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Chapter One
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Monday 2 November–Saturday 7 November 1519 


The god had told Moctezuma to follow his heart, to search within and find the path to glory.


But when he searched within, as he did every waking moment, as he did even in his haunted, agitated dreams, he found … nothing.


So he waited … 


And he watched.


His spies followed the tueles, some mingling with their retinue, and through relays of runners he received twice-daily reports on the progress of their march towards Tenochtitlan. They had drafted two thousand tamanes from amongst the survivors of Cholula to carry their baggage and were supported by a thousand Tlascalan warriors under Shikotenka himself. Disturbingly, Moctezuma had been informed that a thousand warriors from Ishtlil’s rebel Texcocan faction now also marched under their banner. On the other hand their Totonac lackeys had deserted them and were making their way back to their home cities of Cempoala and Huitztlan – the latter lying adjacent to the town the white-skins had established on the coast – and settled with more than two hundred of their soldiers. 


This settlement of the tueles was judged to be too strongly fortified – fire-serpents were mounted all around the stockade – for a direct attack to be made on it with any chance of success. However, Moctezuma’s cousin Qualpopoca, newly appointed to the rank of general, suggested an alternative plan to lure part of the garrison out into the open. The plan appealed to Moctezuma’s sense of justice so strongly that he at once sent Qualpopoca on his way, leading a punitive expedition of four regiments at a forced march. First they were to overtake and destroy the returning Totonac contingent; then they were to proceed to Cempoala and brutally reimpose the tribute payments suspended some months before. Since the tueles had made commitments to defend the Totonacs against the Mexica, the commander of their garrison near Huitztlan would be honour-bound to send out a relief-column which Qualpopoca would then annihilate.


Contemplating what he hoped would be an easy victory over a small contingent gave Moctezuma some pleasure, but he was filled with fear by his spies’ reports of the advance on Tenochtitlan of the main force of tueles. By the second day of their march they seemed unstoppable, having already ascended the Tlalmanalco pass between Popocatépetl and Iztaccihuatl. There, without hesitation, they took the turning Moctezuma’s younger brother Cuitláhuac had suggested should be blocked and began a rapid descent towards the Mexica heartland. ‘They came grouped, they came assembled,’ said the spy who brought the news to Moctezuma, ‘they came raising dust. The gleam of their metal lances was seen from far away, their metal swords made a rippling line like a flume and their metal shirts and helmets clanked. Some of them marched all in metal, shining men of metal whose very appearance struck the eye with terror, while their great dogs of war went ahead of them, panting, their nostrils gaping and foam dripping from their mouths.’


They passed the second night on the slopes of the mountain on the outskirts of the town of Huehuecalco in rest houses belonging to the pochteca guild. Here plentiful food was stored. Shortly after their arrival there, in the early evening, a group of Moctezuma’s spies approached them, pretending to be locals filled with innocent curiosity, and the lord Malinche told them through his woman Malinal: ‘Let it be known that these men who accompany me do not sleep by night; if they sleep at all it is a little during the day. By night they are at arms, and whoever they see afoot or entering where they are, they kill at once, and I am powerless to prevent it. Therefore make it known to all your people and tell them that after the sun sets no one is to come where we are or he will die.’ To this he added, in a tone Moctezuma was coming to know well: ‘I should be sorry for any that might be killed.’


The spies felt obliged to test this threat and five of their number crept into the tueles’ camp after dark. Horrible screams were heard and none returned to join the others.


Guided by his heart, Moctezuma attempted a new ruse on the third day of the tueles’ march. Just outside the town of Amecameca, he arranged for them to be intercepted by a huge and splendid delegation led by … himself! Or rather not by himself but by an impersonator, the nobleman Tziuac, who did greatly resemble him and who was carried forward to the tueles on the sumptuous royal litter pretending to be him and wearing the rich and distinctive clothes that normally only he was allowed to wear. 


Since Malinche had repeatedly said his own king required an eyewitness description of the Great Speaker, Moctezuma hoped he might be satisfied by this encounter and agree to turn back. Moreover it even seemed the trick might work when Malinche asked Tziuac: ‘Are you perhaps Moctezuma?’


‘Yes, I am your servant,’ the impersonator replied. ‘I am Moctezuma.’


Translating these words, the accursed woman Malinal burst into loud and offensive laughter and spoke to Malinche in his language, at which he too laughed before giving a threatening reply to Tziuac: ‘Go home, imposter! Who do you take us to be? You cannot lie to us. You cannot mock us, or confuse us, or flatter us, or trick us, or bedazzle us, or cast mud in our eyes, or destroy us, or make us turn back. You are not Moctezuma! He is there, in his city! So go now and tell him I know who he is and where he is, and that he will never be able to hide from me or take refuge anywhere. Is he perhaps a bird that can fly away? Or will he tunnel under the earth? Will he somewhere enter a mountain hollowed within? For I will see him! I will look upon his face! I will listen to his words and hear them from his own lips!’ 


Even so the white-skins did not disdain to receive the rich presents that Tziuac brought them – golden banners, precious feather streamers of gold and a hundred golden necklaces. When they were given these gifts, the messenger told Moctezuma: ‘They smiled and rejoiced in unseemly ways. As if they were monkeys they seized upon the gold, their bodies swelled with greed and they went about lifting on high the golden banners; they went moving them back and forth, displaying them, babbling and talking gibberish. In truth, lord, they hungered mightily for gold, they stuffed themselves with it, lusting after it, grubbing at it until they were glutted like the food animals they travel with – those filthy and disgusting animals resembling our peccaries that they call “pigs”.’


The third and fourth nights of their journey the tueles rested in Amecameca, where Malinche, whose behaviour the spies described as ‘sly and cunning’, flattered Moctezuma’s vassals. ‘He showed them great affection,’ said the spies. ‘He warned them and persuaded them to be his friends. He described you, your lordship – oh great Moctezuma forgive us for reporting these words – as a tyrant. He said he had not come to do them harm but to liberate them from oppression, promising them freedom from vassalage if they would support him.’


On the fifth day, relentless and unstoppable, the tueles were on the move again, intending to spend the night in the city of Chalco where they would come for the first time to the shore of Lake Texcoco. In a state of panic and despair, Moctezuma continued to search his own heart, as Hummingbird had commanded, but the path that would lead him to glory stubbornly refused to present itself. It was in desperation, therefore, that he sent out four new magicians, freshly recruited to his court after their predecessors’ execution and Acopol’s death, ordering them to cast their spells on the tueles before they could reach Chalco. 


Then disaster struck. Waiting to intercept the advancing white-skins, the four novices were confronted on the outskirts of Chalco by a hunched, elderly man, blinded by cataracts, who spoke to them in a strange, droning, roaring voice like a swarm of angry bees. ‘What have you come to gain here?’ he roared. ‘What do you yet require? What is Moctezuma trying to do? Has he still not recovered his wits? Does he still tremble and beg, since he knows he has abandoned the common folk and committed a multitude of sins with his lust for human sacrifice. That crime of wickedness was long ago forbidden by the great god Quetzalcoatl who now returns in glory to avenge all those Moctezuma has cruelly and needlessly slain.’


The magicians were so overawed that they attempted to construct a shrine of earth and a seat of couch-grass for the mysterious soothsayer, but he reproved them, saying: ‘Why in vain have you come walking here? Never more will Tenochtitlan exist. It will be destroyed. It will be left in ruins. Turn about! Look what is going to befall the Mexica!’ 


‘And did you turn?’ asked Moctezuma. His voice was a whisper. He was shivering uncontrollably, utterly consumed by an awful and overwhelming dread.


‘We turned, lord, and we saw terrifying visions. We beheld all the temples and pyramids, all the great buildings, all the houses of Tenochtitlan burning and beset by fighting. But when we sought to question the old man further, lord, he had vanished into thin air as though he had never existed …’


This prophecy of Tenochtitlan’s destruction coincided so completely with Moctezuma’s own intuitions of impending doom that he did not even have the strength to be angry with the magicians, who had aborted their mission without confronting the tueles and returned to Tenochtitlan at once. He sat before them with a bowed head, dejected, hopeless, and after a long while he heard his own voice say, as though it came to him from a very far place: ‘We are finished, my friends. There is no hope for us now. No hope for our nation. Shall we run away? Shall we climb the mountains and try to escape when our old men and old women and our innocent little children lack the strength to save themselves? No! We will be judged and punished. And however it may be, and whenever it may be, we can do nothing but wait.’


On reflection, however, he decided to make one last appeal to the tueles’ now legendary greed for gold. To this end he sent Cuitláhuac, bearing gifts, to meet them at Chalco …


On Friday 6 November, after an unhurried five-day march from Cholula, the Spaniards passed the night in the town of Chalco on the extreme southeastern shore of Lake Texcoco where the city of Tenochtitlan was concealed from their view by an intervening neck of higher land. The following morning, Saturday 7 November, as the troops were mustering for the sixth day of their advance, a large group of Mexica appeared – ten noblemen and the usual train of bearers. 


Armoured by her beauty, tall and lithe, with glowing skin, full, sensual lips, big, dark eyes and straight black hair that fell almost to her waist, Malinal advanced with Alvarado, Sandoval, Díaz, Mibiercas and La Serna, to meet the delegates at the edge of town where they’d been detained by the sentries. In their midst, carried on the shoulders of eight bearers, themselves all in the regalia of minor chiefs, was a princely litter richly decorated with plates of gold and precious stones. A canopy of green plumes hid its occupant from view, but now the screen parted and a jolt of shock, as though she’d been struck by lightning, passed through Malinal’s body as she recognised the tall, angular figure, the high, flat brow, the liquid brown eyes, the sculpted cheekbones and the long prominent nose of Moctezuma’s younger brother, Cuitláhuac.


Mastering herself, she walked directly to the palanquin and looked Cuitláhuac in the eyes, something that clearly made him uncomfortable. ‘Lord Cuitláhuac,’ she said. ‘We meet again, in rather different circumstances than before. Then I was at your mercy and you threatened me with death should I ever return to Tenochtitlan. Will you dare to repeat that threat, I wonder, now I have the greatest warriors in the world at my back?’


Cuitláhuac’s voice was soft but filled with menace. ‘Whore!’ he said. ‘I was told you’d become the tongue of these foreign devils, but couldn’t believe even you would be so disloyal as to lead their army to our gates.’


‘I owe no loyalty to you, Cuitláhuac, or to your master Moctezuma, and it is not I, but the gods who ordain all things, who have sent this army to you. If the Mexica had served the gods well, and ruled this land gently, without human sacrifice, as you were long ago commanded, you would have nothing to fear.’


‘Bah!’ Cuitláhuac whisked the screen of feathers closed. ‘Take me to the man they call Malinche. My words are for him not for you.’


Wearing his finery of long leather boots, a fine Toledo broadsword strapped over a rich purple doublet, a black velvet cloak with knots and buttons of gold, and a large gold medallion suspended from a thick gold chain around his neck, Cortés was waiting in the audience chamber of the spacious manor, built around a grassy courtyard, where the Spaniards had spent the night. Thirty-six years old, but radiating an air of worldly experience that made him seem far older, he was deeply tanned with a long oval face, a generous forehead and black hair cropped short military style. A beard followed the firm edge of his jaw and covered his chin; a long moustache decorated his upper lip. Disconcertingly, his eyes were different sizes, shapes and colours – the left being large, round and grey, the right being smaller, oval, and so dark it was almost black. 


He was standing by the window deep in discussion with his officers, Velázquez de Léon and Diego de Ordaz, but moved into the centre of the room as Cuitláhuac, dressed in an ankle-length robe of red and blue feathers, stepped down from the palanquin. 


‘Who’s this splendid fellow?’ Cortés asked Malinal.


‘Cuitláhuac,’ she said quietly, ‘brother of Moctezuma himself.’ 


‘Is it significant – that he’s sent his brother?’


‘Yes. He’s the second man in the kingdom. Moctezuma trusts him very much. He must have something important to say.’ She used an eye movement to indicate the bearers standing behind the group of nobles. ‘Looks like they brought you more presents, Hernán.’


Cortés rubbed his hands together. ‘Good. Let’s get on with it.’ 


When the introductions were over, Cortés seated himself on his folding chair with Malinal as usual on a stool by his knee, and Pepillo standing by to clarify weaknesses in her Castilian. Cuitláhuac, too, was provided with a stool, slightly lower, Malinal was pleased to note, than her own, while the other Mexica delegates squatted on their heels on a grass mat on the floor. Cuitláhuac then summoned the bearers forward and a dazzling array of gold and silver gifts was laid out – mostly gold plates and goblets but also heavy gold figurines of animals and birds, and a collection of fifty gold necklaces, pectorals and pendants. Alvarado, eyes gleaming, handled everything and pronounced the total value of the gift at close to forty thousand pesos.


