swaying clumps of plumage.
            “They come!” cried a man at the forefront of the waiting mass, and along the way between the houses appeared marching men.
            These bore huge round shields, brightly painted, and a variety of weapons. They strode two by two, keeping step like disciplined European soldiers. Into the square the double column moved, divided to right and left, and spread out to form a single line. Arthur swiftly counted forty of these warriors. They stood straight and immovable as though at attention. At last there moved into the open a sort of canopy-covered chair or litter, borne by six burly, half-naked men. In it lounged a glittering figure.
            The chair was set down on the gravel, and its occupant rose. His headdress of sweeping green feathers, from the bird called quetzal, made a jewel-like flash in the air as he cocked his head proudly.
            This man was of early middle age, and taller than the stocky little Maya who gathered to greet him. He wore an embroidered tunic, an elaborately decorated loin-cloth, and sandals with the strings wound crosswise up his shins. Bracelets of gold clasped his arms, and upon his broad chest hung a great golden ornament made to represent the sun. From his shoulders swung a short white cloak, worked with gleaming green gems like emeralds, and he held a wand of dark polished wood. His face, lean and high-nosed and broad-browed, was the proudest Arthur had ever seen.
            “Diego de Arana would look modest before that one,” he commented to Willy.
            Tucuru moved forward through the crowd. After him came Kanixt, and on impulse Arthur and Willy followed at a few paces distance. Pausing before the gorgeously attired visitor, Tucuru bowed and placed his palm to the gravel. Kanixt imitated him.
            “Respectful greetings and a pleasant day, great Nectzin,” said Tucuru in a hushed, submissive voice.
            “Greetings,” replied the other carelessly. His eyes roved past the bent form of Tucuru and came to rest on Willy and Arthur. “Are those the strangers who visit you?”
            At his words Arthur moved forward, Willy at his elbow. They stood before the Aztec without bowing.
            Nectzin was silent for a moment, looking narrowly from one to the other. Arthur, for his part, saw that Nectzin was almost as tall as himself, and the line of warriors to either side looked each to be inches above the height of the people of Cuma. But the men who had carried Nectzin’s litter, now gathered in a group, were short and squat. It occurred to Arthur that these bearers were Maya underlings, and that only Nectzin and his armed guardsmen were of the conquering Aztec strain.
            “Name these men to me,” commanded Nectzin at last.
            Tucuru and Kanixt straightened from their obeisance. “This is Huilche,” said Tucuru, with a gesture of introduction toward Willy. “And Ahchay.”
            “Huilche, Ahchay,” Nectzin repeated, still studying the armored figures before him. “They are strangers indeed. I have not seen their like, and I have traveled far in my time. Where do you come from, you two?”
            “I am a man of Ireland,” replied Willy proudly, “and my tall friend is from England. These are lands far east of here, beyond the ocean-sea in the direction where the sun rises.”
            Axapa had stalked forward from somewhere. “Great Nectzin, this man Huilche says he is a son of Kukulcan.”
            “Kukulcan,” said Nectzin after him, with little of the awe shown by the Maya people in speaking that mighty name. “Among the Aztecs, Kukulcan is called Quetzalcoatl, the Feathered Serpent.”
            “And among the Irish his name is Cuchulain,” added Willy. “He was a fine war-maker. Never his match lived on earth.”
            “We Aztecs know his story,” went on Nectzin, as though ignoring Willy’s speech. “He ruled the city of Tula, and was driven out by the god Tezcatlipoca.” “Then we are speaking of two different men,” said Willy at once. “I cannot put my tongue to the name of that driver-out of rulers, but Cuchulain would never have run from him nor from twenty like him.” Nectzin let his eyes burn into Willy’s, and his tight mouth grew tighter. “You speak bold words.”
            “As a man of Cuchulain’s blood, I won’t speak timid ones,” said Willy.
            Nectzin turned to Arthur. “And you, with hair like gold beneath that silver cap,” he said. “Do you, too, claim to be born of a hero spirit? Neither you nor your friend bow before the governor of these lands.” “Nectzin,” said Arthur, more quietly than Willy but with equal confidence, “I come from a free people. I am far from my home, but still I am free. By your leave, neither my friend nor I will stoop before any man who is not our rightful, lawful master.”
            “This is not the right language to use to great Nectzin,” warned Axapa, and Tucuru, too, seemed worried. Only Kanixt listened with a glint of approving relish in his dark eyes.
            “It is our habit to speak our minds,” rejoined Willy, with less heat. “Such habits are not easily changed. What we miss in tact we make up in honesty, perhaps.”
            Nectzin actually smiled. “I have not taken offense,” he said, as though making a concession. “And I have come to offer friendship to these strangers—perhaps to bring them to Maxtahlula. Anyway, this is your time of harvest festival. Tucuru, Axapa, I decree a feast and a ceremony.”
            “We have waited for that word,” said Axapa, bowing. “The people are ready.”
            Tucuru faced toward the gathered citizens, who had stood motionless and wordless all the while.
            “Great Nectzin, who governs Maxtahlula, directs that you shall feast and make merry,” he announced at the top of his voice. “Go to your homes and celebrate the harvest day.”
            “And at noon, when the sun is highest,” added Axapa gratingly, “return to this place.”
            There was a stir and a murmur as the onlookers began to drift obediently away. Again Tucuru bowed before Nectzin.
            “Honor me by coming to my house,” he said.
            “My thanks,” replied Nectzin, in his careless tone that made it no thanks at all.
            He moved toward the chiefs door, attended by Tucuru, Axapa and Kanixt. After him moved the six stout bearers with the litter, and behind them the forty guardsmen again formed a column of twos. Willy and Arthur walked alongside the column, curiously studying the arms and equipment.
            The men wore sleeveless jackets of heavily quilted cotton, and the leather facings of their shields looked strangely thick and hard, as though specially treated for protection. Some carried lancelike spears. Others had strange clubs, longer than a man’s arm and studded at the head with sharp flint spikes like teeth.
            “See to their cotton armor,” Arthur said. “It might turn an arrow from a weak Maya bow.”
            “And those clubs they bear are more wicked than Irish shillelaghs,” added Willy. He spoke to a bystander. “How do you call that weapon, friend?”
            “A maquahuitil,” was the reply.
            “Sure,” observed Willy to Arthur, “its name is as barbarous as its shape.”
            At Tucuru’s door, the group stopped, and at an order the sentry came forth to lead the column away. Axapa now bowed before Nectzin.
            “The ceremony is at hand,” he said. “I must cast lots to choose the sacrifice at Mictlan.”
            “Go and do so, Axapa,” granted Nectzin. Then, as assuredly as though he entered his own house, he walked in ahead of Tucuru and Kanixt.
            Inside, servants brought a seat for the governor, cushioning it with a richly embroidered and quilted robe. Only after Nectzin had taken his place upon this seat did Tucuru also sit down. Kanixt showed Willy and Arthur to a bench.
            “You wear strange garments,” Nectzin addressed them. “I thought at first that they were made of silver, but now I cannot tell.”
            “The stuff is called iron,” Arthur told him, and offered his cap.
            Nectzin took it, tapped it with his knuckles and listened to the ringing response. He weighed it in his hand, peering inside. His face showed mystified interest.
            “I have not seen anything like it,” he confessed. “It is harder than flint.”
            “It is common in my country,” Arthur said.
            Again Nectzin gazed at the cap, and at last handed it back.
            “Such things I would like to own,” he said. “We will trade together, you and I. What shall I give you for your garments?”
            Arthur shook his blond head, smiling. “However easy iron is to find at home, it is strange here. I will keep my things, by your leave.”
            “Perhaps it is best for iron to stay in hands that understand it,” ventured Willy suddenly.
            “Understand it in what way?” demanded Nectzin, and Arthur, too, looked at the Irishman. Into Willy’s expression had stolen a hint of crafty humor.
            “See, here is a small piece,” said Willy dipping into his pouch and bringing out flint and steel. “The other is common stone, such as you have here. But watch.”
            He produced a bit of charred rag for tinder, and scraped flint and steel together. Sparks sprang forth, and the tinder blazed up like a little torch. Nectzin sat up straighter in his chair, and Tucuru’s eyes widened.
            “Huilche is a maker of magic,” said Tucuru to Nectzin.
            “I only give friendly warning,” intoned Willy impressively. “Fire hides in the stuff we call iron. It might burn one who did not know how to use it.” The servants entered, bringing bowls of food. The main dish was a flavory stew of sliced venison and joints of a fowl. With this were rich, sweet yams. Liberal spicing with the crushed peppers of the country almost scalded the palate, but Willy and Arthur were becoming used to Maya cooking. There were maize cakes, too, and boiled black beans and great cups of balche. Kanixt stood by to oversee the serving.
            “You know wonders,” Nectzin said to Willy with new respect as they dipped morsels of stew with tortoise-shell spoons. “You should come to Maxtahlula. The priests are scholars, and they will know better how to talk to a son of Kukulcan.”
            “Maybe,” said Willy noncommittally. “What is it like, your town of Maxtahlula?”
            “Ten times as big as Cuma, and a hundred times as rich,” replied Nectzin proudly. “It has great houses for chiefs, and a mighty market where the people trade. Fifty temples are there for the gods. A thousand warriors, such as those you saw outside, are always ready for battle. We can quickly call two thousand more.”
            “Is Maxtahlula the greatest city in this land?” asked Arthur.
            Nectzin shook his head, with a lofty smile. “It is small compared to Tenochtitlan, far to the north and west,” he said. “That is the chief city of the Aztecs, who rule all countries and have never known a conqueror.”
            “Have you heard of the land of Cathay and the Great Khan who rules it?” was Arthur’s next question.
            Again a shake of the head. “If there were such a land, the Aztecs would have taken it long ago. We are masters of the world.”
            “Hark you, Nectzin,” said Willy, swallowing a mouthful of maize bread. “I cannot hear such a thing quietly. In Ireland we have not heard of the Aztecs. Nor would we fear them. And for a crowning city give me Galway. Any armed host could find more than enough fighting there if it came looking.”
            “The Aztecs think that fighting men do not boast,” observed Nectzin.
            “I do not boast,” Willy almost growled. “I tell simple truth.”
            New trays arrived, heaped with fruits and sweet tartlike pastries. The drink this time was foamy, rich and brown. It was honey-flavored, with a special indefinable taste of its own.
            “It is called choclatl,” Tucuru explained. “We use it only on great occasions, like this.”
            “In Cuma, yes,” nodded Nectzin above his glazed pottery cup. “But in my house at Maxtahlula it is served daily.”
            “And he calls me a boaster,” said Willy to Arthur in English.
            “Be careful,” Arthur advised him. “Think twice before you make him angry. He seems to have the power of life and death here.”
            “You may be right, but there’s a nasty landlord manner to him,” replied Willy.
            Nectzin held out his goblet for more choclatl to be poured into it. “What other wonders have you to show?” he inquired of Willy. “Show me your magic.”
            Willy’s eyes again flashed dislike of Nectzin’s patronizing manner, but he obliged by seeming to pluck a string of beads from the air, then to swallow it, and finally to draw it out of his empty choclatl cup. Nectzin’s lofty manner was shaken and he exclaimed in startled amazement. When Willy offered him the beads as a gift he took them gingerly, as though afraid they would burn his fingers.
            “If we but had the compass from the Admiral’s wrecked ship,” said Willy aside to Arthur, “or a bit of gunpowder, sure we’d have this vain fellow running back to Maxtahlula before nightfall.”
            “Huilche makes strange music, too,” volunteered Kanixt.
            Willy dispatched a servant to bring his homemade stringed instrument and, sitting crosslegged, began to pick out the lively ballad of Cuchulain that so delighted the folk of Cuma. As he played and sang, a fluted melody rose from somewhere in the back of the house and wove itself harmoniously into the string-plucking. All listened raptly until Willy finished, with a final crashing chord.
            “That flute was played by the Princess Olana,” said Willy. “I’ve been teaching her some of my songs.” He turned. “Olana! Come out, child, and take your applause.”
            Modestly Olana appeared at the inner door, her flute in her slim hand.
            At that moment, a man appeared from the entry. He was one of Axapa’s black-robed assistants.
            “Axapa has cast his lots,” he announced. “The name of the victim has been given.’
            “The name?” echoed Tucuru. “What name?”
            “Chief, the gods have asked for your daughter.” The man pointed. “For Olana.”
 
 
              
   
              



VIII. THE ALTAR OF MICTLAN
 
             THERE was silence in the room, shocked silence so complete that Arthur could hear the blood throbbing in his ears. Then Olana gave a soft, choked cry and ran back out of sight.
            Nectzin set down his cup and rose from where he sat. His face was gravely expressionless as he gazed down into the stricken eyes of Tucuru.
              