‘Malinche,’ Cuitláhuac addressed Cortés, ‘this present is sent to you by our lord the great Moctezuma, who says he is sorry you have endured so many hardships in travelling from far distant lands to see him, and he tells you again, as he has told you before, that he will give you much more gold and silver and precious stones as a tribute to your king and yourself and the tueles of your company, provided you do not visit Tenochtitlan. He therefore begs you to advance no further, but to return whence you came, and he will send to the town you have established on our coast a great quantity of gold and silver and precious stones for your king, and to you he will give four loads of gold, and to each of your brothers-in-arms one load. Your entry into Tenochtitlan is, however, forbidden. All his vassals are in arms to prevent it. What is more, there is only the narrowest of roads, and no food there for you to eat.’


‘Can you believe this clown?’ Cortés said to Malinal when she and Pepillo finished rendering Cuitláhuac’s weak and foolish speech into Castilian. ‘This is what? The fourth or fifth time they’ve tried to buy us off? Do they really imagine we’d come all this way and then turn back now?’


‘Especially when they keep showing us how much gold they have,’ chortled Alvarado.


‘What are the white-skins saying?’ demanded Cuitláhuac.


‘They’re discussing your offer,’ Malinal replied smoothly, ‘but I can tell you now you might as well try to stop an ocean tide from rising as stop these warriors coming to Tenochtitlan.’


‘Tell the feathered fool this,’ Cortés said to Malinal. ‘Tell him I’m amazed and disappointed that the lord Moctezuma, who constantly proclaims himself to be our friend and is said to be such a great prince, should be so changeable as to invite us to visit Tenochtitlan one day and then tell us to stay away on another. How can he possibly imagine it is right, since we’re now so near to his city, for us to turn back without fulfilling our king’s commands to see him? If Moctezuma had sent messengers and ambassadors to some great lord like himself, and if after nearly reaching the palace of that great lord those messengers and ambassadors should turn back without delivering the message they carried, what sort of reception would he give them when they returned into his presence with such a tale?’


When Malinal had translated this, and before Cuitláhuac could say anything in response, Cortés answered his own question: ‘He would consider them a pack of worthless cowards, and our king would undoubtedly think the same of us. So please understand, Lord Cuitláhuac, that we are determined at all costs to visit Tenochtitlan and the great Moctezuma must make no more attempts to put us off. I will see him and I will speak with him and explain the purpose for which I’ve come here – something I can only do in person. As for his pathetic excuse that he doesn’t have enough supplies to feed us, let him know we are men who can exist on very little and that we’re already on our way. We will sleep tonight in Iztapalapa,’ Cortés concluded, ‘and tomorrow we will enter Tenochtitlan. We expect Moctezuma to welcome us!’


His voice rose to a hoarse shout on these last words, and Cuitláhuac stared at him aghast as Malinal gave the translation. 


‘Well,’ Cortés demanded roughly, ‘does the feathered fool have anything to say?’


‘The lord Malinche wishes to know if you have any response for him, Lord Cuitláhuac?’


‘I will consult with the Great Speaker and you will be informed of his answer when you reach Iztapalapa tonight,’ Cuitláhuac replied.


The members of the Supreme Council were already gathered in the House of the Eagle Knights when Cuitláhuac returned to Tenochtitlan in the early afternoon and reported that Malinche, the leader of the tueles, was adamant. He and his warriors would spend the night in Iztapalapa and proceed to Tenochtitlan in the morning using the causeway, six miles in length, that connected the two cities across the waters of Lake Texcoco.


‘Give the order, lord,’ said Cuitláhuac, ‘and I will have every bridge on the causeway removed and our armies ready to descend upon the white-skins in vast numbers by land and by canoe. We can still destroy them before they reach the sacred soil of Tenochtitlan.’


Seated on his plinth in the centre of the great assembly room, Moctezuma thought about it. Were the tueles truly gods, or some strange species of men, as many of his advisers, Cuitláhuac amongst them, now believed? If they were gods then they were warrior gods, gods of darkness, gods of destruction, as they had proved in Cholula – and their transformation from gods of peace was a just and fitting punishment, sent down on Moctezuma from heaven, for his own failure to obey the ancient code of Quetzalcoatl. Such gods could not be destroyed! Such gods could not be defeated! On the other hand, if they were men, then they were possessors of magic, weavers of spells, who could overcome the most powerful sorcerers, as they had also proved in Cholula, and crush to powder the greatest of armies, as they had demonstrated first against the Chontal Maya and later against the Tlascalans who now marched in their train. Such men could not be destroyed! Such men could not be defeated!


‘I thank you, brave and loyal Cuitláhuac,’ Moctezuma said, ‘for your advice and for your courage, but I must tell you I feel the hand of fate upon me and I do not believe it will benefit us to resist. I have therefore made my decision. You are to return at once to Iztapalapa and await the arrival of the tueles there, and honour them and inform them that I invite them to enter Tenochtitlan. When they advance along the causeway from Iztapalapa tomorrow I will go out to greet them and welcome them into our sacred city …’


‘Great Lord,’ it was Cacama, King of Texcoco, who spoke, ‘this is a wise decision, and one I myself have always advocated. If these tueles are men as they claim, and if they are ambassadors of a powerful foreign king as they tell us, and as I personally believe, then it is right and proper for you to welcome them into Tenochtitlan and hear the messages they bring, and perhaps great advantages in trade and a valuable military alliance will come to us from a treaty of peace with their kingdom.’


‘Thank you, Cacama,’ replied Moctezuma, ‘for your kind and heartening words. Let us hope you are correct and our encounter with the tueles tomorrow will indeed be to our advantage. But again I must repeat that I feel the hand of fate in this matter and am certain in my heart that the sun is setting on our days of power.’ With tears welling up in his eyes he turned to address the whole room: ‘Oh mighty lords, it is fitting that we all be gathered here to receive the tueles, and therefore I wish to find solace with you. I wish to greet you now and also bid farewell to you. How little we have enjoyed the realms our ancestors bequeathed to us! They – mighty lords and kings – left this life in peace and harmony, free of sorrow and sadness! Woe to us! Why do we deserve this? How did we offend the gods? How did this come to pass? Whence came this calamity, this anguish? Who are these who have come? Whence have they come? Who showed them the way? Why did this not happen in the times of our ancestors? There is only one remedy: you must make your hearts strong in order to bear what is about to happen, for the tueles are at our gates and will enter our city tomorrow and we cannot prevent this.’ Streams of tears were flowing down his cheeks now, huge sobs rising in his chest. ‘Let us beg these gods to have pity,’ he concluded, ‘if not upon ourselves then upon the poor, upon the orphans and widows, upon the children and the aged.’


And so saying, amidst a stunned silence, he rose from his plinth and left the room weeping, going directly to the north stair of the great pyramid and climbing, climbing, towards the dark door of the temple of Huitzilopochtli.


‘They are strange people,’ said Bernal Díaz. ‘Their love of human sacrifice, their cannibalism, their devil worship – all these things say they are savages. But in other ways they’re highly advanced – witness their architecture, their engineering, their agriculture, their textiles, their goldsmiths. If their military science is of the same order as the skill it took to build this causeway, then we’ll be in trouble if we have to face them in battle.’


Díaz was marching at the head of his company of fifty with La Serna and Mibiercas at his side as usual, and the three of them had spent much of the day discussing the enigma of the Mexica.


‘Their weapons are inferior,’ said Mibiercas dismissively. ‘Stone will never be a match for steel. And from what we’ve seen so far they lack the espirit de corps of our Tlascalan allies.’


‘Besides,’ offered La Serna, ‘Cortés could talk a nun out of her virginity, and at the rate he’s been going with their embassies I’ll wager he’ll talk them into surrendering to us without a fight!’


After leaving Chalco, itself a town of no more than six or eight thousand people, though boasting many very large and well-made palaces and temples, they had marched along the southern shore of Lake Texcoco, where a filament of that great body of water trended approximately west to east for some ten miles, and approximately north to south for two miles. The causeway that now bore the entire Spanish army spanned the narrowest point of this filament, leapfrogging from its southern to its northern shore by way of an island which, it seemed, was named Cuitláhuac after the Mexica nobleman whose embassy Cortés had received that morning.


Construction of the causeway, Díaz reckoned, must have been a mighty feat – one that would have taxed the best engineers of Europe – for it was made of solid stone, deeply founded in the bed of the lake, paved with precisely cut stone slabs and wide enough for ten men to march abreast. Each of its two sections – from the southern shore to the island, and from the island to the northern shore – was a mile in length, and at regular intervals of three hundred paces there were gaps, overpassed by hump-backed bridges of sturdy wooden planks, to allow the free circulation of the waters of the lake. The bridges were cunningly designed in interlocking sections that would make them easy to remove, and each of them required six good paces to cross – a distance too great, Díaz reckoned, for most men or horses to jump. It would be easy for the Mexica to deny the use of the causeway to any attacking enemy by the simple expedient of removing the bridges.


Darting around the causeway as the Spaniards marched were hundreds of tiny watercraft, crowded with Indians in brightly coloured clothes, who had come to ogle at the strangers or, in some cases, to offer food, textiles or ornaments for barter. They made a gay spectacle, filling the air with their excited chatter, and while there was nothing obviously threatening about their manner, their sheer numbers were daunting. The shores of the lake were likewise densely populated with many towns and villages dotted amongst stately forests of tall trees, their leaves glowing in autumnal reds and golds, separated here and there by cultivated orchards radiant with ripe and inviting fruits and by well-tended fields, criss-crossed by irrigation canals and bearing an abundant crop of tall yellow maize. Much in this idyllic landscape spoke to Díaz of his own farming heritage in the Castilian countryside north of Medina del Campo, but there was also much that was new to him. Remarkably, the Indians had even created ingenious floating gardens to exploit the surface of the lake itself, some as large as fifty paces on each side, made of dense mats of the plaited and twisted roots of numerous different species of exotic plants, overlaid with rich soil dredged from the lake bottom and planted with fruits, flowers and maize.


The more he saw of all this, the more Díaz found himself praying La Serna was right and Cortés could indeed somehow talk the Mexica into surrender – or, if not surrender, at least a peaceful acceptance of the alien presence in their midst. For, friendly as the multitudes pressing in on them might seem today, he did not think it would take much – perhaps no more than a single word from Moctezuma – to transform them into a screaming, determined horde of enemies who would throw themselves in endless waves upon the Spaniards until, worn down by sheer numbers, they finally succumbed and were borne away for sacrifice.


Díaz’s uncomfortable sense of a looming cataclysm behind the brash colours and insistent curiosity of the Indians continued to mount as the little Spanish force completed its crossing of the causeway and set off, standards flying, to march the last four miles into the city of Iztapalapa. The mob thronging round, pressing in from both sides of the highway and threatening to disrupt the integrity of the squares, bore an increasingly hostile and arrogant mien, and at last Cortés responded with two volleys of musket fire into the air that drove the gaping sightseers back. Thereafter, for the remainder of the march, the pikemen were ordered to kill any who came too close. ‘Don’t let them get familiar with us,’ Cortés yelled, and Díaz heard him instructing Malinal to tell the Indians: ‘These men are gods. If you mingle with them you will die.’


After that, with the pressure on the column somewhat reduced, Díaz found himself gazing in awe at the ever more amazing sights that presented themselves – towns and villages built half on land and half on stilts extending far out into the lake, with pyramids and temples made of beautifully dressed stone rising out of the water like ensorcelled visions from the tale of Amadis. ‘Is this all a dream?’ La Serna asked at one point, and Mibiercas replied, ‘perhaps it is, Alonso. I’ve never seen or imagined I would see any such things. It seems like an enchantment.’


Cortés rode at the head of the column, with Malinal walking at his right stirrup and Pepillo at his left. Ranged out on either side, also on horseback and in full armour, were Alvarado, Sandoval, Davila, Velázquez de Léon, Olid and Ordaz. They made, Cortés knew, a formidable sight, with the rest of the cavaliers in a tight mass behind followed by the ranks of marching foot soldiers in perfect order, swords and pikes gleaming.


The outskirts of Iztapalapa stretched before them, a town of soaring towers and pyramids set amidst countless thousands of fine houses, as good as the best in Spain. Many were built on the dry land that sloped down from here towards the main body of Lake Texcoco, and many more were carried on stilts far out into the lake itself, which was fifteen miles wide from east to west at this point, dotted with islands, and seemed to stretch at least thirty miles further to the north, surrounded on all sides by towering, snow-capped mountains. 