              “That news is good,” he pronounced. “Fortune attends you, Tucuru, and the people of your town. Deck your daughter with ornaments, do her the highest honor. She goes to the great god Mictlan. She will see him face to face. She will win from him the promise of fruitful harvests and happy years for her people of Cuma.”
            He turned toward the outer door and stalked from the room. Outside he raised his voice, calling for his warriors.
            Willy, too, had risen to his feet. He laid the guitar on the bench. His hard blue eyes turned to Tucuru, then to Kanixt.
            “You won’t let it happen?” he asked fiercely.
            “Mictlan has spoken for her,” said Tucuru, his voice scarcely audible.
            “Mictlan!” exploded Willy. “That drinker of blood, that devil they call a god!”
            “Quiet, Huilche,” besought Kanixt. “You will be heard.”
            “Let Mictlan hear me!” Willy was almost roaring. “I would say the same thing to his ugly face if he dared to show it!”
            “Mictlan’s servants will hear you out yonder,” reminded Arthur. “Nectzin and his armed men. What we must do is think—swiftly and well.”
            In walked two of Axapa’s assistant priests in black. Two more waited in the entry behind them.
            “We come for the victim,” said one of them deeply. 102
            Tucuru straightened where he sat, then got slowly to his feet. He seemed to be lifting a heavy weight.
            “Olana is in her chamber,” said Tucuru, like a tired old man. “I will speak to the servant women, to make her ready.”
            “Well said,” approved the messenger, and he and his companion followed Tucuru into the corridor.
            Kanixt was gazing at Willy and Arthur, with something of hope in his despair. “What can be done?” he asked.
            Arthur fastened his big hands on Willy’s shoulders. “You must do the talking,” he said. “The people here respect you, and Nectzin and Axapa fear you, at least a little.”
            “Aye, they think I am of the Cuchulain blood. But their worship is for Mictlan. Will they heed me if I ask—”
            “They will heed,” said Arthur grimly, picking up his bow, “but we must choose our time.” He spoke as though he were the older and wiser. “A moment will come—the right moment to put an end to this sacrifice of blood.”
            “I’m with you,” Willy assured him, “but we’ll need more than words, I’m thinking, to save the poor girl.”
            Arthur nodded, and turned to Kanixt, who had been watching hopefully. “Get your weapons, Kanixt, and meet us on the square.”
            He started for the door. Willy followed him, while Kanixt hurried off toward his own quarters.
            Outside, Arthur gazed across the square. Many people had gathered. They were not a mob this time, but stood in ordered lines and squares, like units of an army. They were Cuma’s householders and traders and farmers, with their wives and children. Everybody was there, Arthur guessed. Probably they had to be.
            In one group stood Maya men armed with shields and spears. They were ordinary townsmen, however, and did not look warlike. Gazing from face to face in the throng, Arthur saw nobody who looked happy.
            “These people would back us if they dared,” Arthur muttered to Willy.
            “That they would,” agreed Willy, “but they are afraid.”
            “They fear Mictlan,” went on Arthur. “For fear they stand still, and let their chiefs daughter be slain. Willy, if at the very moment she seemed lost, something happened to save her—”
            “What’s in your mind, lad?”
            “Look to the top of the pyramid.”
            All eyes in the throng had turned upward. Axapa stood on the step just below the platform where Mictlan’s temple perched. His face was hidden by a mask of painted leather, that had a gaping beak and staring eyes and a thatch of many-tinted plumes that bristled like the mane of an excited lion. Axapa’s bony right hand held a long, lean knife of black flint, its point resting against his open left palm.
            “See to him, he has a knife with which to kill her up there,” said Arthur. “At the instant he lifts it, Willy, cry out and forbid him. You are great among these folk, your words carry weight.”
            “But if he does not listen?”
            “Then I will persuade him,” said Arthur, and shrugged his strung bow forward into his grasp.
            Now Nectzin crossed the square. He had put aside his staff, and bore a gaudily painted round shield and a maquahuitil with bright red tassels at its hilt. Behind him marched the men of his escort. As Nectzin halted at the foot of the pyramid, the guardsmen drew up in an impressive phalanx.
            Again Arthur looked up at the temple. Its two wooden doors were open, and lamps glowed in the dark interior. Just inside the door stood an altar, a massive block of stone with a convex upper surface.
            Behind this was a broad-bodied image, larger than a living man, lifting its grotesque, grimacing face with balefully gleaming eyes. It was Mictlan, the god of the Aztec underworld, waiting for his offering of life blood.
            As Arthur and Willy gazed, Tucuru came slowly into the open. He wore a rich mantle and headdress, and by contrast to this costume he seemed more wretched and stricken than before. Then Kanixt appeared and paused beside Arthur. His eyes asked a question.
            “If we try to save her, Kanixt,” Arthur muttered, “will your warriors follow you?”
            Kanixt nodded grimly. He bore spear and shield, and now he walked across to join the armed men of Cuma.
            High above the crowd, Axapa raised the hand that held the dagger. It was some sort of signal. From behind the pyramid rose the jangling of copper gongs or cymbals, then the sudden mighty boom of a drum and the weird squeal of flutes. To this strange music Tucuru trod his slow way to Nectzin’s side, bowed, and stood in unhappy silence.
            The chief would not dare defend his daughter, Arthur knew. His training from birth, and the training of his people for lifetimes, had been to obey the black priests. But Kanixt, with the young men opposite, stood tense, defiant, alive.
            “We can count on some of them, at least,” Arthur whispered to Willy.
            Again Axapa signaled with his dagger. Forth from Tucuru’s house came new figures.
            The four assistant priests walked two and two. The first pair carried pots of burning incense, its vapor pungent in the air. Behind the incense-bearers, and in front of the rear pair, was Olana.
            She wore a tunic of snowiest white cotton, into which was worked a gorgeous design of flowers, in threads of yellow, blue, red and green. Her white skirt had a fringe of blue. A feather-tufted mantle and an embroidered sash set off these rich garments. Her wrists were clasped with golden bracelets, and a gold chain was looped three times around her neck to fall over her bosom. Her bent head wore a scarf of white to bind her black hair.
            Passing Willy and Arthur, she lifted her head but did not look at them. Arthur saw that her face was grotesquely painted, with blue pigment that smudged her cheeks and brow and chin and lay in lines upon her lips and nose. Her dark eyes looked drowsy.
            She walked slowly and heavily in the midst of her escort.
            “She’s drugged, I’m thinking,” said Willy in Arthur’s ear. “Might we not strike down those black- robed swine and—”
            “Not yet,” bade Arthur, with soft fierceness. “Wait until we seem to defy Mictlan himself.”
            Olana and the four assistant priests reached the foot of the pyramid and began to mount the steep stairs, one by one. Olana still moved dreamily, and the two priests at the rear took her hands to help her climb.
            Still the weird music of drum, flute, and gong persisted, and Axapa began to chant. His harsh voice carried far, and all stood still, listening. As the procession climbed to the step where Axapa stood, he mounted to the platform. He gestured, and the two priests who held Olana’s hands drew her in through the open door.
            Arthur hooked his buckler over his sword hilt and twitched several arrows from his quiver, holding them with his left hand close against the grip of his bow- stave. He glanced at Tucuru, who seemed stunned, barely able to keep his feet. Then he turned his eyes to Kanixt. The chief’s son stood with feet wide planted, and he looked, not up to where his sister approached her doom, but at Arthur and Willy. He waited for their lead. He would follow, and perhaps others likewise.
            “Praised be Mictlan!” rang Axapa’s voice from the height. “It is noon!” He pointed his dagger to the sun on high. “The hour of sacrifice is at hand!”
            The other priest pushed Olana toward the altar. She half drooped, half fell upon it. The two who held her hands now pulled her arms out to either side. The other two caught her by the feet. Axapa stepped close, then turned to look up into the face of Mictlan.
            Arthur set arrow to string. “Now, Willy,” he said.
            “Stop, you lying devil!” shouted Willy, and stepped forward. “Do not touch her!”
            A gasp went up from the waiting throng, like a quick gust of frightened wind. Axapa whirled round and craned his neck. His masked face turned this way and that to see who had defied him.
            “If blood must be spilled, look out for your own!” Willy yelled up at him.
            Axapa shouted something that sounded like a curse, turned toward the altar, and lifted the dagger high above his feather-crowned head.
            The great yew bow twanged.
            Axapa howled, sprang back from the altar, stumbled clear into the open, and all but fell from the platform. From his right hand, spitted through the palm with Arthur’s arrow, the sacrificial dagger fell. It went bouncing down the steps.
            So suddenly did it happen, so unthinkably, that no watcher below spoke or moved. But the four assistant priests let go of Olana, moving quickly away in all directions. Olana sat up, then rose to her feet. An arm lifted across her painted face, drowsily.
            “Come here, Olana!” Kanixt called loudly.
            She began to scramble down the steps. Nectzin now recovered and shouted an order. Axapa, still clutching his wounded hand, echoed it. The four assistants started down the pyramid after Olana in a great flutter of black robes.
            Arthur bent his bow a second time. His arrow transfixed the priest who had come closest to the fleeing Olana. The fellow somersaulted down the face of the pyramid and lay motionless in a black heap at the bottom.
            Kanixt had dashed to the foot of the stairs and reached up to catch Olana’s hand as she came within reach. He helped her to the ground and gave her a push toward Tucuru’s house.
            “Kill that mocker!” Nectzin shouted, and a dozen of his guardsmen moved toward Kanixt.
            But Willy had raced forward, between Kanixt and the Aztecs, sword drawn and buckler raised. Arthur’s third arrow pierced a warrior’s thigh and dropped him. Kanixt sprang to range himself beside Willy.
            “See!” he yelled over his shoulder at the armed Maya men. “Mictlan loses his power! The Aztecs can feed us to him no more!”
            A babbling storm of shouts and jabbers rose from the crowd, and some of the armed men suddenly ran forward to join Kanixt.
            Olana was running weakly toward her door. Tucuru scurried after her, passing Arthur, who began to send arrow after arrow into the thick of Nectzin’s company.