But what immediately caught Cortés’s eye amongst the many splendours that lay ahead, and caused him to halt the column there on the road so he could take the sight in properly, was an immense city, built in part on an island and in part on water, lying far out in the midst of the lake – six miles or so due north, he guessed. It was a city that in every respect dwarfed Iztapalapa, a city that appeared to float above the sparkling wavelets as though it were a mirage, a city joined to the shore by a long causeway, straight and wide, that beckoned him into its midst – a city overshadowed by a gigantic pyramid, its four levels painted green, red, turquoise and yellow, that even at this distance seemed to pulse out tidings of threat and menace across the waters.


‘Tenochtitlan?’ he asked Malinal.


‘Yes,’ she said, ‘Tenochtitlan, which you have crossed vast distances and conquered many enemies to reach.’


‘And the pyramid? Is it the shrine of that demon from hell they call Hummingbird?’


‘It is. There, on the summit, I was offered up for sacrifice. From there I made my escape and began the journey that brought me to your side.’


‘God sent you to us, Malinal.’


‘If you say so my lord …’ She seemed to hesitate. ‘My lord … there is something I must tell you …’


‘Wait.’ Cortés rested his mailed fist on her shoulder to silence her. ‘Looks like Moctezuma has sent us a welcoming committee.’


Advancing towards them from the centre of Iztapalapa, surrounded by a retinue of at least a hundred men, was the same golden palanquin with a screen of green feathers that had brought Cuitláhuac to them in Chalco earlier.


Malinal studied Cuitláhuac’s patrician face as he addressed Cortés: ‘Malinche,’ he said with the pained expression of a man required to smell something foul, ‘we have come here, I and these chieftains, to place ourselves at your service, and to see you receive everything you require for yourself and your companions, and to take you on the morrow to our city Tenochtitlan, which you must consider your home – for so our lord, the great Moctezuma, has commanded. He asks you to pardon him for not coming with us himself, but he remained behind in his palace because of ill-health, and not from lack of goodwill towards you.’


Cortés’s response was to embrace Cuitláhuac warmly in the Spanish fashion, even though he already knew very well – for Malinal had told him – that close physical contact with members of the Mexica royal family was forbidden under pain of death in a law that Moctezuma himself had promulgated just the year before. But, like everything else Cortés did, this act, which caused Cuitláhuac to recoil as though confronted by a viper, was calculated. In this case his purpose was to demonstrate not only to Cuitláhuac and his delegation of puffed-up noblemen, but also to the crowds of spectators who lined the road into Iztapalapa, that the famous Malinche was above all laws made for mortal men, and could and would do whatever he wished to whomsoever he wished. Moreover, he did not content himself simply with an embrace, but went further and caressed Cuitláhuac as though he were a woman, and then added insult to injury by giving him three of the common blue glass beads, which, though a novelty to the Mexica, were practically without value to the Spaniards who carried huge quantities of them for barter.


With these formalities over, Cuitláhuac was then lifted back into his palanquin, Cortés hoisted himself into Molinero’s saddle, and the whole assembly, with the Mexica nobles leading the way and the Spanish column following, proceeded in stately fashion into the heart of Iztapalapa. ‘Well,’ Cortés asked Malinal, ‘what do you think? Are we safe or should we prepare to be attacked by these treacherous bastards?’


‘Safe,’ said Malinal, ‘for tonight anyway. I watched Cuitláhuac closely. He hates me and he hates you. If he were the Great Speaker we’d have been attacked and destroyed long ago, but he doesn’t have that power. Moctezuma had ordered him to show us hospitality and treat us well. He wants to kill us all but he’ll never disobey his brother.’


‘Then we’re safe so long as I can continue to dominate Moctezuma and bend him to my will.’


‘Unless there’s some sort of rebellion against him.’


‘And is there anyone capable of leading such a rebellion?’


‘Very few would ever dare to challenge the Great Speaker. Perhaps Guatemoc, Cuitláhuac’s own son?’


‘The bastard who took Sandoval prisoner?’


‘Yes, that one.’


‘But we’ve not seen him since.’


‘Most likely out of favour with Moctezuma now.’


‘Then long may it stay that way,’ smiled Cortés.


Following the Mexica nobles in their feathered robes and elaborate headdresses, the Spanish column was now marching down a wide avenue lined with grand houses. Every house had a flat roof, and every rooftop was packed with spectators, waving brightly coloured streamers, who cheered mightily and gave vent to high-pitched ululations as the conquistadors passed by.


‘So we enter Tenochtitlan tomorrow, my lord?’ asked Malinal. She had grown accustomed to addressing her lover formally in public, as he preferred, keeping his name and other terms of endearment for their private times together.


‘Yes.’


‘And you still intend to take him prisoner when we’re inside the city?’


‘I will judge the moment, but that is my plan, and when I have him I will make him my puppet and rule his empire through him.’


‘I pray that moment will come soon, lord.’


Malinal’s tone alerted Cortés: ‘You mentioned earlier there was something you had to tell me,’ he said.


‘Yes, lord. I did not want to trouble you with this until I knew for sure we reach Tenochtitlan in time. Before she left us, Tozi told me of a wicked sacrifice planned by Moctezuma.’


‘Ah yes, Tozi. Strange little thing. What happened to her? Where did she go?’


‘She and the old man Huicton have been very busy these past days, working to disturb Moctezuma. In Chalco they staged a “prophecy” that will terrify him. They’re playing their part to do the will of God.’


Cortés’s interest visibly quickened: ‘The will of God?’


Malinal had chosen her words carefully. 


‘An end to human sacrifice – the high purpose for which God sent you here. In just nine days Moctezuma will begin a sacrifice for the birthday of the demon Huitzilopochtli. This will be no ordinary sacrifice, my lord! Ten thousand young girls, all virgins, now fill the fattening pens of Tenochtitlan. Moctezuma plans to kill them all.’


‘Dear God!’ exclaimed Cortés. ‘Ten thousand?’


‘Ten thousand innocent children! Many teams of sacrificers will work four days and nights to take their hearts. The pyramid, the plaza – all bathed in blood. Such a thing the Mexica did before, long time ago but keep records, know how long will take to complete their work. Killing to begin dawn on sixteenth November and end dawn on twentieth November, first day of the Mexica month of Panquetzaliztli. That is birthday of Huitzilopochtli.’


Cortés was nodding grimly, his eyes fixed on the distant pyramid. ‘That doesn’t give us long,’ he said, ‘just eight days after we enter the city tomorrow. I’ll do everything I can, Malinal, everything in my power, but I can’t promise we’ll be in a position to halt this abomination in time.’


Malinal felt her heartbeat rising, and a rush of anger. ‘You must halt it, lord! You must find a way. Fail in this, fail God, fail yourself!’


‘The failure will be worse if I bring this expedition to ruin through hasty, ill-judged actions. I will stop the human sacrifices of the Mexica, you have my word on that, but to do so in eight days may be asking too much, even of God.’


‘But lord,’ Malinal felt suddenly desperate. ‘You enter Tenochtitlan tomorrow. You have power to save lives of ten thousand women. You must save them!’


‘Enough!’ Cortés barked, and his voice was suddenly harsh and cruel. ‘I’ll think on what you’ve said but I’ll hear no more on the matter now.’


Up ahead the group of Mexica nobles had come to a halt before an immense palace of wood and stone, set amidst bright gardens, close to the shore of Lake Texcoco. Cuitláhuac stepped down from his palanquin, and with two minor chiefs sweeping the ground at his feet he walked back to Cortés. ‘Malinche,’ he said. ‘Here you will rest for the night and tomorrow you will see the face of the great Moctezuma.’


Moctezuma had spent the afternoon in silence, seated cross-legged before the idol in the inner sanctum of Hummingbird’s temple. He had considered asking High Priest Namacuix to provide him with a large dose of teonanácatl but had decided, finally, that on this occasion he would meditate without the aid of the sacred mushrooms – not in yet another vain attempt to summon Huitzilopochtli himself, but with the intention of searching deep within his own heart as the god had commanded him to do.


In this way, little by little, as his emotions grew calm in the silence and his thoughts fell into order, Moctezuma felt a reawakening of hope. It was not too late. Hummingbird might yet join the fight on his side, as he had always promised he would, and give him victory over the tueles. In a very few days the great sacrifice of the ten thousand virgins now being fattened in the pens would begin. If that magnificent holocaust could tempt Huitzilopochtli back, as the war god had given Moctezuma reason to believe it would, then all was not lost and the white-skins could still be destroyed. Despite the reverses and strange omens of recent months, Moctezuma remained confident that none – neither tueles nor men – could stand against the might of the Hummingbird when he was nourished with sufficient quantities of precious blood and beating hearts.


Sensing the idol glaring down at him, its black eyes burning into him where he sat on the floor, Moctezuma sought deep within for the path to glory. The fog that had clouded his mind for so long cleared and he saw and understood at last what he must do. Tomorrow, after the white-skins had entered Tenochtitlan, the heart of Hummingbird’s power, he would quarter them in the vacant palace of his late father Axayacatl at the foot of the great pyramid in the very shadow of Hummingbird’s temple. There he would show them gentle and generous hospitality and offer them many words and tokens of peace and friendship to lull them into a false sense of security, while all the time readying his armies in secret. Then, on the day the sacrifice of the virgins began, after first cutting all the causeways so there could be no escape, he would throw every warrior under his command at the white-skins to seize them as prisoners for sacrifice and destroy them utterly, together with their war animals and their fire-serpents.


Surely their tuele blood, mingled with the blood of ten thousand virgins, would be most gratifying to Hummingbird?


Moctezuma looked up expectantly at the great stone idol and into its obsidian eyes.


Was he imagining? Or did he see there a glint of sly intelligence and approval?


It was early evening, the last rays of the setting sun still lit up the sky, and Bernal Díaz was taking a turn around the beautiful gardens of the palace by the lakeshore where the Spaniards were quartered. The palace itself was spacious enough to accommodate the entire army with ease. Two storeys high, it was well made of cut stone ashlars, with floors and beams of cedar and other fragrant woods, and boasted many great rooms, courts and patios shaded with awnings of woven cotton – the whole edifice so large and so beautiful that it compared favourably with any of the great royal residences of Europe.


The gardens were immense, laid out in regular squares interconnected by paths, and bordered by trellises supporting creepers and aromatic shrubs that filled the air with heady perfumes. Aqueducts and canals carried fresh water into all parts of the grounds, and many local fruit trees and rose bushes flourished. Remarkably a channel had been cut from the lake, through which Díaz saw a number of large canoes entering into the heart of the gardens to take on and offload produce and, as he continued his walk, the sound of birdsong drew him to an aviary stocked with many different species of tropical birds, seemingly selected for the brilliance and dazzling colours of their plumage. Finally, in the midst of a vast orchard, he came to a great artificial pool of mortared stone measuring four hundred paces along each side with steps leading down to the water at several points to allow inspection of the many varieties of fish it contained and the aquatic birds that paddled on its surface and the elegant fountains that diffused an ethereal and cooling mist.


Taking in this fantasia of sights and sensations, as the dusk gathered and the sound of cicadas mingled with birdsong in the evening air, Díaz caught himself wondering again if La Serna had been right and they were all in the midst of some bizarre and far-fetched dream? Or had Mibiercas come closer to the mark when he’d spoken of an enchantment? 


And if perchance all this were not a dream or an enchantment, but truly the work of human hands, then how could a few hundred Spaniards possibly hope to prevail against a civilisation great enough to create such marvels? Díaz was a man of stolid temperament, not given to flights of fancy, but just for a moment, as day became night and the lights of distant Tenochtitlan sparkled out across the waters of the lake, he thought: We are pygmies in a land of giants; what fools we have been ever to imagine we might conquer here.


That night, in his dreams, Cortés stood atop the great pyramid of Tenochtitlan with Saint Peter. Beside them, about waist high and two paces in diameter, was a mossy block of green jasper. Its smooth, convex surface was caked with dried blood. Placed next to it was a smouldering brazier filled with glowing coals, and a huge cylindrical drum covered with the diamond-patterned skins of serpents. Behind, its doorway also stained with blood and decorated with grotesque carvings, was a dark, narrow temple, very tall, with an elaborate structure like a huge comb or crest on its roof. Beyond the doorway, dimly lit by torches, rooms were faintly visible. There was something ominous, something dreadful, about these rooms, but Saint Peter directed Cortés’s gaze away from them and drew his attention instead to the teeming island metropolis that lay spread out far beneath them, anchored to the land at north and south and west by stately causeways.


‘I have brought you safe through many dangers,’ the saint said, ‘as I promised I would, and now your moment has come. Because I have laid my hand on him, Moctezuma quakes in fear of you and tomorrow he will open the gates of this city to you without a fight, like a virgin bride surrendering to her husband.’


‘Thank you, Holiness. I am grateful …’


‘Yet now in your triumph you face your greatest danger,’ the saint warned. ‘The woman Malinal whom I sent you to help secure your victory is tempting you to an act of foolishness.’