IX. NEW CHIEFS IN CUMA
 
             THE TWO rushing parties of warriors came together at the base of the pyramid. A dozen duels broke out at once.
            Arthur heard Willy shout, and the Irishman’s sword licked out to send an adversary reeling back out of the fight. Kanixt, too, was close in to his work, his spear thrusting past an Aztec shield. Arthur, laying an arrow across his bow, looked around for Nectzin. If he could strike down the governor of Maxtah- lula...
            But Nectzin had not stayed clear of the battle. He had rushed in the very forefront of his men, and now he swept his flint-toothed maquahuitil at Willy. Willy’s buckler only half warded the blow, and the jagged points snagged his elbow.
            “Blood!” howled Nectzin. “See—the stranger is not a god, but a man!”
            “Cuchulain!” Willy whooped back, and flung himself upon Nectzin.
            Arthur could hear the solid whack of Willy’s iron buckler against the thickened, painted leather of the Aztec’s shield. Nectzin sidestepped to Willy’s right and swung his deadly maquahuitil again. But Willy’s keen sword struck at the same instant. Its edge met the shaft of the maquahuitil below the jagged head, and shore through the wood like a forester’s axe. The flint-headed weapon flew in two pieces, and Nectzin disarmed, turned and fled.
            “He runs!” Willy cried, and charged in pursuit, flourishing his sword above his steel-cased head. Seeing their leader in flight, the rest of the Aztecs broke and fled. Willy and Kanixt and the boldest of the Maya warriors harried the Aztecs out of the graveled square, through the town beyond, and into the forest.
            It had happened so swiftly that Arthur had never had time to quit his place in front of Tucuru’s house. Now he leaned on his bow, and gazed at the field of battle.
            Bodies were strewn on the gravel, most of them Aztec. Half a dozen of the visiting warriors lay limp and still, and two more struggled to crawl away. Three of the Maya had fallen. Women ran to stoop over them, plaintively chattering and questioning. And two of Axapa’s corps of priest-assistants had died of the long arrows from Arthur’s bow. One of them sprawled at the pyramid’s foot, the other lay huddled halfway up the steps.
            Tucuru had come into the open again. Now he touched Arthur’s elbow with a trembling hand.
            “It was bravely done,” he said, slowly and in a voice hushed with amazement. “Who would think such things could happen?”
            “Nectzin did not think so,” agreed Arthur. “That is why we were able to catch him off guard. Is Olana safe?”
            Tucuru nodded, staring across to where the Aztec retreat had been harried out of sight. “Nectzin will never forgive what we have done.”
            Kanixt and Willy led the party back from the chase, and the townspeople fell in behind them as they crossed the square. Willy stepped in front of Tucuru, and spoke in a confident voice that could be heard by all.
            “Chief of Cuma, do you fear the Aztecs now? You have seen their backs in this battle. They are better at foot-racing than fighting.”
            “Huilche,” said Tucuru, “they were but few, and taken by surprise.”
            “That is true,” added Arthur. “And I think Nectzin will return.”
            “Maxtahlula is ten times the size of Cuma,” went on Tucuru. “Nectzin will bring a countless war party against us.”
            “Then we’ll make ready to meet him,” said Willy grimly. “Meanwhile, how many fell here?”
            Kanixt’s warirors were making a count. Of the six dead Aztecs, five had been pierced by Arthur’s arrows, as well as both the black-robed helpers of Axapa. The other Aztec had fallen to a spear-thrust by Kanixt. Maya men and women clapped hands to mouths in respectful amazement as they gazed at the bodies and saw that the heavy quilted armor of the warriors had presented no obstruction to the powerfully driven shafts from Arthur’s bow.
            “Now, where is that false priest Axapa?” said Willy.
            But Axapa had vanished, with his surviving assistants. A man volunteered the information that they had run off with Nectzin’s party.
            “And who are these?” asked Arthur, facing an approaching group of men.
            The two wounded Aztec warriors had been disarmed and roughly bandaged. Now they were led forward under armed guard.
            “Keep them safe until we decide,” said Tucuru, his voice again sounding strong, clear, authoritative.
            One of the captives glanced up at the pyramid, as if for help or protection.
            “See yonder,” Willy said to Arthur. “Mictlan still sits in his cosy place. Let’s show these folks that Mictlan is no more to be feared than those Aztecs.”
            “Now is the time,” Arthur agreed. “Tell them to destroy the idol.”
            Willy pointed his drawn sword at the top of the pyramid.
            “See him, my friends!” he called out to the Maya. “Will you leave that false god to mock us all? Throw him down, and make your town of Cuma free again!”
            Those close to Willy shrank away, as though in horror at the suggestion. Willy shrugged his shoulders inside the mailed jerkin.
            “Art, they fear to lay hands on that blood-boltered idol,” he said. “You and I will have to prove he’s nothing to cower from.”
            “Come on, then,” said Arthur, and slung his bow over his shoulder.
            “I do not fear Mictlan,” spoke up Kanixt, joining them.
            As they crossed the square, the gathered townsfolk watched them without speaking, almost without breathing. Willy stooped and possessed himself of a heavy-hafted spear that had been dropped by an Aztec. Following his lead, Kanixt picked up a fallen maquahuitil. Then the three started up the stairs, and did not stop until they were at the entrance to the little temple and gazing across the stone altar at Mictlan.
            The idol was of a gross, toadlike appearance, sitting on a pedestal carved from black stone. Mictlan’s color was deep red brown, seemingly put on like paint. Around his thick middle was twined a sculptured snake, set with polished green stones. Green stones, too, formed the pupils of the eyes in the grotesque, grinning face, each centered in a ringlike disk of white bone.
            “As foul a sight as we’ve yet seen,” Arthur said.
            “How do we lay hold of him?” asked Willy, and prodded across the altar with his spear. “Faith, he’s made of plaster.”
            It was true. Part of Mictlan’s brown flank chipped away under the flint point, showing rough grayish whiteness beneath. Willy stabbed again, more strongly, and a greater flake fell to the temple floor. Kanixt breathed heavily and watched.
            Drawing his dagger, Arthur walked around the altar and dug at the image. More plaster came away, and dull brown stone showed underneath.
            “The plaster’s not solid,” Arthur reported. “I think the idol is made of stones, mortared together, and the plaster spread on to finish.”
            “Then it will be like wrecking the wall of a landlord’s stable,” rejoined Willy with relish. “Out of the way, Art.”
            He clutched the spear with both hands and drew it back for a new assault.
            “Wait!” called Kanixt, so sharply that Willy stopped. “I am a Maya, and Cuma is my town. Let me strike Mictlan down.”
            “He is right,” said Arthur. “Let the people see him do it. Move clear, Willy.”
            The two white men drew aside and watched. Kanixt swung the maquahuitil around his head and brought it whistling against the grinning face of the image. Mictlan’s head broke from his misshapen shoulders with a rending crack, and bounced on top of the altar, then down to the floor. A quick kick from Arthur’s foot sent it rolling down the steps outside.
            All who watched below cried out, in applause or consternation, or both.
            “Now help me!” Kanixt exhorted his friends.
            The three flung themselves upon the decapitated idol. Straining, prying, hammering, they broke it to pieces and flung the fragments from the platform, one after another. More shouts saluted the appearance of each piece.
            “Praised be Kanixt!” beat up a loud shout as the last pieces tumbled down. “Praised be Ahchay... Huilche...”
            As they went down the steps and set foot on the square once more, men and women on all sides bowed low with palms touching the earth.
            Tucuru came to meet them. Once again he walked confidently and strongly. He placed a hand on his son’s shoulder, and faced the crowd.
            “Mictlan is no more,” he proclaimed for all to hear. “He was a god of the fierce Aztecs, not of the Maya. My people, let us give praise and worship only to Itzamna, the Life-Giver, the kind one in the sky.”
            “Itzamna!” rose a concerted echo.
            At that, everyone seemed to be smiling. It was the first time that Arthur had seen a smile on any face in Cuma all day, he realized.
            Now the councilors were gathering around their chief. Tucuru looked from face to face.
            “It is good you have come,” he told the group.
            “There is no time for long rejoicing. We must think what we can do to save ourselves from Nectzin.”
            “True,” agreed Zupan soberly.
            “Come to my house, all of you,” Tucuru bade them. “You, too, Huilche and Ahchay.”
            “But we are strangers,” objected Arthur.
            “Not strangers,” said Tucuru, smiling. “Friends. You have given us of your strength and courage; now you will give us of your wisdom. Come.”
            “First,” ventured Kanixt, “let me send men to follow Nectzin.”
            “Follow him?” repeated Zupan. “You would fight him again?”
            “We will want to know how far he runs before he takes thought,” went on Kanixt. “A few trusty men —good hunters and trailers—should keep him in sight for us, lest he try some trick.”
            “Well said,” agreed Tucuru. “Choose the men, my son.”
            Kanixt turned to look among the nearby men. “You go,” he said, pointing to one. “And you, the next to him, and you. Follow the trail of the Aztecs and bring back news of what they do.”
            The scouting party nodded assent and moved off. “Now, to the council,” said Tucuru.
 