Cortés pointed to the bloodstains on the curved block of jasper and to the flaming brazier. ‘Holiness, she wishes me to intervene to prevent the sin of human sacrifice.’ 


‘And so you will, my son, and so you will, but all in good time. If you meddle in the great offering that is planned for the coming days, disaster will follow.’ The saint paused and his tongue, curiously red and pointed, darted out between his lips. ‘It is too soon for you to take such an extreme measure – and you know this in your heart, my son. Try to prevent it as the woman Malinal asks, and the entire populace of this great city will rise against you as one man and your little army will be crushed. Then everything you have fought for will be lost and your very name will be erased from history.’


‘Am I then to stand by, Holiness, and let it happen? Such a thing seems unworthy of a Christian.’


‘Unworthy, perhaps, but necessary. It is ultimate victory you seek here, and with it the cessation of all human sacrifice forever. You will not achieve that lofty goal, and you will not succeed in imposing the faith of Christ upon these benighted people, if you act foolishly and recklessly now. But bide your time, choose your moment well, and victory will be yours.’


The saint stepped closer to Cortés and placed a huge calloused hand on his shoulder, sending a shiver of ecstasy through his body. ‘These things I have spoken to you,’ he said, ‘that in me you might have peace. In the world you shall have tribulation, but be of good cheer; I have overcome the world.’




Chapter Two


[image: Image Missing]


Sunday 8 November 1519 


Before he went out to meet them in person and set the royal eyes upon them for the first time, Moctezuma wanted an account of the bearing and battle order of the tueles as they advanced from Iztapalapa on to the great causeway that would lead them into Tenochtitlan. For this purpose he had chosen the runner Achitometl, who was not only amongst the most fleet of foot of all his messengers, but also the most intelligent and gifted with words. Moctezuma had already been carried in his palanquin to the city gates at the northern end of the causeway. There, leaving his retinue of two hundred of the highest lords in the land outside in the morning sun, he rested in the guardhouse, attended by Cacama, king of Texcoco, Totoqui, king of Tacuba, and faithful Teudile. Moctezuma reclined on a divan specially brought here for the purpose, Cacama and Totoqui were seated on stools, and Teudile stood fussing with jugs of fruit drinks, chilled with ice from the mountains, cups of foaming chocolate, and various snacks and delicacies offered to them by flocks of servants.


The chatter of the lords outside suddenly stilled, there came the sound of bare feet running on paving stones, the door was thrust open by the guards, a shaft of bright sunlight lanced through and Achitometl entered, a handsome youth, lean and strong, long hair falling to his shoulders. Despite the six-mile run he had barely broken a sweat and his breathing was unlaboured as he fell to his knees, head bowed.


‘Tell us,’ said Moctezuma, ‘of the tueles. Have they left Iztapalapa? Are they already on the causeway?’


‘They are, sire,’ replied Achitometl. ‘Guided by Lord Cuitláhuac and his entourage, I saw them move forth attired and arrayed for war. They girt themselves; they bound on their battle dress. They disposed their deer in order, sire, arranged in rows, put in line.


‘Four men mounted on deer came first, came leading the others, constituting the vanguard. They advanced, continually turning their heads about, facing the people who lined the causeway, looking hither and thither, scanning every side. Likewise their unnatural dogs also came ahead. They came sniffing at the feet of the crowd, putting fear into their hearts. Each one came panting, continually panting.


‘After the vanguard of deer-riders and dogs, lord, came the one who bore the standard upon his shoulders. He came continually shaking it; he went making it circle; he went tossing it from side to side. It came continually stiffening in the breeze; it came rising like a warrior. Smartly did it twist; it came twisting as it raised itself; it came twisting and filling itself out.


‘Then behind him came the bearers of metal swords. Their metal swords went flashing and each bore on their shoulders their shields – shields of metal, shields of wood, shields of leather.


‘The third group was of deer, each carrying a soldier, each with his metal armour, his leather shield and his metal sword. Each deer had bells and the bells resounded and the deer gave tongue with a sound like “neigh … neigh … neigh”. Much did they sweat, these great war deer; it was as if water fell from them. And the flecks of foam from their mouths fell in large drops on the ground; they fell on the ground in drops like suds of amolli soap. And as they advanced, heavily did their hooves beat. There was a pounding as if stones were cast.


‘The fourth group was of those with metal bows; in the arms of the bowmen their metal bows went resting, and their quivers went hung at their sides or passed under their arms, each one well filled, crowded with metal bolts. 


‘The fifth group likewise was of deer-riders; their array was the same as I have told of the others.


‘The sixth group were those with fire-serpents. They carried the fire-serpents on their shoulders. Some came with them extended and just before they entered on to the causeway they fired them into the air. They each exploded, they each crackled and thundered, they each disgorged smoke. Smoke was spread diffusely, smoke darkened, smoke massed all over the ground. By its fetid smell it stupefied the crowds who watched; it robbed them of their senses …’


Moctezuma was sitting upright on his divan. ‘Where is their commander?’ he asked. ‘The one called Malinche?’


‘He came directing from the rear, lord, like our tlacateccatl, the battle ruler, the battle director. He rode on a great war deer, all clad in metal armour, and surrounding him, scattered about him, close to his side, knowing him, went his brave warriors, his insignia bearers who were like our shorn ones, our Cuahchics, the strong ones, the intrepid ones.’


‘And what of the Tlascalans?’ Moctezuma asked. ‘And the men of Ishtlil? Does Malinche presume to bring our mortal enemies into the heart of our city?’


Achitometl bowed his head further: ‘They come, lord, pressing close behind Malinche, the thousand of Ishtlil and the thousand of Tlascala, all placed under the command of the lord Shikotenka himself. They come arrayed for war, each in his cotton armour, each with his shield, his macuahuitl and his bow. Each one’s quiver is filled, crowded with feathered arrows. They come with knees bent, loosing cries, loosing shrieks while striking their mouths with their hands, whistling and singing their war songs, but many amongst them, lord, bear burdens in carrying frames, some in cages, some in deep baskets, and some draw the great metal fire-serpents of the tueles on wooden chariots, those fire-serpents that strike dead a thousand men at a single blow.’


Moctezuma stood and paced restlessly around the guardhouse. Now he had the whole picture in his mind, it was bad. 


It was as bad as it could possibly be. 


Never before had a foreign army been granted admission to the sacred city of the Mexica, but the arrival of the tueles had brought his spirits so low he had allowed himself to be browbeaten into agreeing to this anathema, even permitting the loathsome Shikotenka and his picked warriors to enter with them.


Yet this was no defeat, he reminded himself. This was a trap! And in a few days he would spring that trap and the tueles would die and Shikotenka would die, and the balance of the one world would be restored.


‘We’re walking into a trap,’ growled Panitzin, glancing back over his muscular shoulder. ‘You know that, don’t you?’ Nicknamed ‘Tree’ for his massive size, stolid features, dark skin and wild, tangled hair, his long stride kept him always a little ahead of the rest of the Tlascalan contingent. 


‘And what’s more we’re walking into it humping all this stuff for the white men,’ complained Chipahua who indeed, like Tree and Shikotenka, bore a huge pannier on his back fully loaded with items of military equipment belonging to the tueles. Chipahua’s big, bald head, smooth and domed on top, narrowed somewhat at the temples, but widened again to accommodate his prominent cheekbones and full, fleshy face. The jagged gaps in his front teeth, where he’d been struck full in the mouth some months before by a Mexica war club, gave him an expression of permanent ferocity.


Shikotenka shifted his own burden into a more comfortable position and grinned broadly. ‘Stop moaning, brothers, it’s the price of getting us into Tenochtitlan to end Moctezuma’s rule. I’d hump this shit a lot further than six miles for the pleasure of snatching that bastard’s city from him.’


Dressed only in a loincloth and sandals, his thick black hair drawn back from his brow in long, matted braids, Shikotenka’s chest, abdomen, legs and arms were criss-crossed with the scars of battle wounds received in hand-to-hand combat against the Mexica. At thirty-four, he had already been a warrior for eighteen years. The experience showed in the flat, impassive planes of his face and the determined set of his wide sensual mouth, which masked equally the cold cruelty and calculation of which he was capable, as well as the bravery, resolve and inspired flights of rash brilliance that had led to his election, less than a year before, as the battle king of Tlascala. 


Last night in Iztapalapa, Cuitláhuac had sought to persuade Malinche not to bring any of the Tlascalan or rebel Texcocan warriors into the Mexica capital. ‘They are our hated foes,’ he’d said. ‘Our people are fearful they’ll cause trouble.’ The argument grew heated and, seeing it was becoming a sticking point, Malinche had improvised – something that Shikotenka had noticed was characteristic of the man. ‘There’s nothing to fear,’ he’d said. ‘My Tlascalans and Texcocans aren’t soldiers but bearers. I need them to carry our provisions and equipment.’ 


The statement was patently untrue, but Malinche had underpinned it by dismissing all two thousand Cholulans who’d served as the expedition’s tamanes during the past days, claiming he was unsatisfied with their work and sending them out of Iztapalapa at once. Eventually, after much further argument and persuasion, and obtaining permission by messenger from Moctezuma himself, Cuitláhuac had backed down, though not without spitefully insisting he expected to see Shikotenka carrying his share of the baggage.


They were now about a mile into the march, and the towers and pyramids of Tenochtitlan loomed ever larger ahead. The great crowds of curious Mexica lining the sides of the causeway, though not overtly hostile towards the Spaniards, murmured furiously as Shikotenka and his men went by. Many of the Tlascalans responded with war cries and whistles and verses of martial songs, while some brandished their weapons when the mob pressed too close.


‘What I don’t get,’ said Tree shoving an impetuous Mexica youth out of his way, ‘is what we’re expected to do once we’re inside.’


‘It’s simple,’ said Shikotenka. ‘We support Malinche, as we promised we would.’


‘But support him to do what?’ asked Chipahua. ‘When one fly follows another into the spider’s web, both get eaten.’


‘Except,’ said Shikotenka, ‘that it’s Malinche who’s the spider here, and Moctezuma who’s the fly.’


‘Sure you’re right about that?’ asked Tree.


‘I’m sure,’ said Shikotenka. ‘You saw how they defeated us in Tlascala. They’ll do the same here.’


Shikotenka had many misgivings but chose not to share them.


First and foremost, Tree was right. Tenochtitlan was a gigantic, malevolent trap from which they might never escape. Despite the formidable fighting skills of the Spaniards, despite their flinty resolve, despite their murderous weapons and their willingness to use them, the fact was they would be grievously outnumbered and disadvantaged in the heart of the enemy capital and could be confined there at a snap of Moctezuma’s fingers by the simple expedient of removing the bridges from the causeways. True the Great Speaker had so far shown himself singularly lacking in the courage or initiative needed to make such a hostile move, but if that should change, or if he had the wisdom to delegate military command to a spirited warrior like Guatemoc, then a fight to the death would ensue – a fight that Shikotenka did not think even the Spaniards could win.


Secondly there was the wider meaning of all this. Suppose, against all odds, everything did go Malinche’s way in Tenochtitlan? Suppose today was the beginning of the end of Mexica dominance of the one world? 


What then? 


Would Tlascala ascend, as Malinche had promised? Would the rebel Texcocans of Ishtlil ascend? Would the Totonacs be rewarded for the services they too had provided? And would they all, ever afterwards, live in peace and harmony together, growing fatter and richer day by day under the wise and benevolent rule of the tueles? 


Somehow Shikotenka did not think so.


Having seen the Spaniards in action and confronted them in war, he knew they were capable of cruelties just as hideous as any the Mexica had inflicted during their two hundred years of mastery. Indeed, in his opinion, the greed of these strange and cold-hearted white-skinned men was so monstrous, and their will to power so unruly, that they would sweep everything and everyone away, like autumn leaves, until nothing at all was left of the one world as it once had been. Its gods, its customs, its poetry, its songs, its stories, its paintings, its grand buildings, even its dreams would be gone, its blood would be sucked dry, its wealth would be taken up piece by piece and sent across the seas in the great boats of the tueles, its people would be enslaved, or worse still would forget completely who they were, until in the end there was nothing left but dreary devastation, overlooked by churches filled with images of Christ writhing on his cross. Already there were many amongst the Tlascalans who were abandoning the old ways, the old beliefs, and falling on their knees to worship this tortured god with his pious, life-denying teachings that despised all joy and scorned all laughter.


So was it right, Shikotenka asked himself, even though the overthrow of Moctezuma and the collapse of Mexica hegemony were goals that every loyal Tlascalan sought, for him to have put himself and his warriors at the disposal of the Spaniards, going so far as to carry their baggage like humble tamanes, to bring all this about?