X.THE COUNCIL OF WAR
 
            WALKING with Willy into the main chamber of Tucuru’s house, Arthur noticed Willy’s bleeding elbow, gashed by Nectzin’s toothed maquahuitil.
            “No more than a scratch,” scoffed the Irishman. “Fetch me a green leaf from the court yonder, and I’ll not whine. But, now that little shindy is over, I think how easily it might have gone the wrong way for us.”
            Bringing the leaf, Arthur held it to cling to the slight wound.
            “You did it, Willy. Bold you spoke at the right moment, and bold you struck a moment afterward. Those Aztecs ran like deer.”
            “Aye, aye,” agreed Willy. “Bravely dared is half the battle, was the word of Finn Ma Coul. But the other half is yet to fight, lad, and if I judge Nectzin’s mind, it will be worse by twenty times.”
            Arthur leaned his unstrung bow in a corner, hung his steel cap upon it, and dropped his buckler and quiver to the floor. “No, Nectzin won’t forgive you nor me nor the town of Cuma. But let’s show a brave face to these Maya friends of ours.”
            Tucuru and the others had gathered in council. Every face was grave, but determined. Zupan spoke first.
            “There will be war, and we need a war chief,” he said. “My friends, shall Tucuru lead us?”
            Tucuru shook his head almost violently. “I am a man of peace,” he said. “Not in all my fife have I led a war party. What fighting Cuma has done was under Aztec chieftainship.”
            His eyes sought his son Kanixt, who stood by the door, leaning upon his captured maquahuitil. Zupan, too, looked that way.
            “Bravest among the men of Cuma is Kanixt,” he said.
            “Hai!” approved another councilor. “He helped drive the Aztecs out, and he struck down Mictlan’s image.”
            Kanixt looked abashed. “I am young, younger than any of you. It is not my place.”
            “Your name was cheered by the people,” insisted a councilor. “You lead us in war, as your father leads us in peace.”
            “Well said,” spoke up Willy swiftly. “Today it was Kanixt who led the Maya warriors. They trust him.”
            One councilor frowned, as though this expression of opinion from a stranger came ill. But Tucuru made a gesture of agreement.
            “Our friend speaks wisely,” he said.
            “Let us choose Kanixt,” urged Zupan.
            “Hai! Hai!” chorused others.
            Kanixt looked from one to another. “It is your will, and I will do my best. But I ask your help.”
            “We will do what we can,” promised Tucuru.
            “And I ask the help of Huilche and Ahchay,” went on Kanixt, turning to his friends. “They must lead the men of Cuma with me.”
            “We?” cried Arthur. “We are newcomers among you.”
            “But you have fought for our town,” reminded Kanixt. “Your wisdom and your strength are needed, as your boldness was needed today to lead us against the Aztecs.”
            “What is done is done,” said Tucuru impressively, “and all for the sake of Cuma and of our wives and children.”
            “There will be fighting before long,” said one councilor moodily, “and death, too.”
            “But it will be death in battle,” insisted Kanixt, “death in hot blood and not butchered on an Aztec altar. Now, let us sit down and speak quietly of what must be done to make us ready.”
            Everyone found places, on stools or benches. Kanixt seemed to accept his election as war chief, and acted and spoke like one in authority. He pointed at Arthur.
            “Ahchay, your swift, sure arrows did more against Nectzin’s party than all our weapons,” he said. “Your eye is keen and your arm is strong.”
            “We praise Ahchay for that,” put in Zupan weightily. “Yet a bow is a weapon for far away. We must not forget the bravery of Huilche, striking Nectzin’s maquahuitil to pieces in his hands.”
            Arthur nodded. “Zupan speaks the truth,” he said. “A bow is safer for a weapon than sword or spear or maquahuitil used at close quarters. Bows may yet give us victory over whatever strength Nectzin can bring against us.”
            “How, Ahchay?” demanded Tucuru.
            “My people, the English, have fought against great odds, again and again,” said Arthur proudly. “Crecy, j Poitiers, Agincourt—you do not know those places, but they are famous among my people for battles won. We English have beaten twice and thrice our number of enemies, because of our strong archery.”
            Zupan looked dubious. “The Aztecs have as good bows as the Maya, maybe better,” he objected.
            “But not as good as Ahchay’s,” said Kanixt. “Ahchay made a strong bow for me, and taught me to shoot it. Perhaps he will teach others. What do you say, Ahchay?”
            “How long before Nectzin comes back?” asked Arthur.
            Kanixt pondered. “He will not stop, as I believe, before he reaches his own town of Maxtahlula. There he will gather his warriors and choose a lucky day for an attack—”
            “What day will it be?” Arthur persisted.
            Kanixt turned to Tucuru, who paused to calculate.
            “In eighty days, perhaps ninety,” said Tucuru, “comes the time of the year when the Aztec war god, Huitzilpochtli, has his greatest power.”
            “Yes,” agreed Zupan. “Then Nectzin will come with his warriors, to destroy every man and house in Cuma.”
            “Do not say it has happened until it happens,” admonished Kanixt, whose resolution grew with every moment.
            “Eighty days,” repeated Willy. “Four of your twenty-day months, or nearly three of ours.” He looked at Arthur. “What say you, lad? Is it enough time?”
            “We’ll make it be enough time,” replied Arthur firmly. “I’ll teach the men of Cuma to draw and shoot with such bows as neither Aztec nor Maya ever used.”
            Kanixt looked triumphantly from one brown, solemn face to another. “You tell me to be your chief in war. With me as chiefs shall be Ahchay and Huilche. That is my word. Do you agree?”
            “Hai!” Zupan said, and “Hai! Hai!” said the others in approval.
            Arthur rested elbow on knee and chin on fist. “Nectzin spoke to us of three thousand fighting men he could summon.”
            “At least so many,” agreed Tucuru.
            “And we?” prompted Arthur. “How many men can we bring to meet them?”
            There was hesitation, and counting on fingers by the councilors.
            “Perhaps a thousand at most,” was Tucuru’s final word. “If every man of Cuma and the villages around us will come.”
            “We do not have weapons for so many,” objected Zupan.
            “Weapons we’ll have, if only sharp sticks,” insisted Willy. “Tucuru, you seem to doubt that all men here will stand fast with us.”
            “Axapa and his followers went with Nectzin,” reminded Tucuru. “They had friends among us, who will go after them.”
            “Let us be glad to see the last of such,” Willy urged. “They would only be spies for the Aztecs if they stayed. And now, how about the weapons we need?”
            “There are some spears among us,” replied Kanixt, “and each man of Cuma can bring a knife. We will need shields, bows—”
            “Never fear for the bows,” Arthur interrupted. ‘We’ll make new ones, and throw away the weak ones you have.”
            They were interrupted by the entry of one of the scouts, a man stripped to loincloth and sandals and carrying bow and spear.
            “Nectzin’s warriors are still running,” he reported, “if we read the marks of their feet truly. I came to tell this news. The others follow, and do not think the Aztecs will stop until night.”
            He turned to go.
            “Wait,” called Zupan after him, and he stopped. “Give me your bow.”
            The scout passed it to Zupan, who held it out to Arthur. “Is this so weak a weapon, Ahchay?” he challenged. “It looks to be as strong as our strongest.”
            Taking the bow, Arthur turned it this way and that. It was nearly four feet long, with a tightly lashed string of tough plant fiber.
            “Bows should not be left strung,” he said. “It weakens them.”
            “But is it a weak bow?” persisted Zupan.
            For answer, Arthur took hold of it by its two ends and with a sudden effort broke it in two. At the splintering crackle, several of the councilors exclaimed in startled amazement, and the owner of the bow frowned unhappily.
            “Be of cheer, friend,” Arthur smiled at him. “I’ll replace this toy with a stronger bow, one worth a man’s while to draw.” He addressed the group. “You have seen Kanixt shoot with the bow I made for him. I will make many others, stronger than your strongest bows.”
            A townsman, carrying a spear, entered and bowed before Tucuru. “The men who carried Nectzin’s chair ask what shall be done with them,” he said.
            “Let them come in,” ordered Tucuru.
            In walked the six bearers. Again Arthur noticed their short stature, their breadth of body and volume of muscle, as they stood together, humbly expectant.
            “Of what people are these?” Arthur asked Kanixt.
            “Speak,” Kanixt bade them.
            “We are of Maya blood, all of us,” ventured one of the group. “We come from the village of Balam, west of here.”
            “A day’s journey toward Maxtahlula,” supplied Tucuru.
            “When Nectzin reached Balam, the carriers of his chair had worn themselves out on the trail,” went on the spokesman for the six. “He ordered our chief to bring his strongest men to take the places of the tired bearers. We were chosen, and we brought Nectzin here in his chair.”
            “We did it because we must,” added another glumly. “We are not Aztecs, nor lovers of Aztec things.”
            “Three of these men are known to me,” said Kanixt. “They are honest, I think. My father, let them go back to their village of Balam in peace.”
            There was a diffident fidgeting of the muscular bodies. Again the spokesman raised his voice.
            “We fear to go home,” he said. “Nectzin is angry. Maybe he will destroy us, and Balam, too, if he finds us there. But here in Cuma the people rejoice, saying that the Aztec rule is no more for them. We six have talked together, and we want to stay here.”
            “Well spoken,” applauded a councilor.
            “Speak further,” Kanixt urged the spokesman. “You look to be strong. If we call ourselves free from Nectzin and his rule, we must earn freedom by fighting. Will you help us?”
            The bearers looked at each other, in mingled hope and dread.
            “You will truly fight Nectzin?” prompted the spokesman at last.
            “When he returns, we will have no choice,” said Kanixt.
            “Then we will fight him, too,” said the spokesman.
            “Well said,” Kanixt approved. “Stay in Cuma, and be ready for what orders we give you.”
            Bowing, they left.
            “Wouldn’t they make proper men-at-arms, Art?” asked Willy. “What arms and backs to them!”
            “I wish we had many more such,” agreed Arthur.
            Tucuru rose. “All plans I leave with you, Kanixt, as war chief,” he said. “But now, today was named a day of ceremony. The worship must go forward in thanks for what has happened in Cuma.”
            “We have victims for sacrifice,” suggested Zupan. “No sacrifice of blood,” said Tucuru. “Zupan, did you not hear me say that we will worship Itzamna instead of Mictlan? The women will gather flowers. The men will bring the best ears of the maize harvest. We will offer these things with prayer to Itzamna, the Life-Giver, and to the chacs, our friends.”
            “Hai!” said Kanixt.
            “Hai!” repeated the councilors.
            “Amen!” said Willy O’Naill and Arthur Lake, in their own fashion.
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            Cuma worshipped Itzamna that afternoon, and the altar of sacrifice in what had been Mictlan’s temple was heaped high with flowers. Willy and Arthur watched, and rejoiced that they had made it possible for their friends to turn from, the shedding of blood in the name of worship. Olana, too, came from the house. She had shaken off the drugged drowsiness that had possessed her, and gazed in silent thankfulness as her father stood high on the temple platform. Pointing to the sun, Tucuru assured his hearers that Itzamna looked from there with kindness on his children.
            When the ceremony was over, Kanixt drew Willy and Arthur with him to his sleeping room inside the house.
            “We still have some of this day left,” he said, coming quickly to the point. “Let us use it to make plans.”
            “Good,” said Arthur. “First of all, who is ready to fight with us against Maxtahlula?”
            “I have asked that,” replied Kanixt. “Every man to whom I spoke says he is ready to fight for his life.” “Sensible words,” commented Willy, “seeing that it will be fight or die when Nectzin comes this way another time.”
            “What of the bows you say you can make us?” Kanixt inquired of Arthur.
            “I have seen, here and there, piles of stakes and poles. What are they for?”
            “They are to build fences and make tools,” said Kanixt. “Do you want them?”
            “Some of them. I will look among them for my bow staves.”
            He went at once, accompanied by Kanixt and several others. From among the stacked poles Arthur chose those of hard, springy wood, well seasoned and strongly elastic. After he had exhibited several such choices, his companions began to help him with the selection, and intelligently. After forty or fifty proper staves had been found, Arthur had them brought to the garden behind Tucuru’s house.
            “We will look for more tomorrow,” he said. “But now, I will show you how to make a good bow.” All watched attentively while he fashioned a stave, as he had done earlier for Kanixt. It was five feet long, to match the average height of the little Maya volunteers he must train to archery. Carefully Arthur whittled and shaped the two ends of it to evenness, then notched them. He waved aside proffered bowstrings plaited from plant fiber.
            “Such strings would break on so strong a bow,” he objected. “I must make my own. Bring me dry deer sinew.”
            At Kanixt’s order it was brought. Arthur slit and shaved it into threads, which he twisted into a stout, even length of line. He made loops at the ends and strung his bow. Then Arthur handed the finished bow to Zupan, the councilor, who had come to watch.
            “Try the strength of that,” he invited, “while I make others.”
            “They are being made.” Kanixt pointed to where two workmen, with polished stone knives, were carefully shaping bows as they had seen Arthur do. Arthur looked at their work, then nodded his endorsement.
            “You people of Cuma learn fast and work well,” he praised the men. “Can you make bowstrings, too?”
            “The women will twist those as you showed us how,” said Zupan. He pulled at the string of the new bow. “I cannot draw this one as you do, Ahchay.”
            Arthur demonstrated the archer’s grip, and lent Zupan an arrow to try in a neighboring maize field.
            As Zupan left, Willy appeared, with a spear and a shield. “Look to this Maya buckler. It is of quilted cotton.”
            Arthur studied the shield. Upon a wooden framework had been stretched layer after layer of stout cotton fabric, as coarse as canvas. The layers were fastened together with cross-stitching.
            “It is light, at least,” observed Arthur, “and lightness is good for a man-at-arms, especially a Maya, who is smaller than an Aztec.” He turned to Kanixt. “Do you not have shields of leather, like those carried by Nectzin’s warriors?”
            Kanixt shook his head. “We would need hundreds of shields for our men and we do not have time to prepare the leather. But these will serve. They can turn an Aztec arrow. And any wife in Cuma can make such a shield, or a quilted jacket.”
            Willy now handed Arthur the spear. Arthur tested its balance and weight, made a trial thrust in the air with it, and touched the tip of the flint point with the ball of his thumb.
            “Over-long, I should say,” he told Willy. “It cannot be handled well at close quarters.”
            “But you cannot throw a short spear,” objected Kanixt. “It would not fly true.”
            “Why throw spears?” Arthur demanded. “If your warriors throw their spears away, they’ll be helpless before the Aztecs.”
            “Aye,” said Willy moodily. “Especially if the Aztecs have those stone-toothed clubs. And they look hard to make.”
            “If we have short spears,” began Kanixt, “and the Aztecs throw long ones at us—”
            Arthur interrupted him. “I will tell you how we make war in our own country. One sort of soldier does the shooting, another does the stabbing. We call them archers and men-at-arms.”
            “Right,” said Willy, nodding his red head. “Do you mean to divide our little army so, some to shoot with bows, and some to face up to a charge with spears and shields?”
            “Aye,” said Arthur. “No more than half of these Maya will have any gift for the bow, I’ll warrant you. The other half must be men-at-arms, and ready to stand up to Aztec warriors.”
            When these things were explained to Kanixt, he studied Arthur gravely, then Willy.
            “I have been made war chief here,” he said, “but these things are not easy for me to know and teach. You two must be the teachers. Huilche, as Ahchay teaches men the bow, so you teach men the spear.”
            “I’ve fought here and there,” said Willy, “and perhaps I can teach others what I have learned.” He hefted the spear in his hand. “Two feet off the handle will make this weapon easier and truer to the mark, and it can be whirled to use as a club in close work.”
            He sought out a polished flint axe and with it chopped the spear down to a four-foot length. This he flourished experimentally, grinning with pleasure at its feel. Then he and Kanixt went away, Willy shouting for the six men who had borne Nectzin’s chair, to come for a demonstration in the use of the spear.
            Arthur turned back to supervise his workmen scraping the bow staves. As he watched, he tried hard to remember what he had heard of successful plans of battle in past history. They seemed to have run to a close-drawn body of heavily armed men as a center, with archers spread out in wings to right and left.
            Arthur himself had never been in such an action, but he remembered the stories told by his grandfather, who had helped win the victory at Agincourt, many years before. As the old man had movingly described that battle, England’s Henry the Fifth had marshaled a scant ten thousand men against three times as many French soldiers, splendidly armed and many mounted. Most of the English force had been made up of archers, and these so unerringly and ruthlessly shot down the attacking French that they won a complete victory. Nothing could ward off arrows from those splendid yew bows, the most deadly weapons of their era.
            Again Arthur seemed to hear Zupan’s half-scornful pronouncement at the council of war: “A bow is a weapon for far away.” Well, what was the matter with that? If the men of Cuma, though poorly equipped and fewer in numbers, could defeat their enemies from afar...
            With a stick he made marks in the ground, to diagram the famous harrow formation of the English bowmen. They must stand four deep, he remembered, each line in open order to give full play to the arms and bows, and each man so placed as to send his shafts clear of his fellows in front. He would teach that formation to the Maya, he decided.
            Zupan and Kanixt, returning from experimentation with the new bow, joined Arthur.
            “It shoots far and truly,” Zupan admitted. “What arrows shall we make for these bows?”
            “Let them be long,” said Arthur, “Longer than your arm. They must be drawn to a man’s very shoulder.”
            “If we but had arrowheads like this one,” said Kanixt, pointing to the shaft Arthur had lent Zupan. “It is made of that stuff that Nectzin praised?”
            “Yes,” said Arthur. “It is called iron.”
            “Very hard and sharp,” said Zupan. “It went through the thick quilted jackets of the Aztec warriors today, where stone points would be stopped.” They walked away, leaving Arthur puzzling anew. “Why do you frown, Art?” asked Willy, returning from his demonstration with the shortened spear. “Is any man of Cuma refusing his duty?”
            “It’s not the men that trouble me,” replied Arthur. “It is the weapons we must make—weapons that will pierce the Aztec armor.”
            “And you’ve made a good start at that,” observed Willy, looking at the busy stave-whittlers. “Are you pleased with the wood of this Maya country?”
            “It’s good bow wood, of stout growth, and well seasoned. The strings I am making of split sinew, though for my own shooting I had rather use flax coated with wax or tallow. But for the heads of the arrows, Willy, stone is a poor thing.”
            “You may be right there.” Willy, too, frowned over the problem, and stroked his red beard. “Stone cannot take a proper edge, and it breaks as easy as a horse-trader’s word.”
            “And it is over-heavy, too,” Arthur pointed out. “A stone head worth shooting will drag down the nose of the arrow as it flies.”
            “How many arrows will you need?”
            “For say three hundred bowmen I should have six thousand at the least—a score for each bowman. He tapped his quiver. “And here I have left no more than a dozen of the iron heads I brought from La Navidad.”
            “Woe to a country that has no iron,” mourned Willy. “Two hundredweight, now, would serve our purpose. Enough is lying in the sand where Caonabo’s men burned La Navidad to arm all our arrows and spears thrice over. Could we go back for it, think you?”
            Arthur looked at Willy, and ruefully shook his head. “You know we cannot; we could not find our way, if we had time. We’re here, Willy, live or die.” “That’s not so bad as it might sound,” rejoined Willy. “It’s a brave land, with people worth having for friends and brothers. I myself would like to live here, long years.”
            “Could we give up our armor to make arrowheads?” suggested Arthur.
            “No, never that. There wouldn’t be the tenth part of enough. But there’s metal here.”
            “Copper!” exclaimed Arthur hopefully.
            “Yes, copper. And have you forgotten that I, Willy O’Naill, have been the best of tinkers and whitesmiths in my time? Art, I’ll yet make you your arrowheads.”
            They hastened to find Tucuru. “A favor, chief,” Willy greeted him without preliminary.
            “Whatever you ask, Huilche,” was the chiefs reply, with an equal readiness.
            Willy pointed to a copper bracelet on Tucuru’s arm. “How much of that have the folk of Cuma?” “I do not know. There are ornaments, also gongs and chains and bells. Some cups and dishes here and there. If you ask for payment in such things—”
            “It is not for payment,” said Willy hurriedly. “All the payment we ask is freedom for Cuma. We want the stuff to make war with. Can we have it?”
            “The people will be asked to bring their copper to the square at sunrise tomorrow. What else?”
            “Nothing now,” said Arthur, “but a thousand things more as we think of them.”
 



 XII. THE ARROWHEADS
 
 \            
            TUCURU was as good as his word. He sent messengers through the town with an appeal, and on the following morning the people gathered to bring their copper. They threw it, piece by piece, in a jangling pile in front of the pyramid where Mictlan reigned no more. When all the copper in Cuma was there, it made enough of a heap to burden two strong men.
            It was all in small pieces. There were several dozen bracelets, some of them thick, broad and heavy. A few saucer-like disks had been brought to the pile, each decorated with cunningly hammered patterns. There were images, too, of various sizes, representing men, frogs and birds. And there were bells, ranging from the size of an acorn to the size of a crabapple, and headbands, necklaces, incense burners.
            “It is a shame to melt up these pretty things,” Arthur observed, picking up a tiny bell and listening to its musical jingle.
            “True,” agreed Willy, “but melt them we must if you want arrowheads. Help me carry all this beyond the big house.”
            Tucuru had given them, for use as a workshop, a shedlike chamber built against the main structure. Here was a hearth, near which Willy had heaped thick billets of hardwood. For helpers he had chosen two of the liberated chair-carriers, sturdy, willing men named Toe and Tzul.
            “They’re strong-handed and quick to learn,” Willy said to Arthur. “I’ll need a fire of the hottest, and that means bellows to blow it. My two are making me one, of deerskin, with a cane for its nozzle.”
            From Tucuru Willy had also borrowed three hammers, with polished heads of hard stone lashed with rawhide thongs into handles of tough, well-seasoned wood. The largest of these hammerheads was twice the size of Willy’s fist, the smallest no more than three inches long by half as wide. Rummaging in the stack of copper objects, Willy found two rodlike pieces, which he carefully bent. Then he searched out a copper ring through which he strung his rods. They made a rude but workable pair of tongs.
            “Now, fire,” he ordered, and Toe and Tzul heaped the wood and stared roundly as Willy lighted it with a scrape of flint and steel. “Stand to those bellows, Toe. Tzul, help me to rig a melting pot.”
            This was a clay bowl, propped up on two hard- baked tiles. Into it Willy dropped four or five small bits of copper, then sent Tzul for another double armload of wood.
            Arthur would have liked to stay and watch, but he had work of his own, and went off to supervise his bow-makers. Presently Kanixt and Tucuru came looking for him. With them were the returned Maya scouts.
            Their story was quickly told. Nectzin’s party had traveled swiftly ahead of them, so fast that the scouts had never caught up until nightfall. Then they came close enough to watch the Aztecs march into Balam, the village to the west where Nectzin had impressed his chair-carriers. The Aztecs had camped there during the night and had left at dawn. Following them into Balam, the scouts had learned that Nectzin had been harsh and threatening to the frightened villagers, and had told them fiercely that he would return in three moons with a host of warriors that would leave nothing of Cuma and its rebellious inhabitants but a dismal memory.
            “We told the people of Balam what had happened here,” finished the chief scout. “They say that they want to join us and fight for their freedom from the Aztecs, too. They know that, if Nectzin leads back s an army this way, he will destroy Balam on the way to Cuma.”
            “They will be welcome, those men of Balam,” replied Arthur promptly. “If we find more men like those who carried Nectzin’s chair, we will have good fighters to help us.”
            “We chose some of their best hunters to follow Nectzin on his way,” the chief scout informed them. “Then we came back here to report.”
            Now Willy came hurrying to join them. His face and beard were streaked with soot and he had a burn on his bare forearm, but he was smiling.
            “Here, lad,” and he dropped something into Arthur’s palm. “My first work with copper. I made out well, I’m thinking, with only stone hammers and a stone anvil.”
            It was an arrowhead of bright red copper, still warm, and shaped to match one of Arthur’s steel heads. Eagerly Arthur examined it, testing its keenness and spring.
            “Well done, Willy,” he praised. “I wonder—”
            “Won’t it do?” asked Willy.
            “The copper’s soft. It will do, maybe, but—”
            “Aye, but!” interrupted Willy, taking back the arrowhead. “If we had tin to melt in with it, we’d have tough, hard bronze. But there’s no tin in this country. Might just as well ask for plum pudding.”
            “What troubles you?” asked Kanixt, coming over to look to the copper head. “What is lacking?”
            “We lack a stuff called tin in our country,” said Arthur. “It is white, whiter than iron. There is none here, I fear.”
            “There may be,” Tucuru put in. “Come. I have seen something of the kind on the chair that Nectzin left when he fled.”
            The captured chair had been stowed in a rear room of the chief’s house. Arthur and Willy followed Kanixt and Tucuru there, and looked at gleaming pale metal facings. Willy stooped with pursed lips, examining the metal, then prodding it with his dagger. “It isn’t tin,” he said to Arthur. “It’s silver.”
            “No good?”
            “It might do, Art. Don’t the coiners put copper and silver together for money, to make it hard? Tucuru, let us have these pieces from the chair, and whatever else there is of the same metal.”
            Tucuru mused. “In Axapa’s house there are dishes and cups made of it,” he remembered.
            “Good words!” cried Willy. “Send for Toe, my helper. He can fetch back all those things from Axapa’s house.”
            While the silver was being brought, Kanixt held another sober council with Arthur and Willy.
            “I am sending our best woodsmen and trailers west, to help Balam’s scouts look for news from Maxtahlula,” said Kanixt. “The swiftest runners will bring daily reports back, by relays. Meanwhile, how about training the rest of our men?”
            “Let me start with fifty,” said Arthur. “We will have bows for that many by tomorrow.”
            “You shall have fifty men at dawn.”
            Arthur began with these chosen men, to whom he passed out the new bows and sheafs of arrows with sharpened points in lieu of heads. Kanixt, by virtue of his limited studies under Arthur’s eye, served as second in command while Arthur demonstrated stance, grip and aim. Two days were spent in practice and observation. Then Arthur weeded out those who seemed to lack talent for archery, keeping only thirty. Meanwhile new bows were completed. He chose five of the swiftest learners of his first class to help him with a hundred fresh candidates, while an enlarged force of wood-workers started to make yet more bows.
            “How do your archers fare?” Willy found time to inquire, between sessions at his smithy.
            “I thank heaven, they know something from the use of those toy bows and arrows they had before,” replied Arthur. “Some of them are yet afraid to see how hard and far and true my new staves send a shaft. If we have two months or so, and if they do not fail in bettering their shooting daily—”
            He broke off to yell at his line of bowmen, and ran to stand in front of them and demonstrate once more how to handle the weapon: feet well planted, so that a line drawn through the heels would extend onward to the mark; left arm held straight out, motionless as a wooden beam; three fingers of the right hand hooked in the string and the arrow’s butt drawn to the very ear. Again and again he bade his pupils shoot, for distance and for accuracy, straight to the mark at close range and with a higher, dropping shaft at longer distances. Finally he made his choice among them, of fifty more men with a gift for bowmanship. On the next day he chose yet another group of beginners.
            Within a week he had picked three hundred, all furnished with bows, and set them to whittling and feathering shafts for arrows. At sundown of the day this happened, as Arthur was planning the organiza- . tion of his corps of bowmen, Willy emerged again from his labors in the improvised foundry.
            “How like you this?” he asked, and handed Arthur a new arrowhead.
            It was of a paler red than the first copper Willy had worked with, and it proved hard and resilient. Arthur pursed his Ups as he pored over it. Finally he chose a shaft, spUt the tip, lashed the new head carefully into place, and went out into the maize field to give it a trial. Against a tree trunk he hung one of the leather shields captured from Nectzin’s bodyguard and, drawing the new arrow to its gleaming head, sent it singing to the mark. It struck with a sharp, satisfying whack.
            Running ahead of Willy to see, Arthur found that the head had pierced the shield and had driven deep into the tree behind. He taxed his hard young muscles to drag it free, and turned around as Willy hastened to join him.
            “It will serve, Willy, it will serve us well!” he cried happily. “What have you done to make this good metal?”
            “Put a bit of silver to it,” replied Willy. “One part of silver to four parts of copper. Will it do your turn? Truly? Then I’ll be busy tomorrow making you more of them.”
            All six of the former chair-carriers were helping Willy now, and the Irishman made haste by the first peep of day to have them all on hand to help begin his manufacture.
            With a great clay potful of silver and copper melting together, Willy had the fire stoked until it roared. Meanwhile he prepared a broad surface of wet clay, j smooth and flat as a table. Toe and Tzul made this as level as possible by dragging a straight-split pole back and forth across it. Willy took his first arrowhead and pressed it carefully into the clay, again, again and again, making row upon row of imprints until he had full three dozen.
            “And now,” he muttered, turning his smudged nose to gaze into the molten copper and silver. “Stand back, all, lest you get scorched toes.”
            He took a ladle of his own fashioning, a carefully modeled and baked utensil of clay, with a spoutlike crinkle at one point of the circumference. Gingerly he dipped a portion of the liquid metal, stepped to the table of clay, and dribbled the alloy into print after print, filling each exactly without any overflow. Again he scooped a ladleful, again he portioned it out into the molds. At last he had filled them all.
            “Fetch cold water,” he ordered his helpers, and they hurried with bowls. Willy sprinkled this upon the heads as they solidified, watched them cool, and followed the sprinkling with a more liberal dousing. Finally he pried out an arrowhead. It had shrunk a trifle as its temperature dropped, so that it was loose in its mold.
            “Smooth and sharpen this,” he told Arthur, who had come to watch, “and you’ll have the business end of a war-arrow.”
            Suiting action to word, he picked up another and stropped the point on a piece of flat, hard rock. The Indians watched as Willy carefully rubbed it smooth and even, whetted its edges, and sharpened its apex. A good ten minutes were spent in finishing it. Then Willy’s assistants, with the ready deftness of the Maya, went to work to dress other points.
            “Six thousand arrows, you said?” Willy asked Arthur. “That’s a mighty labor, lad, but you’ve come to the right man for it. We’ll have to fill these molds two hundred times over, and finish each head as it cools. Long days of work, Art.”
            “It will save Cuma,” Arthur reminded him, and returned to his schooling of the archers who must defend the town. Kanixt was already there.
            Constant drill with sharpened wooden arrows had made the men ever more skillful and more confident. Kanixt had had the women prepare targets, of string bags filled with leaves and grass, and this morning had chosen from the best of the archers a number of under-officers to check how often these were hit at various ranges.
            After watching a while, Arthur marshaled the men into the historic harrow formation, and Kanixt applauded as he saw the three hundred bowmen send their shafts by volleys.
            “If the men of your country won by such skill,” he said, gazing into a sky filled with successive blizzards of arrows, “the men of mine will win too.”
            “They will win,” agreed Arthur confidently. Then exhorting his corps, he called out, “Shoot wholly together!” He watched arrows thud into the row of sack targets. “Well done, well done!” he shouted. “Do as well against Aztecs, and we need not fear.”
            Willy soon progressed in his labors with the copper-casting to a point where he turned it over to Toe, Tzul and the others. These solemn workers were proud of their new skills and invested them with the utmost secrecy. They barred all idle watchers from the smithy shed and slept at its door to discourage prowlers. The arrowheads, as they were cast and ifinished, were gathered in skin bags of a hundred each.
            Kanixt had mobilized the men rejected by Arthur as unacceptable for archery. He had told them not to mope or feel disgraced, and fitted them out with quilted shields and the short spears Willy had devised. He set them to fencing together in pairs. Watching them one day with Kanixt, Willy had an idea. I’ll cast heads for those spears, too,” he informed Kanixt. “Meanwhile, maybe I can show them some tricks of fighting.”
            He went out, with blunt spear and shield, to demon- j strate European techniques of stabbing, parrying, reversing the haft to club with the butt. Here and there a stout Maya warrior was impelled to try conclusion with Willy in a friendly way. Willy invariably hammered the brown knuckles and black-thatched pates of these challengers, to the delight of watchers.
            The spearmen swiftly improved, as did the bowmen. 1 “It is not hard to make a fighter out of a good man,” said Willy as he returned to Kanixt, panting from the vigorous fencing.
            “But it is harder to make men into a fighting army,” replied Kanixt. “We Maya have never fought in this way before.”
            Arthur joined them, unstringing his bow. “We can fight one battle our way with these men,” he said. “If we do it wisely, and can choose our ground, and if we win—”
            “But if we do not win?” asked Kanixt anxiously.