He looked up and saw Malinche riding nearby amongst his captains, an awesome predator who, strangely and paradoxically, he both hated and loved. He shook his head to banish his dark imaginings. He had given his word to the Spanish leader when they’d settled the peace before the Hill of Tzompach, and he’d kept faith with him until now, even rescuing him from what otherwise would have been certain disaster in Cholula by putting fifty thousand Tlascalans into the field to halt the approach of a vast Mexica army. So it was too late to turn back, too late to have second thoughts. Shame might whisper secretly in his heart, but the only honourable thing to do – and he would do it! – was press on and strive for victory.


Barefoot, shamefully disguised in a commoner’s short rough cloak, his handsome, hook-nosed face concealed beneath a hood, Moctezuma’s fiery and rebellious nephew Guatemoc had broken the terms of his house arrest on the family estate at Chapultepec and crept away to witness the arrival of the white-skins in Tenochtitlan. To go into the city itself would have been unwise – there were too many checkpoints and Moctezuma’s secret police were everywhere – so he had trekked south along the western shore of Lake Texcoco and positioned himself amidst a stand of trees on a deserted hilltop outside Tacuba, where he had an unimpeded view of the progress of the white-skinned bandits along the Iztapalapa causeway.


He recognised his father’s palanquin at the head of the procession, surrounded in a bright splash of feathers and costly textiles by the usual entourage of nobles who accompanied Cuitláhuac whenever he officiated at state occasions. Then, after a decent interval of a hundred paces, came the tueles’ vanguard, four men in gleaming metal armour on the backs of their great deer. Behind them strode a standard bearer, making a pretty sight twirling his banner in the air, letting the freshening breeze catch it in billows, and then six more groups, each separated by an interval of twenty paces, blocks of deer-riders interspersed amongst blocks of foot soldiers, their armour and weapons shining. Last of all, in a great noisy mass – their cries and ululations carrying clearly across the water – came the rearguard and baggage train made up of a thousand treacherous Texcocans and a thousand Tlascalans in their distinctive red and black war cloaks. At this distance Guatemoc could not make out individual faces, but he had received intelligence that Shikotenka was there – his heart no doubt filled with insolent pride at the hitherto unimaginable prospect of Tlascalan warriors entering Tenochtitlan in triumph.


From his vantage point Guatemoc could see the entire length of the causeway extending spear-straight across the lake from its start at Iztapalapa on the south shore to its terminus at Tenochtitlan six miles to the north. The tueles had already passed the junction two miles north of Iztapalapa where a spur of the causeway branched off west to the town of Coyoacan and would now march a further two and a half miles due north from there until they came to Acachinanco, a massive ceremonial plaza in the midst of the lake, from which rose up two tall stone towers, resplendent with banners, where Mexica heroes returning from battle were always officially greeted. Still a mile and a half short of the gates of Tenochtitlan itself, the plaza was also known affectionately as Malcuitlapilco, meaning ‘the tail end of the file of prisoners’, because the line of eighty thousand victims awaiting sacrifice had stretched as far as this point on the causeway during the inauguration of Hummingbird’s great pyramid thirty years earlier. There were all sorts of symbolic reasons why it made sense for Moctezuma to receive the tueles beneath the twin towers and, sure enough, just as the thought came to him, Guatemoc saw the city gates swing open and the advance party of the Great Speaker’s retinue begin to stream south along the causeway to prepare the welcoming ceremony.


Welcoming ceremony, Guatemoc thought. What a disgrace! If he’d had his way Malinche and his gang of marauders would not be welcomed with garlands and gold as the coward Moctezuma no doubt intended, but with knives, spears and macuahuitls and the implacable hatred of half a million enraged citizens.


Indeed, if he’d had his way, Malinche would not have reached Tenochtitlan at all! He should have been wiped from the face of the earth before he ever left the steamy lowlands of the coast and never – never! – allowed to approach the Mexica heartland.


Guatemoc ground his teeth in frustration. Unfortunately he’d not had his way. Instead he was skulking in these woods on top of this miserable hill in stinking commoner’s clothes and about as far from all influence as it was possible for a prince of the blood to be. 


Still, something must be done about the rank betrayal of Mexica honour that was now underway, and it fell to him to do it.


Fighting the Tlascalans on their moors and mountainsides had been bad enough, Sandoval thought, and it was little short of a miracle the Spanish had triumphed there, but Cortés must be mad to imagine they could pull off the same trick against the Mexica in the much more complex, dangerous and unpredictable urban environment that lay ahead.


Sandoval was short with a broad, deep chest. His curly chestnut hair had receded almost to his crown, making him look peculiarly high-browed, but as though to compensate he had grown a chestnut beard, quite well maintained, that covered most of the lower half of his face. Supremely self-assured on horseback, he had the bandy legs of a man who’d spent most of his life in the saddle, but his confidence was badly shaken now – because even at this distance Tenochtitlan looked far bigger than any of the great cities of Spain, dwarfing Toledo, Barcelona, Madrid and even Seville. Moreover it seemed not only much bigger, but also incomparably finer, with its castellated fortresses, its hundred pyramids and its gigantic royal dwelling places. How marvellous it was to gaze on them, all stuccoed, carved and crowned with different types of merlons, painted with animals, covered with stone figures – a strange and alluring mixture of beauty and horror, with the hellish pyramid of the war god towering at the heart of it all!


And so many people! Giving off an offensive smell and generating a threatening babel of shouts, cries and whistles, mingled with a continuous murmur of mumbling and chatter, countless thousands crowded the sides of the great causeway, leaving barely enough room for the Spanish column to pass. Countless thousands more had crossed the lake in fleets of dugout canoes, some so large they carried upwards of sixty passengers and cargo. These primitive craft, many of which skimmed close to the causeway or passed beneath its bridges so their occupants could gape up at the marching Spaniards, betrayed a level of boat-building technology far inferior to that of Europe. On the other hand, the causeway itself was a marvel of engineering. Its wooden bridges were placed at somewhat greater intervals, five hundred paces or more, than those on the narrower and shorter but still spectacular causeway they’d crossed yesterday, and spanned greater distances – ten or twelve paces wide, Sandoval guessed. As they came to yet another of these bridges, the iron-shod hooves of their horses ringing hollowly, he turned to Pedro de Alvarado, Cortés’s undisputed second in command, who was riding beside him in the vanguard. 


‘What do you think, Pedro?’ Sandoval asked. ‘Could you jump this gap if you had to?’


Thirty-four years old, broad-shouldered and strong, but light on his feet with the easy grace of a practised fencer, Alvarado’s thick blond hair hung to his shoulders and an extravagant blond moustache, elaborately curled and waxed, decorated his upper lip. Fine featured, with a firm chin, a long straight nose and a duelling scar running from his right temple to the corner of his right eye, he didn’t seem to have considered the problem. ‘Why would I have to?’ he asked. ‘The bridge is solid enough.’


‘A day might come,’ Sandoval offered, ‘when Moctezuma orders all the bridges cut.’


‘Ha!’ Alvarado exclaimed. ‘I see what you’re getting at!’ He looked back, judging the gap they’d just crossed. ‘Bucephalus at full stretch could do it,’ he said, ‘and I reckon I might make such a leap on foot if I had a good enough run-up – but I’ll hazard I’m the only man in this army that could!’


Sandoval must have looked sceptical, for Alvarado added sulkily: ‘Don’t doubt me, Gonzalo. I’m not given to idle boasts.’ 


Now that Sandoval had put the idea into his head, Alvarado had to admit the bridges did represent a serious problem. He studied the next one carefully as they rode over it and saw it was built from interlocking sections that could easily be removed. The Indians loved ambushes and it would be a typical cunning trick to lure the Spaniards into Tenochtitlan, trap them there and slaughter them. 


On reflection, though, Cortés was a more cunning and conniving bastard by far than any Indian could ever hope to be, and had been gathering intelligence on the Mexica capital for months, so obviously he must have thought this all through and had no doubt worked out a solution long ago. 


Hernán always had a solution for everything, which was why Alvarado was, by and large, happy to be second in command of this expedition. It meant he could leave all the big questions and difficult decisions to his friend and get on with what he did best, namely killing people and winning gold, enterprises that brought him enormous pleasure. Hernán’s unreasonable concern for the local savages, which had begun months before when they’d landed at Cozumel, had fortunately ended there as well and, since then, at Potonchan and in Tlascala, the battles had come thick and fast, with no quarter given and exemplary cruelty – which was all the Indians understood – not only allowed but encouraged. Alvarado had relished every moment! As to gold, matters had been less satisfactory until they’d reached Cholula where the temples and palaces had yielded at least a hundred thousand pesos’ worth of treasures for his personal horde. Of course every man was supposed to put their loot into the common pile, of which twenty per cent, ‘the king’s fifth’, was reserved as a tax for the royal treasury and – following the usurious deal struck at the time of the founding of Villa Rica – a further twenty per cent was supposed to be set aside for Cortés. Alvarado had supported the deal out of solidarity with his friend but had never considered that its terms applied to himself. ‘Yours we share,’ was his private motto, ‘but mine I keep.’


He looked up along the causeway. Tenochtitlan, that city of dreams with its seemingly inexhaustible supplies of gold horded by a weak and foolish emperor, now lay less than two miles distant, its gates flung wide like the legs of a woman eager to be pleasured. The welcoming committee of colourful Mexica nobles was already out in force, gathering with streamers and banners about half a mile ahead at a point where the causeway broadened into a ceremonial plaza dominated by a pair of tall and gaily decorated towers.


Now, from out the gates, a palanquin emerged, borne shoulder-high, glinting with gold and the iridescent sparkle of the costly green feathers the Mexica reserved for their royal family. Since the only other palanquin on the causeway was Cuitláhuac’s, it followed that this one advancing in solemn procession must be occupied by Moctezuma himself.


Cortés had remained with the rearguard of the Spanish column to ensure he was not kept waiting for Moctezuma to arrive. He would come to the front only when the emperor was sighted. Alvarado tapped Sandoval on the arm. ‘Looks like Mucktey’s on his way,’ he said. ‘Better ride back and tell the caudillo to be ready.’ 


Cortés walked Molinero forward through the column with Malinal in her accustomed place at his right stirrup and Pepillo, under strict instructions to note and record all events, at his left. By the time they had caught up with Alvarado, Velázquez de Léon, Olid and Sandoval, the vanguard had already reached the point where the causeway broadened into an impressive plaza, three hundred paces square and built, like the causeway itself, of massive blocks of stone solidly founded on the lake bed. At the northern edge of this plaza, just before it narrowed again into the final section of causeway leading into the city, loomed two huge stone towers with merloned battlements where a large group of splendidly attired Mexica nobles had gathered. Beyond them, still on the causeway, and about as far north of the towers as Cortés was presently south of it, Alvarado pointed out the plumed golden palanquin that he assumed must contain Moctezuma. ‘Is that him do you think,’ Cortés asked Malinal, ‘or another imposter?’


‘This time it is Moctezuma himself,’ Malinal replied. ‘See the manner of the people –’ and she indicated the crowds filling the plaza, whose chatter had ceased and who stood deadly quiet on either side of the central avenue, their eyes turned down and their faces pale. ‘To look on the Great Speaker means death,’ she explained.


As they moved through the eerily silent throng, the nobles beneath the towers came forward to greet them, a hundred to the left and a hundred to the right, flanking both sides of the walkway. Still with Malinal and Pepillo at his side, Cortés nudged Molinero ahead of the other four riders and the whole welcoming committee dropped to their knees as one man and performed the ‘eating dirt’ ceremony, putting their hands to the ground and then to their mouths. They were all barefoot, Cortés noticed, and each wore a loincloth, a broad, richly dyed cotton mantle with feather embroidery that flowed down over their shoulders, collars and bracelets of turquoise mosaic also embellished with feathers, and lip and ear plugs of gold and precious stones.


The twin towers were now less than fifty paces ahead and, looking up, Cortés saw Moctezuma’s palanquin being carried into position between them, borne on the shoulders of eight men in costly robes – ‘all chiefs,’ Malinal said. Their feet were bare and they proceeded at a dignified pace, their eyes turned towards the ground. A few steps in front of them were three other high officers of state, also barefoot and with downcast eyes, who painstakingly swept the surface of the walkway with long-handled brooms. Leading the procession, carrying a golden staff, was the familiar hollow-cheeked figure of Moctezuma’s steward Teudile, wearing his conical headdress and his long black robe spangled with silver stars. 


Cortés felt calm, ready for anything, reminding himself that the man he was about to meet, about whom he had heard so much, and whose character he had come to know from a hundred reports and descriptions, was not some powerful European monarch but the half-savage ruler of a barbarian nation, whom he had played like a fish on a line for the past eight months and who was about to jump into his net. 