            “Who will care then?” laughed Willy. “None of us will live to be bothered.”
            But Kanixt did not smile at that grim joke.
            “You speak bravely, Huilche,” he said, “like one who does not fear to die. Yet I mean that we shall win, and live. It shall be as Ahchay says: a well- planned battle, on our own grounds, and a defeat for Nectzin such as will put fear in Aztec hearts forever.”
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            KANIXT called another meeting of Tucuru’s council, to discuss the plan of battle. To them he proposed that the Aztecs be met on ground advantageous to the defenders of Cuma, where the new weapons and tactics taught by Arthur and Willy would be most effective.
            “It is a good plan,” said Tucuru, “but what place should it be?”
            “Open ground is needed, for our arrows to strike well,” volunteered Arthur. “If there were large fields, like those where you plant your maize—”
            “Why not clear all the brush and trees just to the west of Cuma?” put in Willy. “Give Nectzin a bare space to cross, a good mark for arrows.”
            Kanixt approved at once. “I will call all men of Cuma to cut down the thickets there and burn them.” “But do not tell them why it is done,” warned Arthur. “We want no spies running to Nectzin with our plans.”
            Two days of work, by hundreds of men, leveled the brush and trees between the maize fields to the west of Cuma. When they had finished, a naked belt of earth lay
between the town and the jungle in the direction of the threat from Maxtahlula. It was fully two hundred yards across.
            “Now,” said Arthur, surveying it with Kanixt, “we can stand here, and when Nectzin’s attackers come out of the trees we can strike them at a distance with our arrows.”
            “It is a good plan,” said Kanixt, with sober confidence in tone and manner.
            The great clearing made, the folk of Cuma prepared for their defense, while the moon overhead waned and waxed and waned again.
            The three hundred men chosen by Arthur developed into a disciplined and competent corps of archers, brisk at obeying orders and sure at sending their arrows to the mark. Kanixt and Willy strove long hours to build four hundred more candidates into a phalanx of spearmen. Willy had charge of the drill with short stabbing spears, while Kanixt arrayed opponents against these with longer spears and clubs to simulate the maquahuitils of Nectzin’s force.
            The little band of scouts sent back frequent word from the region around Maxtahlula, where they prowled stealthily, often changing camp and adroitly dodging discovery. They reported that Axapa had risen to high power and importance among the priests and temples of the big city, and that he had presided lately at a grimly gory sacrificial ceremony. Many unfortunate prisoners had died under the dagger in honor of Maxtahlula’s baleful gods—Huitzilpochtli, Mictlan, Tezcatlipoca. And the people of the town had cheered loudly when Nectzin made public announcement that he would lead in person a great host of skilled and heavily armed warriors, to destroy Cuma so utterly that no man would even remember its accursed name.
            All these things were told to the little army being trained in the cleared ground just west of Cuma. Tucuru spoke earnestly and inspiringly.
            “My people,” he said, “you know by these things that we can hope from no mercy from Nectzin. His heart is evil to us. His cruel gods cry out for our destruction. We cannot beg for our lives, for he will not listen. If we run, his warriors will follow and kill every man and woman and child of us. Nectzin has sworn to do that, by the fires of his temples.”
            He paused to let this much sink in.
            “Therefore,” he finished, “be strong and brave. Itzamna, the Life-Giver in the Sky, is glad that we worship him in the old way, for love and not for fear. He will stand beside us and help us against the blood gods of Nectzin’s people.”
            Cuma had odd moments for brief relaxation from these warlike preparations. Every woman, from Olana, the chief’s daughter, to the wife of the simplest farmer, worked hard at twisting bowstrings of sinew, sewing heavy quilted jackets for the men-at-arms, and covering shield frameworks with layers of stout cotton cloth. But in the evenings they lighted the lamps in their houses, cooked the best dinners they could, and spoke cheerfully to their men who were facing battle. And sometimes, after sundown, there was singing and laughter. Willy strolled in the square from time to time, playing his guitar or doing his juggling tricks for the diversion of his Maya friends.
            “Will we have cotton enough for armor for all our men?” Willy asked Kanixt.
            “For the spearmen, yes. But for the archers—” “My archers need no jackets,” Arthur put in. “They wear only loincloths and sandals, to give free play to their arms and swiftness to their marchings.” “But if a heavy-armed Aztec comes close—”
            “We must not let one come close.”
            Willy’s helpers had finished their mighty manufacture of arrowheads, seven thousand and two hundred. Now the Irishman turned to the problem of spears. After several trials, he forged a dagger-like spearhead, five inches long and an inch wide at the base, tapering to a lean point. Its edges he whetted to a razorlike keeness.
            “We won’t make them flat, like your arrowheads,” he told Arthur, “else they may break off when they’re most needed. It will be harder to cast these, but I can do it.”
            Away he went, yelling for Toe and Tzul to come and help.
            A few nights later, the third moon since Nectzin’s retreat began to wane.
            “When the nights are dark,” said Zupan thoughtfully as he ate a noon lunch of corn cakes with Kanixt and Arthur, “when Ixchel, the moon-goddess, hides her face, Nectzin will come.” He grimaced. “How many of us will see the moon grow great again?”
            “Let Nectzin worry about that,” Kanixt told him shortly.
            “Yes,” seconded Arthur. “We have no time for worrying.”
            He was busy supervising the fitting of Willy’s copper arrowheads to whole faggots of long, straight shafts. These were made, for the most part, of carefully selected shoots. Others came from hardwood blocks, split many times to pieces the right length and size, each shaved round and smooth with a flint scraper. In the end of each shaft a slit was carefully sawn with a thin flint flake. The arrowhead was inserted, fastened with glue made by boiling bits of fresh rawhide, then lashed with sinew thread. Bits of feather at the notched end completed the arrow.
            Zupan examined the completed arrows, and his eyes glowed as he inspected the heads. To Arthur, Zupan seemed to have lost his earlier mood of gloomy foreboding. When Willy brought over a spear with a newly cast and polished head, Zupan was more interested still.
            “Look!” commanded Willy, holding out the new spear. “Set me up a shield, and watch!”
            Against the shield he made a thrust. The narrow metal head pierced it as a needle pierces tallow.
            “A flint head might catch and hang in shield or armor, but not this one,” said Willy proudly.
            “When the Aztecs come looking for us, it will be a black day for them,” exulted Kanixt.
            The finished arrows and spears were stored in Willy’s work shed and Toe and Tzul, as usual, took turns guarding them.
            Two days before the new moon, scouts arrived j from the westward, running swiftly and panting with exhaustion.
            Nectzin, they gasped out, was on the march. With him came three thousand trained fighting men of Maxtahlula, plumed, armed and terrible. They were followed by a great train of servants, bearing provisions and camp equipment. The scouts, traveling lightly and fast, reckoned they had reached Cuma five days ahead of this invading army.
            “And we are ready,” announced Kanixt when the scouts had finished their report. “Nectzin will find more in his bowl than his mouth can hold.”
            He turned toward a sentry. “Fetch the Aztec prisoners,” he commanded.
            The melancholy captives appeared under guard. They had been kept in a great walled pen ever since the day Nectzin had been driven from Cuma. Save for those who fed and watched them, the townspeople had almost forgotten them. Now they stood together and faced Tucuru with glum steadiness. Plainly they expected to hear a sentence of death.
            “Your master is coming,” said Kanixt.
            “We knew he would come,” replied one of the Aztecs boldly. “He will eat you like a cake of maize.”
            “You are free,” Kanixt informed them, and smiled tightly at their stares of amazement. “Go. Go westward, meet Nectzin. Tell him that every step he takes this way is a step toward his ruin.”
            Kanixt called over a sentry, and spoke to him in a low voice, so the prisoners could not hear. “Two of you escort them out of the village. Go by a roundabout way, so they do not see the newly cleared ground. When you are deep in the forest, let them go.”
            Willy watched the freed prisoners as they departed, “I don’t know if I like that,” he confessed.
            “But I do,” said Arthur. “It will shake Nectzin to know that we feel sure and brave before him. Now, Willy, it is time for the men to throw away their sticks and take their new spears and arrows.”
            They headed around the house toward Willy’s workshop, where the new weapons were stored. Its door stood open. Willy, leading the way, cried out in dismay.
            “Toc, poor fellow! What is it?”
            Toc sprawled on the threshold, his sturdy body motionless. Arthur, staring, thought he might be dead. But at Willy’s touch, Toe, moaned and sat up, his broad hand to his tumbled black hair.
            “A big stone,” he mumbled thickly. “He hit me—”
            “Who?” demanded Willy. “Give us his name.”
            “Zupan,” said Toe, rising shakily to his feet.
            “Not Zupan!” protested Arthur, then turned to see Tzul hurrying toward them with swift, excited steps.
            “I was in time to see,” he said quickly. “Zupan knocked Toc down, and took some arrows and a spear.”
            “After him!” cried Willy.
            They dashed across the square, through the town. As they reached the cleared land, they saw Zupan running westward across it. In one hand he clutched a fistful of arrows, in the other he bore a copperheaded spear.
            “Quick!” exclaimed Willy. “Send an arrow at him, Art!”
            “No, take him alive,” was Arthur’s reply, and he flung himself forward, racing at top speed.
            Zupan saw, and began to run faster. But Arthur was swifter than he, and pulled rapidly ahead of the slower Willy and Tzul. As he gained on Zupan, he shouted at him to stop. Zupan paused long enough to throw the spear. Dodging it, Arthur made a final leap, caught Zupan around the waist, and brought him to the ground at the very edge of the trees beyond the clearing.
            “What is he trying to do?” Willy wheezed, catching up.
            “We’ll find out,” said Arthur, his hands at Zupan’s throat. “Drop those arrows, Zupan. Now, up on your feet.”
            He dragged Zupan erect. The councilor looked in sullen silence at him, then at Willy and Tzul.
            “Let me strike him dead,” begged Tzul.
            “I want to know why he did this,” persisted Arthur. “Zupan, tell us.”
            “Are you too great a fool to know?” Zupan said gruffly. “I saw the weapons Huilche made. I know their worth. I was taking them to Nectzin.”
            “To Nectzin?” echoed Willy. “Why?”
            “I could command a great reward from him. I would be a mighty man in Maxtahlula.”
            “You confess this?” demanded Willy.
            Zupan folded his arms. “You have caught me. Kill me.”
            “Let me,” said Tzul again, and drew his flint knife.
            “No!” cried Arthur, and moved to shove Tzul back. As he did so, his grip on Zupan’s shoulder slackened. Like a flash, Zupan had twisted free and plunged in among the trees.
            Arthur snatched an arrow from his quiver, but already Zupan had vanished deep among the thickets. They started after him in baffled fury.
            “There will be no hunting him down in that forest,” said Tzul.
            “And he’ll catch up with those Aztecs set free by Kanixt,” added Willy. “He doesn’t have the arrows to show Nectzin, but he can tell about how we plan to meet the Aztecs here in this cleared field.”
            Back they hurried to Kanixt and Tucuru. The two chiefs of Cuma’s war and peace looked shocked and worried as they heard the account of Zupan’s treason and flight.
            “What can we do if he tells Nectzin our battle plan?” asked Kanixt.
            “There’s but one thing to do,” said Arthur. “Make a new one. At once.”
            “What new plan?” Tucuru pleaded. “They will be upon us in five days.”
            “Let’s be upon them in less than that,” said Arthur suddenly. “Zupan will say to Nectzin that we wait for him here—”
            “Well said!” cried Kanixt. “We will not wait here. Let the warriors have their weapons, and we will march at once.”
            “Yes, yes!” Willy agreed. “We’ll meet him along the way, when and where he least looks for us!”
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            THAT very day the fighting men of Cuma went to meet Nectzin’s overwhelming army. Each of Arthur’s three hundred bowmen received a quiver with twenty-four copper-headed arrows. Each of Willy’s four hundred men-at-arms was given a shield, a quilted jacket, a stabbing spear with a new metal head.
            Arthur and Willy had put on loincloths and sandals in place of their wornout garments from La Navidad, and in addition wore only their armor. As Kanixt’s lieutenants, they walked down the mustered ranks, ordering that all the clumsy, gaudy panoply of Maya battle dress—tossing tufts of plumage, sweeping cloaks in bright colors, banners of varied feather- work—be taken off and left at home. Several protests were voiced.
            “Since time began, a warrior has shown plumes on his head,” argued one sinewy archer, a sure shot and a leader among his comrades. “How else can the enemy know that we are there to fight?”
            “We will convince the enemy of that,” said Arthur. “Off with the feathers,” ordered Willy. “You are a warrior, not a parrot in a tree.”
            “Hold!” suddenly shouted Kanixt from his position in front of the array. “Let me speak!”
            There was instant respectful silence as the young war chief looked along the close-drawn ranks.
            “Huilche and Ahchay speak truth,” Kanixt said, loud enough to be heard from wing to wing of the formation. “This gear will make us move more slowly, and it will betray our position to Nectzin. Leave it behind, as I do—see!”
            Olana was standing by his side, and Kanixt stripped from his head the elaborate, helmetlike crest of feathers and handed it to her. Then he untied the cord of his mantle, which he likewise discarded. Olana received this, too, folding it over her arm. Finally Kanixt threw aside his heavy quilted tunic and stood with his muscular body stripped to the waist. From Olana he borrowed a simple twisted band of cotton, and with this tied back his hair from his tan brow. “I fight simply,” he said. “I hope I fight well.”
            The example of the chief was enough. Argument ceased. The men-at-arms divested themselves of all martial finery save their padded jackets, shields, and loincloths. Archers had already stripped to the waist.
            Kanixt had commanded that each man of the force carry his own supplies, rations for three days, and a mat on which to sleep. These things were already bundled up, and the warriors had only to bind the packs to their shoulders. Kanixt formed a column, four abreast. He led the way. Behind him Willy brought the men-at-arms and Arthur followed with the bowmen.
            Shouts of encouragement and hope echoed behind them as they set their faces westward. Leaving the square, Arthur looked back once. Tucuru stood with a hand lifted, as though calling down the blessing of his kindly god Itzamna. Olana watched beside her father. When she saw Arthur turn, she, too, put up her hand as though to bid him farewell.
            Once more it was like leaving good familiar things, Arthur told himself. As he had left England for unknown Spain, Spain for unknown lands westward, La Navidad for flight to heaven knew where, now he left friendly Cuma for battle with long odds, somewhere toward the sunset. He drew a long breath to rid himself of uneasiness.
            The trail they took was a good one, wide enough for their column of four to travel without breaking formation. Kanixt called back for men he knew, sharp-eyed and forest-wise, to act as scouts ahead, among the trees on either flank. He also summoned Willy and Arthur to march with him.
            “You do not think an enemy may be hiding here for us?” asked Willy, peering among leafy branches.
            “Not if Nectzin is five days away,” said Kanixt. “But he comes closer to us with every step, and our scouts need experience in working with such a large column as this.”
            “Where shall we meet the Aztecs?” asked Arthur. “We do not know this country.”
            “As far away from Cuma as possible,” said Kanixt, “for Zupan will tell Nectzin that it is at our very town we make ready to fight him. Somewhere on our march we will find good ground.”
            “Open ground, I hope,” nodded Arthur, “so that our arrows will fly well at fair targets.”
            When they camped that night, a system of sentinels was organized and so placed as to defend the party against any surprise. The evening meal was no more than sufficient. The men mixed water and meal and baked their own cakes on hot stone, seasoning them with ground pepper and topping them with cold boiled beans. Frugal, too, was the talk around the campfires, for a sense of stern happenings to come had descended upon the little army. Fires were extinguished early, and the men stretched out on their sleeping mats, still guarded by successive reliefs of watchers.
            The under-officers had them all awake before dawn to eat a quick breakfast of leftover cakes and form again for the march.
            “I dreamed last night of the Red Boar of Cushen- dun,” Willy geeted Arthur. “In old Ireland, that’s a sure sign of battle.”
            “Must you dream to be sure of battle?” Arthur retorted. “We didn’t come this way to pick flowers, Willy.”
            At mid-morning they reached the village of Balam, a settlement of some thirty plaster-walled huts. The Maya farmer folk who lived there made them timidly welcome.
            “Will you fight here?” asked the village’s old chief. “If so, not a thatch-straw of our homes will be left to us.”
            “No, we will seek a battleground beyond,” said Kanixt. “Somewhere near, but not too near.”
            “Every man of us will take weapons to help,” the chief promised.
            “Brave words and true,” nodded Kanixt, “but we from Cuma are trained to fight in a special way against the Aztecs.”
            “Yet,” Arthur pointed out, “these Balam men know the lay of the land. We should take some of them and spy out the country beyond.”
            “That is true, Ahchay,” said Kanixt. “You and ! Huilche go, and I will stay here with the main party. This chief will give you scouts.”
            “But we have Toc and Tzul,” reminded Willy. “They are from Balam, and know us well. Call them, Art, and we’ll push on ahead.”
            The four of them took the trail beyond Balam, where the jungle hemmed them in on either side. They marched an hour in silence.
            “I hear water running,” said Arthur at last.
            “A river,” Tzul said. “It goes to the right hand of us here, swift and deep. Across the trail ahead flows a smaller stream, from high ground.”
            “High ground?” repeated Arthur quickly. “Show me, Tzul.”
            Swiftly they came into view of it. The jungle fell away to left of the trail, revealing a great shoulder of sloping rocky hill with occasional tufts of brush. Down the hill’s face ran a merry brook, to cross the trail and merge with the swift river to right of the trail. Arthur exclaimed happily over this formation and scrambled swiftly up the creek and beyond, his long legs carrying him ahead of his comrades. At the top of the ridge he looked westward again, and fairly shouted with joy.
            ‘Is it good?” asked Willy, following up the slope. "You sound happy about this ground.”
            “Here is where we can stand,” replied Arthur. “Look to the country, Willy; it is made for our purpose.”
            They were at the top of the hill. Its westward stretch was gradual, extending a quarter of a mile toward the jungle. At their right the slope, up which they had climbed, steeper and rough with rocks, fell to the trail and to the river beyond. Where Willy and Arthur stood, a comblike formation of rocks had its beginning, and extended westward for some hundred yards.
            “The bowmen can stand here, where we are,” said Arthur, and Willy, studying the open hillside, nodded slowly in thoughtful agreement.
            “You want those Aztec blood-lovers to come up the hill at you,” said Willy, “where your bowmen can shoot them as they come. A good plan, that.”
            “There may be a better one.” Arthur peered this way and that, estimating possibilities. “See, Willy, the slope is steeper back toward the trail. It would be harder still to climb.”
            “Aye, but how can you bring the Aztecs to climb from there when you want them? They’ll leave the trail and come up the easier slope, the moment they see us here.”
            “True, if they see us here,” agreed Arthur. “But if they don’t, Willy? They will look to find us waiting at Cuma. Zupan will have told Nectzin that. None will guess that we had the courage to come looking for them when they are four men to our one.”
            “How can we make them stay on the trail by the river until they are opposite the steep slope?”
            “Invite them,” said Arthur. “Hide the men who are here on the hill, and show them only a few on the trail.”
            Willy’s blue eyes shone with admiration.
            “Art, lad, you’re young, but it’s a wise old head you have on those broad shoulders. Sure, I do the talking for us, and you do the thinking. You’ll make fools of those Aztecs, with ears as long as a Spanish donkey’s.” Again he gazed at his friend. “It must be that you have Irish blood in your English veins.”
            They paced back and forth, studying the ground they had chosen for their defiance of Nectzin. Toe and Tzul were sent to explore the jungle westward and to the left of the bare hilltop, and came back to say that it was dense and difficult, with vines twisted among the trees. That meant that the Aztecs would keep to the trail, confined between hill and river.
            “Good,” pronounced Arthur. “Now, at this rocky comb we’ll have hiding and defense for archers when the Aztecs come along the trail underneath the hill. And we can station more bowmen at the very top, every man of them well hidden until the proper time to take aim.”
            “Cuchulain is my ancestor, but he must be your own brother and teacher,” applauded Willy. “Tzul! Go back to Balam, and say to Chief Kanixt that he can bring the rest along. We’ll camp here and wait for Nectzin.”
            Tzul trotted away with the message. Arthur, Willy, and Toe made another tour of the hill, poking among the thick-grown trees at its westward foot. Then they paced along the trail, and looked down at the river beside it, deep and swift. Finally they sat down among the rocks to wait.
            The hot sun was dropping westward when their army, with Kanixt striding at its head, appeared on the trail.
            Kanixt climbed the hill to confer with his friends, and to hear the proposed order of battle, which he approved at once. Then he sent under-officers to tell the army to break ranks and set up camp behind the small brook. A line of scouts was ordered to the front, past the hill, to keep a lookout for any advance elements of Nectzin’s force from the west. There was a hasty meal of pozol mixed in water, and when it had been swallowed, Kanixt drew Arthur and Willy aside.
            “The councilors named me war chief, and I said I would lead the warriors,” he told them. “They are brave and loyal, and they do as I say. But the councilors chose the wrong man to say how Nectzin would be fought.”
            “What do you mean, Kanixt?” demanded Willy.
            “Ahchay here has found the place for us to make our fight. He has the thought that will bring victory. He is war chief, not I.”
            “But I am the youngest of us three,” Arthur protested.
            “I’ve just said you have an old head on your shoulders,” Willy repeated. “It’s the right way, Art. This will be a battle of archers, and you’ve trained them to fight your way. I say with Kanixt, you’re the chief.” Arthur still objected. “But I am a stranger to the Maya warriors. A foreigner. Would they listen to my orders?”
            Kanixt touched his shoulder. “I will listen to your orders, Ahchay. And the men will listen to me. Tell me what is to be done, and I will tell them.”
            “That’s the best plan,” Willy approved.
            “All right, if you want it that way.” Arthur shrugged his big shoulders, as though a great weight of responsibility had settled upon them. “How soon will Nectzin be here?” he asked. “That is the first thing we must know.”
            “We have marched a full day’s distance and more,” computed Kanixt. “Nectzin has marched as far since our spies said he was five days from Cuma. He is, then, less than three days’ journey from us here.” “None too long a time for us to make everything ready,” said Willy. “Art, we wait for your word.” Arthur surveyed the slopes of the rocky hill on which they stood. “We’ll divide the archers into two groups of the same size,” he said. “One half of the three hundred will lie hidden among these rocks that look from the top of this hill to the west, toward the jungle. The other half will take position behind these other rocks that look down the steeper slope, toward the trail and the river beyond. I will be with that second half.”
            “And I will command the other half?” asked Kanixt.
            “Yes,” said Arthur. “My men, looking down upon the trail, will shoot at the Aztecs when they reach there,” and he pointed. “Your half will fight any Aztecs who come up the hill from the west.”
            “And what about my brave spearmen?” pleaded Willy. “Do you think to defeat the Aztecs with archers alone?”
            “You will hold the trail below us,” Arthur told him. “You must stop Nectzin’s whole march there, to give us a chance with our arrows from this hill, while the Aztecs are crowded together.”
            “We’ll do it,” promised Willy. “I’ve trained them for close work.”
            “Bring the under-officers,” Arthur said to Kanixt.
            When these came, Kanixt explained Arthur’s plan of battle, and pointed out the positions for the archers. Then Arthur went down the western slope with a detail of men to set stakes among the stones. These marked a line some two hundred paces from the brow of the hill where Kanixt’s bowmen would be stationed, showing the utmost distance at which arrows would be launched against any rush from the west.
            When the task was done, Arthur returned and met Willy.
            “Come and see what my men-at-arms are doing,” the Irishman invited.
            Willy led the way down to the riverside. The trail ran there between hill and water, worn deep by the travel of countless feet for so many years that the earth of the hillside rose like a wall several feet high. Here Willy’s men-at-arms were busy with great boulders, dragging some and levering others along with stout poles. These they arranged into a breastwork, rough but solid, straight across the trail.
            “You told me to stop the Aztecs,” Willy reminded him. “Sure, here’s where they’ll stop as if their feet had taken root.”
            “Well done. But should you not hide this breastwork with branches, so they will not see it until too late?”
            “Right you are, lad. You’re always right, I’m thinking.”
            But Arthur did not smile at his friend’s praise. He stared once again down the trail where they must halt and fight Nectzin’s overwhelming force.
            “Right or wrong, Willy, they’ll still be four to our one,” he said soberly.
            “Do you mean to say you fear those Aztec blood- drinkers?”
            “Yes, I fear them,” said Arthur promptly. “Don’t you?”
            Willy’s beard bristled. “The question!” he cried. “To me, who come from the line of brave Cuchulain himself! You ask me if I know the meaning of fear?”
            Then he broke off and winked one blue eye at Arthur.
            “You’re right about that, too, Art. I’m shivering inside like a peat-cutter when he hears the banshee wailing at midnight.”