The royal procession came to a halt between the towers, and two lords, one of whom Cortés recognised as Cuitláhuac, the other a young man whom Malinal identified as Cacama, the imposter king of Texcoco, emerged from the shadows and stood with heads bowed beside the palanquin as the canopy of feathers was pulled back and a tall, lean figure stepped down, dressed in a purple cloak of fine cotton with embroidered ends tied in a knot around his neck. In the same moment Cortés dismounted from Molinero and walked forward with Malinal and Pepillo, telling Alvarado and Sandoval to follow close behind on foot. 


The distance between the two groups was less than twenty paces, and although there was nothing obviously infirm about Moctezuma, who might be about fifty years of age and paler skinned than most of his brethren, it was noticeable how Cuitláhuac and Cacama gave him their arms to lean on as the three of them advanced over cloaks that fawning retainers threw down before them. Cortés also observed that of the thousands of Indians present, including the highest nobles of the land, Moctezuma was the only one whose feet were shod; his beautifully made sandals, sprinkled with pearls and precious stones, had gold soles, and were bound to his rather slim and effeminate ankles with gold-embossed thongs. Likewise amongst the thousands of Indians present, Cortés noted with a flush of pride and affection that his own exceptional, courageous and extraordinary Malinal was the only one who held her head high, refused to lower her eyes and looked straight at Moctezuma without fear.


Malinal was not surprised when Cortés stepped in close to Moctezuma and attempted to embrace him. Nor was she surprised that Cuitláhuac and Cacama were shocked by this sacrilege and leapt to restrain the Spaniard, or by the rasp of steel as Alvarado and Sandoval both half drew their swords. Cortés told them to sheathe their weapons and had Malinal hastily explain to Moctezuma that such embraces were the normal form of greeting in his own land, but that if the monarch preferred they could simply shake hands. 


‘What does Malinche mean “shake hands”?’ asked Moctezuma. There was, Malinal saw, a kind of evasive recognition in the monarch’s glance as he put the question. Undoubtedly he remembered her – indeed Teudile had long ago made a point of telling her so – but it was equally obvious he didn’t want to acknowledge this officially now.


‘He means he will extend his hand to you,’ Malinal replied, keeping her own expression deliberately neutral. ‘This is also how men greet one another in his land. You are to extend your hand to him and you and he will clasp each other’s hands and then you will be friends.’


Cortés, who had a mocking look in his eye, already had his hand out, and now tentatively Moctezuma reached out his own which Cortés took and shook vigorously. There came a great cheer from the Spanish ranks, and ten of the musketeers fired their weapons in the air, causing hundreds of the spectators and guards to throw themselves to the ground while a chorus of screams rose up and Moctezuma, Cuitláhuac and Cacama cowered back in terror. 


In the confusion, Cortés favoured Malinal with a sardonic wink: ‘Tell the great Moctezuma to forgive my men’s high spirits,’ he said, ‘but this is also a custom in my land, and a salute, when two leaders meet.’


While Malinal was giving the translation, two of the expedition’s great armoured war dogs came bounding up, one of the tribe the Spaniards called mastiff, the other of the tribe called wolfhound, and began sniffing first at Moctezuma’s feet and then, with increasing enthusiasm, at his crotch. Cacama and Cuitláhuac tried to push the heavy animals away, but were rebuffed with menacing snarls, and Moctezuma gave a little whimper of fear. Remembering the murdering bully he’d been the last time she saw him, hacking out women’s hearts on top of the great pyramid, Malinal felt a thrill of wild, vengeful joy as the Great Speaker’s eyes, almost pleading, swivelled towards her. 


‘Tell his Excellency,’ Cortés suggested, ‘to stand very still.’ He looked back over his shoulder. ‘Vendabal,’ he yelled, ‘at the double please,’ and in an instant the hunchbacked dog handler appeared from the Spanish ranks and dragged the two animals away. 


‘My apologies, sire,’ Cortés said insincerely, as Moctezuma glared at him in bewilderment, ‘our war dogs like to tear men to pieces so you’ve had a lucky escape. Now please, accept this gift which is but poor recompense for the many kindnesses you have showered upon us during our long journey to reach you.’ And with that he took off the necklace of cheap freshwater pearls and cut-glass beads scented with musk that he’d chosen this morning after he and Malinal had risen from their bed, placing it ceremoniously round Moctezuma’s neck. 


Although beardless like all the Indians, Moctezuma did have six or eight wispy hairs dangling from his delicate, somewhat receding chin, a shining obsidian disk in each of his earlobes, a blue stone labret decorated with the figure of a hummingbird suspended from his lower lip and a turquoise ring passed through his septum. His nostrils twitched around this ring and he recoiled when Cortés gave him the necklace, his soft brown eyes darting from side to side, but then he smiled uncertainly and fingered the pearls and beads before turning to whisper to an aide. 


‘What’s he whispering about?’ Cortés asked Malinal.


‘Nothing bad,’ she replied. ‘You’ll see.’


The aide beckoned a servant carrying a vase of flowers, who now shuffled forward, his head bowed. With curious delicacy Moctezuma delved amongst the flowers with long, graceful fingers and extracted a gold neckband. Set in its midst was the shell of a crawfish, and connected to it a chain of heavy gold links, from which hung eight solid gold pendants, each a span in length and made with the most delicate workmanship to resemble the same species of crawfish. ‘Twenty thousand pesos at least,’ Alvarado commented enviously to Sandoval, as Moctezuma placed this opulent collar over Cortés’s head and settled it round his neck, but then at a signal from the Mexica leader, servants came forward with similar, though smaller and less ornate, collars, which they placed around the necks not only of Alvarado and Sandoval but also of Velázquez de Léon and Olid as well. The four of them burst into smiles and happy laughter.


‘I have gifts for all your men,’ Moctezuma said gravely through Malinal, ‘which shall be presented when we bring you to your quarters.’


‘So you are really he?’ asked Cortés, wanting to be sure. ‘You are really Moctezuma?’


‘Yes, I am Moctezuma,’ the monarch replied, and Malinal added in Spanish: ‘I’ll vouch for him. He is the bastard he claims to be.’


Now Moctezuma was speaking again, addressing Cortés: ‘And you are really he, the lord Malinche?’


‘Yes, I am he.’


‘Then I am not dreaming,’ Moctezuma continued in an oddly wistful and poetic tone. ‘I am not walking in my sleep. I have seen you at last! I have met you face to face. I was in agony for five days, for ten days, with my eyes fixed on the Region of Mystery, and now you have come out of the clouds and mists to sit on your throne again. You have come back to us as was long ago foretold, you have come down from the sky. You have come to govern your city of Tenochtitlan, which for an interval I have watched and guarded for you. Welcome to your land, my lord.’


When Malinal, with some help from Pepillo, had finished the translation, Cortés suppressed a smile and replied: ‘Tell Moctezuma I have wanted to see him for a long time, and now I have seen his face and heard his words, I love him well and my heart is contented. Tell him I am his friend and he has nothing to fear.’ 


Knowing Malinal’s deep and abiding hatred for the Mexica leader, Cortés had no difficulty imagining the revulsion she must feel at having to translate such flowery and ingratiating words. But during the long march to Tenochtitlan they’d sat up late many nights discussing how this encounter was to be handled, and he’d reassured her that – although he would do and say anything necessary to get the Spanish army into Tenochtitlan – it was his unwavering purpose to overthrow Moctezuma and take his empire from him. Nothing had changed and, contrary to the promise he had just made, the Mexica leader did, indeed, have a great deal to fear.


Now the initial formalities were over, Moctezuma repeated that quarters awaited the Spaniards and their Indian allies in the heart of the city. ‘The Lord Cuitláhuac will lead you to your residence,’ he said, ‘and I will see you again there.’ Then, with ponderous dignity, he ascended to his palanquin, vanished behind the curtain of flowers and feathers and, with Teudile walking ahead, was borne off northward towards Tenochtitlan.


Soon afterwards, Cuitláhuac also climbed into his palanquin, which set out at once towards the city, and Cortés mounted up on Molinero again and gave the signal to advance.


The Spanish army resumed its march, its drummers and trumpeters playing a rousing tattoo.


‘You ever been to Venice?’ Le Serna asked.


‘No,’ said Díaz.


‘Nor I,’ said Mibiercas.


All three had gained battlefield experience in the Italian wars before taking ship to Hispaniola and Cuba, but it turned out the fighting had never taken any of them near the fabled ‘floating city’ ruled by the doges.


‘I reckon this Tenochtitlan is the Venice of the New Lands,’ said La Serna, ‘but I’ll wager it’s five times as large and ten times as beautiful.’


Having passed through the main gates, they were marching in the ranks of swordsmen down a great avenue lined with gigantic houses, all built on dry land – no doubt the original island upon which Tenochtitlan had been founded. But at intervals of several hundred paces, sometimes less, the avenue was crossed by bridges spanning manmade canals, alongside which further immense and beautiful residences had been constructed, extending away to east and west as far as the lake. All these noble dwellings, both those on the avenue and those along the canals, were constructed from regular blocks of a polished red stone, somewhat like red marble, and reared above them to a great height. All had flat roofs upon which grew luxuriant flower gardens in a riot of bright colours, overhanging, yet not completely disguising, the surrounding stone parapets that turned every one of them, Díaz realised, into a fortress. And although these roof gardens were today occupied by curious, seemingly friendly crowds, waving and calling out now that the emperor and his retinue had passed from view, it was not difficult to imagine how these same crowds might one day turn hostile and rain down arrows, spears and stones upon the Spaniards should they ever be forced to retreat from the city. 


Looking left and right as they crossed the bridges, Díaz noted that the canals, like the lake itself, were filled with a busy traffic of canoes loaded with people and produce, and that every house had a doorway constructed at water level where more canoes were moored. Nor did the canals end at the margins of the original island; rather they continued far out into the lake, providing the only thoroughfares between thousands of poorer houses of wood and adobe built on stilts. From there the eye was drawn out further across the sparkling waters to the hazy distance, where jagged, snow-capped mountains reached for heaven and bestowed upon the whole scene the glamour of some remote fairyland.


As well as by the canals, the great avenue along which the Spaniards marched was broken from time to time by airy squares with bubbling fountains, vibrant, noisy market places bordered by porticos of stone and stucco, and here and there by pyramids and temples scattered amongst the palatial houses. The greatest pyramid of all, however, its four levels painted respectively green, red, turquoise and yellow, now loomed dead ahead, surrounded at a distance by a high wall penetrated by a pair of towering gates presently held open by a squad of spear-carrying guards dressed in distinctive scarlet cloaks. Coming closer, Díaz saw the wall was decorated with reliefs depicting huge bronze, green and blue serpents, their gaping jaws set with long fangs and their heads plumed with crests of feathers.


As they approached the serpent wall, with the hideous mass of the great pyramid looming beyond it, Malinal’s head began to thud and she felt a deep pain at the centre of her chest as though monstrous talons plucked at her heart. It was clear now that Cuitláhuac, whose palanquin bobbed fifty paces in front of them on the shoulders of its bearers, was going to lead them directly into the sacred precinct. The residence Moctezuma had prepared for the Spaniards must therefore be either a wing of his own sprawling palace or, more likely, the empty palace of his father Axayacatl, where Cuitláhuac had taken Malinal and Tozi to be washed and clothed after they’d been reprieved from death on the great pyramid.


Malinal still walked at Hernán’s stirrup. ‘My lord,’ she said, ‘I don’t know if I have the courage to go within.’


‘You have the courage, Malinal,’ Cortés said, and for a moment he rested his hand reassuringly on her shoulder. ‘You’re braver than anyone else I know.’ 


‘I faced death in this place, my lord, and in the most horrible way; I fear the Mexica and their cruelty.’


‘Fear is their weapon, my love. They’ve used it to lord over this land for too long. We’re here to end all that. While I live, you have my promise no one will harm you.’


‘What if they kill you, my lord?’


‘They won’t. I’m here to triumph. You’ll see.’


He said it with such calm, quiet confidence that Malinal felt her panic subside as quickly as it had come. Hernán Cortés was by no means invulnerable, and certainly no god, but she had seen him triumph at Potonchan and again at Tlascala and Cholula through sheer force of will and the ruthless application of cunning and power. She trusted – she had always trusted – that he would triumph here also.