XV. THE FIGHT ON THE HILL
 
             
            THE MEN of Cuma built small fires along the brook that ran downhill to the river. From Balam came a band of friendly villagers, bringing what food they could spare their allies. Kanixt ordered that his warriors eat no more than they needed.
            “Save our supplies for tomorrow,” he reminded. “We must not be hungry when Nectzin comes. Now, sleep well this night. We need to be fresh and strong.”
            But he himself did not settle down easily after dark. Nor did Arthur, nor Willy. The Irishman moved here and there among the prone men-at-arms on their mats, now and then picking up a spear to test its point for secure lashing or its haft for possible flaws. As for Arthur, he sat at the top of the hill with his back to a great boulder, examining all of his arrows over and over and rubbing his bowstring with glue lest dew make it limp.
            In the morning, having posted a fresh cordon of scouts to the westward against a possible early appearance of the enemy, Kanixt brought the three hundred bowmen to the crest of the hill and marshaled them in the formation Arthur wanted them to take: half of the corps facing toward the trail, the other half defending to westward. Then Arthur put them through a final hard drill, making them rise all together by signal, to stand bow bent and arrow on string waiting for the word to loose, and finally to send a shrewd volley. They obeyed smartly, and their hands and eyes were steady. When Arthur had finished ordering his practise volleys, the men hurried downhill to recover their shafts.
            As for Willy, he spent that day and the next in perfecting his obstruction across the trail. It extended from a point part way up the hill to the very brink of the river, some forty feet in all. He masked it with cut bushes, so that at a distance it seemed to be a clump of undergrowth sprung up across the trail. Here he assigned his best men-at-arms, able and confident warriors who were handiest with shield and spear and most apt to stand firm against a fierce attack. Others he held in
reserve, to be hurled forward in case the improvised fort was rushed by too many Aztecs, and still others he arranged in a line to charge to the top of the hill, should that be necessary.
            Kanixt had sent some scouts from Balam far to the west along the trail. Now they hurried back, to say that Nectzin was approaching.
            “Have you seen his army?” asked Kanixt. “How many has he?”
            “Very many,” said Tzul, who was one of the scouts.
            “How many more than we?” Arthur asked.
            Tzul shrugged helplessly. “They are as a swarm of grasshoppers. I could not count them.”
            “And Nectzin is with them?” prompted Willy.
            “Yes. He wears armor like yours, made of gold on the chest and head. His maquahuitil has a handle covered with gold so that it cannot be cut in two. Zupan walks with him, but a rope is tied around his waist, and is held by a big warrior.”
            Kanixt grinned fiercely. “He wanted reward and honor from Nectzin, but Nectzin only half trusts him, and is keeping him safe lest that story he told is treachery.” He turned toward Arthur. “The time has come. What are your orders?”
            “Bid your men take their places behind the brow of the hill,” said Arthur. “Let every man lie flat, his bow ready strung and an arrow across it. Nobody must stand up to show himself until the word is given.”
            Kanixt strode off purposefully.
            “And I’ll be back to my own stout lads,” said Willy. “Give me your hand, Art.”
            They clasped hands warmly.
            “The saints be with you,” said Willy.
            Arthur hurried to shepherd his own half of the archers into position among the rocks that ran parallel to the trail, and himself crouched in the lee of a jagged three-cornered piece of brown stone. Around his steel cap he had bound a tussock of grass, to hide him when he lifted his head to watch. Below him, he could see where Willy lined the barrier with his picked spearmen and marshaled the reserve
formation.
            “Silence until they are upon us,” Arthur heard him warn the men.
            They waited. Quiet brooded over the hill, over the trees of the jungle. Finally, they could hear a distant, muffled rustling, the sound of many trampling feet.
            “They come,’ whispered a bowman beside Arthur.
            Arthur plucked half a dozen shafts from his quiver and stuck them, feathered ends up, in the ground at his feet. One more he laid across the grip of his great bow. Again he waited, eyes on the point where the trail emerged from the trees beside the foot of the westward slope.
            At last a man came into view. He bore a shield, painted bright red with great slashes of yellow. Behind him came two more who carried long spears, then a column of warriors, marching in close formation.
            “Let every man notch his arrow,” said Arthur in an undertone. “Pass that word along.”
            He heard it muttered from mouth to mouth.
            More and more warriors appeared on the trail below, and finally, a single man who shone like a walking image of gold. Even at that distance, Arthur recognized the proud figure of Nectzin, governor of Maxtahlula, commanding his legion of conquest. His shield, faced with golden plates, glowed like the sun. Golden, too, were the mountings of his quilted jacket, and the cap that bore his crest of green quetzal feathers, and the maquahuitil he carried over his shoulder. Plainly he had found artisans who had done their best to imitate the metal armor he had so admired at Cuma when he met Willy and Arthur.
            Behind him appeared Zupan, also immediately recognizable. He looked unhappy and weary. With him marched a broad-shouldered warrior who kept close hold of a rope around Zupan’s waist and in his other hand poised a big maquahuitil. Then the main body marched into sight, four by four, company by company. Some were armed with bows and spears, others with shields and maquahuitils. They looked what they were, the terrible masters of all the world they knew.
            They moved between the river and hill, directly below Arthur’s hidden line. More of them, and more, came into view from the screening jungle. The man ahead now pointed at the brush Willy had placed before his rampart, and turned to the two spearmen behind him. The three talked, seemingly curious or mystified, while the ranks of warriors closed up behind them. The whole visible part of the trail was now thronged with Aztec soldiery.
            Arthur got a knee under him and tightly gripped his own bow.
            “Stand up and loose your shafts!” he yelled at the top of his voice.
            From their rocky hiding rose his men, and every bow twanged to send its metal-barbed arrow down into the enemy formation.
            A wild, angry whoop went up. There was an abrupt facing about toward the height. The Aztecs changed formation like veteran troops. Arthur saw officers gesticulating, commanding, arranging. A number of the men were down at the first volley, even as the second whizzed from the rocks. The Aztecs flung up their shields. Arrows smashed through these and more men fell, as though withered by flame.
            “Shoot at their leaders!” commanded Arthur, and himself launched a shaft that struck one of the officers into a spinning fall.
            A mighty yell of fury, and the whole Aztec host surged forward along the trail, while fresh men hurried into view from the west. A company of archers deployed swiftly, bending its bows to reply to that deadly rain of arrows from above. But Arthur’s Maya warriors, partially defended by the rocks among which they stood, and with bows that sent shafts truer and farther than those of the Aztecs, only howled their own defiance and concentrated on this hastily mustered counter-fire.
            Nectzin, flashing golden among his men, gestured for a charge up the hill from the trail. The governor of Maxtahlula held his shining shield before him, and Arthur sighted for its center. His arrow sang down and struck.
            Nectzin staggered back two paces, and Arthur looked for him to fall. But the long shaft had lodged in the shield; the gold plating must be thick enough, at such a distance, to keep the iron head from striking through. Swiftly Arthur launched another arrow, which smote the top of Nectzin’s helmet and shore away a fluttering mass of quetzal feathers. Nectzin dodged out of sight behind the press of his men.
            “Nectzin runs!” went up a joyous yell.
            But Nectzin was only rallying and directing his forces. There was a sudden charge of the foremost unit along the trail, to come abruptly to a halt against Willy’s defenses. Shouts of defiance greeted them, and Arthur saw the flash of red spearheads jabbing above the breastwork.
            Meanwhile, Nectzin was ordering more of his men uphill from the trail. These scrambled haltingly up the steep roughness of the rocks, and into them slapped arrow after arrow. The skilfully interposed shields were no obstruction to these war shafts, armed with metal and powered by bows stronger than any that land had ever known. Still the Aztecs pushed closer, until there was no chance to miss. Some of them won almost to the rocks, but then there was a wavering of the onset, a halt, and the next instant the Aztecs were in hasty flight. Behind them lay the scattered forms of dozens of stricken comrades.
            Arrow on string, Arthur looked for Zupan on the trail below, but the renegade councilor had vanished. Nectzin was running swiftly back along the jammed trail. With his maquahuitil he beckoned still more men from the screened rear reaches, directing them to the gentler western slope of the hill. Bravely a company of Aztecs responded, racing across. Other companies followed, starting up diagonally. Swiftly Arthur estimated them as nearly five hundred.
            “Don’t look at them!” he warned his own men. “Keep your arrows for those on the trail!”
            Up came the charge from the west, well ordered in a line. There were loud war cries, and spears and maquahuitils were flourished. Arthur spared a glance as they reached the line of stakes.
            At that instant Kanixt thundered a command, and his force rose into view on the hilltop. Their arrows whipped down the westward slope like a flock of starlings.
            Holes opened in the oncoming ranks. Closing up, the survivors came gamely upward, but another volley and another smote them. An officer fell in the forefront of the charge, then the man who bore a banner worked with feathers. Arthur could
hear Kanixt
shouting encouragement as he plied his own bow.
            Still the Aztecs came on, leaning into the flights of arrows as into a driving wind. They were almost at the left end of Arthur’s line. One Aztec ran a few paces in advance of his fellows and gave an excited whoop. He caught the nearest Maya archer by the hair and lifted his maquahuitil on high.
            “No!” shouted Arthur, bending his bow.
            But the archer himself had an arrow ready drawn. Pushing its point against the quilted jacket of his assailant, he loosed it, then jumped clear as the fellow went down.
            It was as though that last casualty was too much for the attackers. They went running back, like their comrades who earlier had tried to climb from the trail up the steeper slope. Arthur joined in the concerted yells of triumph, and had time to look back to his own front.
            Nectzin had come forward again, to lead another rush at Willy’s position. With him came a howling horde of followers. Arthur sent arrow after arrow at them.
            So headlong swift was this new charge that it was at the barrier within moments. Again the spearheads gleamed redly, striking at shields and bodies. Nectzin yelled something, his voice carrying over the whole battlefield, and pushed straight forward through his men. Someone was up on the stones to confront him. It was Willy.
            Leaping high, Nectzin gained a foothold on the stones, his maquahuitil falling with a murderous whack on Willy’s quickly presented buckler. The Irishman tottered under that mighty blow, but kept his feet. His sword licked out, once and again. Nectzin’s own golden shield skilfully foiled it. Arthur was ready with another arrow, but dared not shoot so close to his friend.
            The Aztecs fell back from the wall, with loud cries of warning. The men of Cuma, too, seemed to lower their spears, and up on the hill the archers held their arrows. It was to be a combat of chiefs. Everyone was pausing to watch.
            Nectzin thundered his Aztec war cry, and tried to beat down Willy’s buckler. Willy countered with a chopping sword-slash that rang on the golden plates of the shield, but missed his footing on the uneven stone battlement and dropepd to one knee. Loud rang the yells of the Aztecs, and Nectzin whirled aloft his maquahuitil and brought it down.
            But Willy dodged, scrambling away on all fours. Nectzin’s mighty blow wasted itself on the air, and made him spin clear around to keep his balance.
            Quick as a flash Willy was up, and this time the thrust of his bright sword went home.
            Down tumbled Nectzin, full sprawl, from the rocks to the trail below. There was an instant of shocked silence, so that Arthur heard the breeze on the hill.
            “At them, lads!” rang Willy’s victorious voice in the silence.
            He was off the breastwork, and after him poured his spearmen to the counter-attack.
            But none faced them. Twice driven back by the deadly Maya arrows, their leader down, the Aztecs had had enough. They ran.
            Kanixt had hurried across the hilltop to Arthur’s side. He looked with shining eyes and a broad, fierce grin at the rout.
            “Well that they run now,” he said quickly. “I do not think my men have more than forty arrows left in all their quivers.”
            “Hark!” said Arthur. “What do they yell as they retreat?”
            “They call on the name of Kukulcan for mercy.”
            It was true. “Kukulcan!” the Aztecs wailed as they fled into the jungle along the trail. “Ah, Kukulcan!”
            Kanixt and Arthur scrambled down toward where Willy had paused, panting, to look at the backs of his enemies.
            “They fear Huilche,” said Kanixt as they picked their way over the steep rocks. “They think him an angry god. In Maxtahlula these survivors will tell the awful tale of defeat at the hands of a mighty war- spirit. We need fear them no more. Cuma is saved!”
            As they dropped down upon the trail beside Willy, the Irishman was looking this way and that.
            “I’m only sorry that we didn’t strike down Zupan as well as his Aztec friend,” he said. “I looked for him, but he wasn’t to be found.”
            “I could not see him, either,” said Arthur.
            “He is here,” Kanixt told them.
            Among the tumbled bodies of the dead Aztecs lay Zupan.
            “A maquahuitil struck him down,” Kanixt said, stooping. “He must have been killed as soon as they saw we were here, not waiting at Cuma. Zupan died a traitor’s death, after all.”
            “How many of your brave archers did you lose?” Willy asked Arthur.
            “Some wounded, but I think that is all. And your men-at-arms?”
            “A few are dead, and many have wounds,” said
            Willy. “I thought poor Toe was gone, but he got up after a buffet dropped him.” He pointed with his sword. “After the Aztecs, now!”
            “But they are beaten,” protested Arthur.
            “They’ll throw away their supplies,” said Willy, grinning, “and we ate our last crumb at breakfast. Sure, these Aztecs are some good to a hungry man, after all!”
 
 
               
   
              



XVI. PEACE IN CUMA
 
             
            AT LAST there was time for happy celebration in the town of Cuma. It came a full moon after the defeat and rout of Nectzin’s unlucky host west of Balam. Kanixt, Arthur and Willy had led their own force home, to a noisy and joyful greeting. Kanixt waved aside praises of his leadership, insisting that the credit for strategy must go to Arthur, and for the killing of Nectzin to Willy.
            Shortly after their return a delegation from Balam had appeared, followed by more from other Maya villages in the surrounding country. Each of these groups made offers of submission and service to the town of Cuma, which had so unthinkably overthrown the terrible Aztec rule in that part of the world. To each delegation, Tucuru spoke simply and kindly. He said that Cuma wanted neither tribute nor sacrificial victims. The ancient Maya tradition of quiet enjoyment of fife was being revived, he assured them, and ordered that their own communities five in good will. Kanixt also talked to them, securing promises of alliance against any future Aztec threat.

            But it became increasingly plain that there would be no danger from Maxtahlula. Word drifted eastward from the unpleasantly surprised community, to the effect that the priest Axapa had been publicly accused and threatened as the false prophet who had brought disaster upon Nectzin and his warriors, and that Axapa had fled from Maxtahlula as earlier he had fled from Cuma. The worship of the bloody gods had fallen into considerable disrepute. The names of Huilche, son of Kukulcan, and of Ahchay, the master of the bow, were spoken with hushed terror in Maxtahlula’s streets and markets.
            On a bright noonday, therefore, Tucuru led his people in a great chorus of thanks to Itzamna. Flowers decked the altar on the pyramid, and when the glad prayers were over, all gathered as to a festival. Hunters, armed with their fine new bows, had killed several deer. Women brought fruit and maize, cakes and sweet pastries. There was a throng of stew pots bubbling on fires in the square, and Olana herself supervised the cookery. While it went on, there was merrymaking.
            Never under Nectzin’s rule had the like been seen in Cuma. The people fetched instruments of music, made specially for this joyful day: two tall drums, of hollow logs with snakeskin heads; several long, trumpetlike instruments of clay; a whole orchestra of flutes, gongs and tom-toms; and half a dozen conch shells which were blown with melodious skill.
            The principal tune they played was, of course, the song of Cuchulain that Willy had taught them. As its first measures sounded, out into the open came prancing a dozen men in grotesque costume.
            One wore the glittering gold regalia that had been stripped from Nectzin’s captured body. Others were crown with plumage and bore maquahuitils, but the flint blades had been replaced with bright-colored feathers. These performers gyrated and postured nimbly, then fell into formation like marching warriors, with the gold-armored man at their head. To one side appeared a lithe fellow in a black robe and a grotesque mask plundered from the fugitive Axapa’s wardrobe. He somersaulted nimbly, spun and writhed, and gestured in a comical burlesque of urging on his comrades.
            “Do you not see what it is?” asked Olana, coming to where Arthur and Willy stood and stared. “It is the story of the battle.”
            “Like a play at home in England,” murmured Arthur to Willy.
            Two other dancers appeared opposite. They wore snug jackets and caps of cotton, painted to resemble iron, and carried round shields. One of them clumped along on stilts, a head taller than his companion. Around the tall one’s face hung masses of brownish- yellow dried grass. The other had a bundle of cotton, like a beard at his chin, and this was dyed a bright red.
            “Sure, they are playing our parts,” said Willy. “What now?”
            The mock-Nectzin pointed to the pair and jabbered commands in time to the music. His followers raised their feathered maquahuitils and danced forward as though charging. But the dancer on stilts lifted a bow, twanged its string, then slung it over his arm and smote his hands together. The drums thudded loudly, and the soldier-dancers fell to the ground in a heap as though stricken dead.
            At that, the impersonator of Willy rushed upon the Nectzin dancer. He raised a sword whittled of wood and struck ringingly on the gold helmet. His adversary, too, crumpled and lay still. To one side, the priest-clown pantomimed ridiculous grief and terror.
            Applause and shouts greeted this pageant of victory, and the dancers sat up, laughing. The noise did not die until Tucuru again mounted the steps of the pyramid and lifted his hand for attention.
            “The councilors have met,” he announced, “and you shall hear what they have decided.”
            Looking here and there, he spied Kanixt and pointed at him.
            “My son,” he said, “you have proved your wisdom and strength in leading our men to war, and I can now lay down my burden of chieftainship. I will do as I have always wished, become a priest of Itzamna, conducting the happy worship. You shall command in Cuma instead of me.”
            “I am young, my father,” protested Kanixt.
            “So you said once before, and proved yourself old enough for service to the people. You grow in age and wisdom daily. Your councilors and the people will help when you lead in peace as in war.”
            “Hai, Kanixt!” roared one of the warriors who had gone with him to battle, and there was a storm of approving shouts.
            “And there are others to help you,” finished Tucuru, pointing to Willy and Arthur.
            “Huilche! Ahchay!” Their names rang out from the crowd.
            Kanixt, face shining, held out a hand to each of them, and for a moment the three achieved a triple handshake.
            Then the feast began, and all the town of Cuma partook happily. Olana brought platters with her own hands to serve her brother and Arthur and Willy.
            “Well, lad, the wars are over,” said Willy, “but we can do things for these good folk to help them in peace. I can teach them to hammer metals, sing songs.”
            “And I can lead their hunters,” said Arthur. “Willy, did you ever dream of such a thing as this when you left home in Galway?”
            “Home?” echoed Willy “Sure, home is here.”
            “Home for both of us,” agreed Arthur, “where we’ll be happy among friends.”
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