Passing through the great gates, Molinero’s hoofs slipped on the polished flagstones of the sacred plaza, and it seemed for a dangerous moment the great warhorse would fall – a terrible omen – but Cortés quickly regained control. As though by some irresistible force, Malinal felt her eyes drawn up the steep steps of the south face of the pyramid, which towered directly ahead at the centre of the plaza with the loathsome temple of Huitzilopochtli crouching like a malignant toad on its summit. But she also registered the squat rectangular House of the Eagle Knights standing in the plaza near the base of the pyramid, offset a little to the east of the steps, and to her left and right just within the gates the barred enclosures of two large fattening pens. These had previously held male prisoners but now, as Tozi had warned her, Malinal saw they were filled exclusively with females, mostly young girls, many crowded close to the bars watching the entry of the Spanish army with dull, hopeless eyes.


Cortés had seen them too. ‘These are the virgins Moctezuma plans to sacrifice?’ he asked.


‘Some of them, not all! There are five such pens around the plaza. Every one of them filled to make the great basket of ten thousand virgins he’ll offer to the god eight days from today … You have to stop him, lord.’


‘We’ve discussed this already. What you ask will not be easy so soon after we enter the city. It could put us at war with the Mexica before we’ve consolidated our position.’


‘Still I ask it, lord. In the name of God.’


Cortés’s mouth had set in a thin line; he made no answer as they crossed the plaza, passing the southwest corner of the great pyramid on their right, and then, on their left, the western gates leading on to the Tacuba causeway, along which Malinal and Tozi had made their escape on the awful night of the last great holocaust. They had not reached the causeway through the gates, however, but through a postern at the rear of the palace of Moctezuma’s father Axayacatl – and it was to this gigantic edifice, as Malinal had suspected, that Cuitláhuac was now leading the Spaniards. Empty for many years, and used only occasionally for state functions, it was nonetheless kept fully staffed and furnished and contained hundreds of rooms, including several vast ceremonial halls. It was more than large enough to accommodate the little Spanish army and their two thousand Tlascalan and Texcocan auxiliaries.


Cuitláhuac’s palanquin now came to a halt in front of the imposing main entrance, guarded by a dozen spearmen, and the lord descended. Cortés too dismounted, signalled to Alvarado, Velázquez de Léon, Olid and Sandoval to follow, and strode forward with Pepillo and Malinal. As they walked, a presentiment of horror once again overtook Malinal, and her eyes were drawn to the nearby fattening pen in the northwest corner of the plaza, filled like the others with young girls, their grimy faces pressed to the bars. The intervening months fled away and in her imagination she was once again a prisoner there awaiting death. Her footsteps faltered and Cortés took her by the arm, as Cuitláhuac and his retinue of nobles led them through the massive portico into the ornate and spacious courtyard beyond, planted with graceful trees and flower gardens, bubbling with clear, freshwater fountains and encompassed by the four principal wings of the palace. 


At the centre of the courtyard, alone beneath a tall ceiba tree, stood Moctezuma.


‘Malinche,’ Moctezuma said gravely. ‘You are weary. Rest now from the hardships of your journey and the battles which you have fought, for I know full well what has happened to you from Potonchan to here, and I also know how those of Cempoala and Tlascala, some of whom are here with you, have told you much evil about me. Believe, I beg you, only what you see with your own eyes, for those are my enemies, and some were my vassals, and have rebelled against me at your coming and said things to gain favour with you. Here you are in your own house, Malinche, and so are your brothers. Rest after your fatigues, for you have much need to do so, and in a little while I will visit you again.’


Then, without another word or backward glance, he left the courtyard with Cuitláhuac by his side, and a group of servants who had been standing fearfully nearby, heads lowered, shuffled forward and indicated they were there to attend to all the Spaniards’ needs and that refreshments would be served immediately.


Watching Moctezuma go, Cortés decided he was a strange, effete sort of character, uncertain about what manner of creatures he was now dealing with – gods who descended from the sky at one moment, or men who fought battles, grew tired and had bodily needs at the next. Still, he had to admit the emperor was also oddly delicate and considerate, indeed almost civilised, in his own savage way. Great jugs of cooled drinks accompanied by copious dishes of turkey and tortillas were already being offered to the Spanish soldiers and Indian allies who were now gathering in large numbers in the courtyard, and – a nice touch this! – someone had also thought to provide heaps of grass for the horses.


But Cortés felt too restless to eat, since it was already mid-afternoon and the first order of business was to inspect the palace, decide on accommodations for the army and the Indian allies, and post guards and artillery. Telling the men to be at ease and enjoy the repast, he therefore summoned Malinal, Sandoval, and Francisco de Mesa, his chief of artillery, and set off on a tour, bringing Pepillo along to take notes. 


Each of the palace’s four wings rose to two storeys and was more than a hundred paces in length and thirty deep, with the rear elevation of the western wing forming part of the enclosure wall of the plaza as a whole. This was the only sector of the edifice that directly adjoined the busy streets of the city, and Malinal pointed out the postern, guarded by a pair of Mexica spearmen, through which she and Tozi had made their exit into a narrow alley, and thence on to the Tacuba causeway, some months before. It was an obvious weak point, Cortés thought. ‘Take a note, Pepillo,’ he said. ‘We’ll need our own guards on this at all times.’ Malinal then led the way to the small door at the northern end of the east wing where she and Tozi had entered the palace that same night. Two more spearmen were on sentry duty here. ‘We’ll replace them with our own men,’ Cortés commented, and again Pepillo made a note. 


Next they visited the main entrance portico in the middle of the east wing where the dozen spearmen they’d seen earlier were still on duty. ‘Another note, Pepillo,’ Cortés said. ‘When we see Moctezuma again, remind me to ask him to remove these fellows. We’ll all sleep a lot safer in our beds with our own men guarding the palace.’ He then turned to Mesa. ‘What do you think?’ he asked. ‘Shall we have some artillery here?’


‘We can place one of the lombards in the courtyard to command the portico,’ Mesa replied, ‘and we won’t go wrong if we flank it with a pair of falconets.’


‘Very good,’ said Cortés. ‘What about the other eight falconets?’


‘Up on the roof?’ the artilleryman suggested.


‘Let’s go and take a look.’


Since the four wings of the palace were interconnected, they were covered by a continuous flat roof some fifty feet above the ground, protected at all points, Cortés was pleased to establish, by a solid parapet with towers and battlements. On the west side these fortifications commanded the adjoining quarter of the city, while on the other three sides they overlooked the sacred plaza with the great pyramid lying a few hundred paces to the east. ‘Two falconets on each section of the roof?’ Cortés asked.


‘They’d be wasted up here,’ said Mesa bluntly. ‘We’d be able to hit the pyramid if we ever needed to, but we won’t be able to depress the barrels far enough to command the plaza. Same goes for the city side as well.’


‘Then how do we protect the roof? With scaling ladders they could get up here.’


‘Cannon won’t do it. If we come under sufficiently determined attack we’d need armed squads up here with pikes.’


‘Pikes!’ said Cortés. ‘You hear that, Pepillo? We brought few enough anyway and most of those were smashed in the Tlascalan campaign. We’ll need to have more made.’ 


They left the roof and turned their attention to the interior of the palace, which consisted, on both levels, of innumerable halls, chambers and antechambers, many of great size. The walls of the best apartments were hung with bright cotton draperies, while their wooden floors were strewn with aromatic rushes. Many of the rooms had been set aside as sleeping quarters. Some were obviously intended as dormitories, with rows of mats on the floor, and would serve for the Indian allies. But many others were furnished with fine beds with woven palm-leaf mattresses, coverlets and canopies of cotton, pillows of leather and tree-fibre, good eiderdowns and exquisite white fur robes. In still others there were low stools elaborately carved from single pieces of wood, and in one particularly enormous chamber at ground level facing the courtyard there were two impressive thrones, also carved from single pieces of wood and equipped with soft cushions. Adjoining was another even larger chamber, with many long refectory tables for dining, while additional facilities on the ground floor included a grand kitchen, certain rooms for the relieving of bowels, and two bath houses.


When he had completed his tour of inspection and was satisfied the palace was defensible and provided more than adequate quarters for the whole army, Cortés ordered a general muster in the plaza, at which the musketeers fired two volleys into the air and all the artillery was lined up and discharged. Although the cannon were not loaded with shot or ball, but only with hefty charges of powder, the richly clad nobles, armed knights outlandishly dressed as eagles and panthers, and filthy Mexica priests who’d gathered to watch the ceremony threw themselves to the ground and rolled about moaning with fear, clutching their ears and gazing in awe at the clouds of smoke that billowed forth from the guns and wreathed the base of the pyramid to the height of its first course in a thick, sulphurous haze.


At the same time, from the fattening pens, there rose a pitiful chorus of shrieks and cries that clutched at Cortés’s heart, filling him with righteous anger and a reckless urge to take action.


Malinal’s appeals, he realised, were having an insidious effect on his reason. 


Proclaiming himself dead tired, Cortés had retired for a siesta immediately after the display of ordnance in the plaza, and was sleeping on his side naked under the cotton coverlet in the grand apartment he’d chosen for his personal residence. The apartment faced inwards to the palace courtyard, where the long shadows of the late afternoon were already deepening, and Malinal stood by the open shutters, watching the play of water in the fountains, lost in thought.


After a little while she sensed movement behind her and, feeling a hand fall gently on her shoulder, turned to kiss her lover, only to discover that Hernán still slept on the bed and Tozi was with her, holding a finger to her lips. ‘How did you get in here?’ Malinal whispered as they embraced. Tozi gave her a scornful look: ‘After I saw Acopol’s rotting head,’ she said, ‘all my powers returned. I come and go as I please.’


Malinal smiled. ‘I thought so! Outside Chalco, it was you and Huicton, wasn’t it, performing the trick of the vanishing soothsayer with his prophecy of doom for Tenochtitlan!’


Tozi nodded: ‘Yes, such things disturb Moctezuma deeply. I’ve been working on his fears, weakening his will. That’s why he admitted the tueles to his city today.’ She turned towards the bed, where Cortés muttered some words in his sleep and rolled on to his back. ‘Is he ready to do his part?’ she asked.


‘He’ll do his part sooner or later,’ Malinal whispered. ‘I’ve no doubt of that. He does intend to overthrow Moctezuma – he has no other plan! – but I don’t know if he’ll act in time to stop the coming sacrifices.’


Tozi’s face had become fierce. ‘He must!’ she hissed. ‘That’s why we brought him here, you and I …’


‘We brought him to end Moctezuma’s cruel reign,’ Malinal corrected. ‘He says if he acts too fast now, before he’s ready, the Spaniards could be defeated.’


‘It’s a risk he must take!’ Tozi was furious; her voice rose and Cortés stirred again in his sleep.


‘Hush,’ Malinal whispered. ‘Don’t wake him.’


‘He won’t wake until I let him,’ said Tozi. She padded silently on bare feet to the bedside and placed the palm of her hand on Cortés’s brow. Immediately he became still again. She remained standing over him, not moving her hand, her eyes moving rapidly beneath closed lids.


For a hundred count there was silence, a silence charged with meaning, and Malinal watched, fascinated, as some strange, wordless communion seemed to pass between her friend and her sleeping lord. In the midst of it, Tozi gave a start and recoiled, then leaned forward again and looked down intently at Cortés. Finally she took away her hand. ‘He is a man,’ she said, ‘not a god.’


‘I already told you this many times when we were in Cholula,’ Malinal whispered.


‘He is not a god,’ Tozi repeated, ‘and Hummingbird has touched him.’


‘But that’s impossible. His own god, the god of the Christians, protects him.’


‘No! He is in danger. Hummingbird exerts his power upon him.’


‘How can you know this, Tozi?’


‘I know it! Remember I too have been touched by the god.’


‘Then you’re in danger as well!’


‘We’re all in danger because we’re all born into this world of created things with the freedom to choose between good and evil. The danger does not lie in the evil but in the choices we make. For Moctezuma it’s already too late; he’s chosen evil for so long, plunged his own heart so deep in darkness, he can never turn back.’ Tozi looked down at Cortés, whose stern face was somehow gentle in sleep. ‘Not so this lord!’ she continued softly, almost tenderly. ‘Hummingbird tempts him to evil every day, but there’s still hope for him. It’s the true battlefield of his life. We must help him to choose the good.’


‘How do we do that?’


‘Make him stop the sacrifices!’


‘But I’ve tried.’ Malinal felt desperate. ‘I’ve tried, but he won’t listen to me. He just gets angry.’


‘Keep trying, even if it angers him, and tell him you want me by your side here in the palace.’


There came a grunt from the bed and Cortés sat up, wide awake, a look of puzzlement on his face. ‘How did she get here?’ he asked gruffly, staring at Tozi. ‘And what are you both whispering about?’


‘I sent word for her to come,’ Malinal said. ‘Surely you don’t object, my lord? You know what Tozi and I went through together.’


‘I know,’ he said, rubbing his tousled hair with his hand, ‘and I suppose I don’t object.’


‘I’d like her to stay here with us now, lord – here at the palace. I fear for her safety in the city.’


Cortés nodded, looking from one woman to the other. Eventually he smiled: ‘Any friend of yours, Malinal, is a friend of mine. Of course she can stay. Call Pepillo and get him to find her a suitable room.’


Pepillo, who’d filled out and grown stronger in the past months so that he now felt almost a man, sat opposite Tozi at the end of one of the long refectory tables in the dining hall, the hundreds of rough, cheerful soldiers all around them paying them no more heed than if they were flies. Night had long since fallen, but the hall was brightly lit by burning torches fixed in brackets to the walls, and slaves assigned to serve the Spaniards bustled here and there, carrying dishes of food and jugs brimming with local fruit juices.


Pepillo was happy, filled with a bubbling joy, and realised this was because he was together with Tozi again. He’d grown attached to her during the ten days of her convalescence in Cholula, when they’d been almost continually in each other’s company; he’d felt hurt and bewildered when she’d gone away with Huicton to do her mysterious witchy work in Tenochtitlan, and now he was simply grateful to be able to look at her and talk to her again and know she was safe from all the dangers that surrounded her. Her strange, alluring beauty made his heart beat faster, and filled his body with unfamiliar sensations and a delicious feeling of … of … He didn’t know what! Everything about this experience was new to him and he thought he might be falling in love, but had to admit he had no idea what that involved or what he was supposed to do about it. All he knew was that she was the most wonderful, captivating, brave and interesting person he’d ever met, and she was his friend and he would cheerfully die for her.


‘You can read other people’s thoughts, can’t you?’ he asked her in his increasingly fluent Nahuatl.


‘Yes,’ she said. ‘If I want to.’


‘But I suppose they have to be thinking in Nahuatl for you to do that?’


Tozi considered the question. ‘No,’ she answered eventually. ‘I don’t speak Spanish, but if I want to know what you’re thinking I can. Before thoughts become language they’re feelings and emotions. They have shape. They have form. They even have colour sometimes.’ She smiled shyly: ‘So I know you like me a lot.’


Pepillo blushed. 


‘But don’t worry.’ Tozi smiled again. ‘You’re my friend. I trust you. It would be rude of me to go around reading your thoughts all the time and I don’t – except maybe to help you when you’re struggling for a word in Nahuatl. Otherwise I don’t pry. I promise.’


‘Oh good.’ Pepillo laughed nervously. ‘That’s a relief!’ He lowered his voice: ‘I know you can make yourself invisible,’ he said, ‘because I saw you do it in Cholula, just for a moment, after we showed you Acopol’s head. It was amazing. You didn’t even have a shadow. You disappeared.’


‘Acopol took away my powers. When I saw he was really dead, that the lord called Alvarado had killed him, my powers came back.’


Although they were speaking Nahuatl and none of the Spaniards could understand them, Pepillo reduced his voice to a whisper. ‘How do you do it?’ he asked. ‘Make yourself invisible, I mean?’


‘There must be an intention,’ Tozi said. ‘If I want very much to be invisible, if I make that the whole focus of my being, it will happen. And I’ve got better at it, more able to manage it, with training and practice.’


‘But I can want to be invisible and it won’t happen for me,’ Pepillo objected. ‘No matter how much I want it or how hard I try. So why can you do it and I can’t? Where does your power come from?’ 


‘I never knew the answer to that,’ Tozi said, ‘until Acopol imprisoned me under the pyramid in Cholula. I met my mother there in a vision and she told me our magic came from the source of all created things and that it has flowed through the female line of my family for ten thousand years. And she told me something else …’ Tozi paused, looking suddenly frightened. ‘She told me it can be used for good or evil, to magnify darkness or light as we choose.’ She stuck out her stubborn lower lip. ‘I chose goodness. I chose light …’


Just then there came a commotion at the door of the dining chamber and a group of Mexica lords swept in, followed, without announcement, by Moctezuma himself. Seeing him, Cortés, dressed in a fine doublet and hose, at once stood up; soon all the Spaniards were on their feet. The two leaders then shook hands and Moctezuma’s steward Teudile announced, with Malinal translating, that presents would now be distributed to the tueles and to their Tlascalan and Texcocan tamanes. There was a buzz of conversation that fell to a hush as an army of servants entered and went around the tables, bestowing bundles of fine cotton clothing and two loads of cloaks on every common soldier – Spaniards and Indians alike, though the latter had been referred to by the demeaning word that meant ‘bearers’ – while each of the captains, Shikotenka amongst them, received gifts of heavy gold chains and three loads of cloaks of rich featherwork.


‘Moctezuma seems so gentle,’ Pepillo whispered to Tozi, ‘and so generous. A real prince! Seeing him like this it’s hard to believe all the stories of his cruelty.’


The corners of the girl’s mouth turned down in an expression of extreme displeasure. ‘I know the stories are true,’ Pepillo added hastily. ‘I’m just saying appearances can be deceptive.’


‘You should see him as I have seen him,’ Tozi said, ‘when he’s covered from head to foot in blood. Then he can’t disguise the monster he really is.’


After the presents were distributed, the Mexica ruler asked if all the Spaniards were brothers and vassals of that great king across the ocean of whom Cortés had informed him so often through messengers. 


‘They are indeed brothers in love and friendship,’ Cortés replied, ‘persons of distinction and servants of our great king and lord.’


Moctezuma then asked for the names of the principal Spanish captains and the positions they occupied in Cortés’s army, and one of the court artists, working with surprising accuracy and speed, made lifelike sketches of Cortés himself, Alvarado, Velázquez de Léon, Olid, Ordaz, Sandoval, Davila and others.


More pious speeches followed, in which Cortés explained that his lord, Don Carlos, Holy Roman Emperor and King of Spain, had sent him to this land with one purpose above all others, and that was to beg Moctezuma, about whom he knew everything, to become a Christian, so that his soul and those of all his vassals might be saved. In the coming days, he said, he would explain how this could be, and tell of the nature of the one true God, and how he should be worshipped, and also many other good things, excellent to know, which would profit Moctezuma and his people greatly.


When he had heard all this out, a grave expression on his face, Moctezuma rose and took Cortés by the hand and led him towards the adjoining audience chamber, beckoning Malinal. Cortés signalled for Pepillo to follow.


Other than that evasive movement of his eyes on the causeway that morning, Moctezuma had done nothing to suggest that the last time he’d met Malinal she had worn the paper garments of humiliation and he had held the obsidian knife of sacrifice in his hands. Indeed he honoured her – they all did! – by insisting on referring to Cortés not by his own name but as Malinche, literally ‘the master of Malinal’.


Cortés and Moctezuma were now seated face to face on the two imposing thrones at the centre of the great audience chamber. Malinal had drawn up a stool at Cortés’s knee, Pepillo stood to the side ready to assist her with the finer points of Castilian. As in the dining hall, torches made the room bright, and Malinal saw the faces of the two leaders clearly. Cortés’s expression was frank, eager, confident, formally respectful, yet with a thinly veiled element of challenge and mockery. Moctezuma, whose name actually meant ‘angry lord’, did indeed look serious and severe. When you probed deeper, however, his slippery eyes, a certain weakness of his chin and the faintest tremor of his upper lip gave the game away. Although he had grown used to holding the lives of millions in his hands, the Mexica leader was deeply unsure of himself. Cortés, who was an excellent reader of men, had understood this vulnerability before they’d ever met and would be poised to exploit it tonight in every way he could. 


‘Malinche,’ Moctezuma began, as though all the talk in the dining hall had never occurred, ‘if I begged you heretofore not to come to Tenochtitlan, it was because I and my people were afraid of you, for you frightened us with your wild beards, and brought animals that swallow men, and we believed you had descended from heaven, and could call down the lightning and thunder, striking dead whomever you pleased. So what say you, Malinche – are you a god or a man?’


‘I say what I have always said when your emissaries have asked me this question,’ Cortés replied. ‘I am a man of flesh and blood – as you are – and I serve my master Don Carlos, King of Spain, who reigns across the sea, of whom I spoke to you just now, and who is also a man of flesh and blood. It is he who has sent me to you.’


‘And this is the truth, Malinche? You are not deceiving me? You have not come down from heaven?’


‘I am not deceiving you, great Moctezuma. I am a man, mortal and substantial just as you are, and I have come here not from heaven but from a land called Spain that lies far away to the east, across the great ocean, in the direction of the rising sun.’


Moctezuma fell silent for a long while, his mobile, sensitive face seeming to reflect some inner turmoil. ‘According to our traditions and histories,’ he said eventually, ‘the father of our nation, the divine Quetzalcoatl, fled to a land across the ocean long ages ago when our people wickedly drove him out, but he promised that he or his descendants would one day return. In the meantime my ancestors and I have ruled unworthily in his name, but we have always held that Quetzalcoatl himself, or god-like men descended from him who would be armed as you are, white of skin as you are, bearded as you are, would come and conquer us here and be our lords and take us again as his vassals. If you say you are not a god then I believe you, but because of the place from which you claim to come, namely from where the sun rises, and the things you tell us of the great king who sent you here, I believe and am certain that he is our natural lord, especially as you say he already knows everything about us.’


‘Good,’ Cortés said to Malinal, when she and Pepillo had translated these words. ‘Let’s do everything we can to encourage this notion of his that King Carlos is the lord whose return they’ve been expecting. Even better, let’s see if we can get him to make some sort of formal statement swearing loyalty to the king, agreeing to be his vassal and accepting me as his envoy and representative here.’


‘When we were in Tlascala,’ Malinal remembered, ‘Teudile told us Moctezuma was ready to do that.’


‘I know, but I want to hear it from his own mouth in his own words. Go ahead and put the question to him. Ask him outright.’


Malinal’s mind worked quickly, finding the right form of words. ‘The lord Malinche,’ she said to Moctezuma in Nahuatl, ‘is happy you recognise his king as the natural lord of this land, descended from Quetzalcoatl with the divine right to rule here, and he asks for your formal pledge of vassalage to be given to him as deputy and envoy of his king.’


To her surprise Moctezuma immediately and easily – perhaps too easily – agreed. ‘Nothing could please me more,’ he told Cortés solemnly, ‘than to be the vassal of your great king across the ocean, as I have already sent to you several times to say. I pledge my fealty to him and accept you as his delegate. Be assured also that I and all my people will obey you and hold you as our lord in place of that great sovereign, and that in all the land that lies in my domain, you may command as you will, for you shall be obeyed, and all that we own is for you to dispose of as you choose. Thus you are in your own country and your own house.’


Cortés beamed with pleasure and exclaimed, ‘We’ve got him!’ as Malinal gave the translation. Seeing her moment, her heart beating fast, she added in Spanish: ‘Now would be the right time to urge the bastard to abandon the sacrifices he’s planning.’


Cortés’s face clouded over: ‘Don’t be a fool,’ he said. ‘That’ll push him too far and undo all the good we’ve just done ourselves. I’ve told you not to press me on this, Malinal.’ His expression changed again and he favoured Moctezuma with a smile. ‘I will talk to him about our faith, though, some soft words, just to plant the seed.’ He then launched into one of his familiar harangues about Christianity, in which, he said, as he had hinted earlier in the dining hall, it was his particular duty to instruct the Mexica leader. He hoped in due course, preferably sooner rather than later, that Moctezuma would come to understand and accept the doctrines of the only true religion on earth, and abandon his addiction to idols which were nothing more than manifestations of the devil and were leading him and all his people straight to hell. 


Malinal had noticed over the past months that once Cortés got launched on this subject he often went much further than other gentler souls would have wished or advised. The good Father Olmedo, for example, frequently urged him not to be overhasty in his efforts at conversion, and to avoid unnecessarily offending the Indians. None of the peoples they had encountered, even the compliant Totonacs, had liked it or remained calm when first told their cherished and revered gods were in fact demons, and there was no reason to suppose Moctezuma would be any different.


Since Cortés could expect the Mexica leader to be offended, perhaps even outraged by what he was saying, Malinal put very little of the homily about Christianity into Nahuatl. Aware that Pepillo was listening, and trusting he would keep this manipulation secret, she had Cortés say instead that he had seen the thousands of young girls imprisoned in the fattening pens around the sacred plaza, knew these were victims awaiting sacrifice to the demon Huitzilopochtli, and required not only that they be set free, but that from this day forth no further sacrifices should be carried out anywhere in the Mexica empire.


Now it was the turn of Moctezuma’s face to darken. ‘The lord Malinche goes too far,’ he said, ‘and touches on matters of which he has no right to speak.’


‘What’s he saying?’ Cortés asked. ‘He looks angry.’ 


‘He says you have no right to insult his gods.’


‘Tell him I do have that right! He just accepted he’s a vassal of the Spanish Crown. King Carlos absolutely requires his vassals in foreign lands to abjure the worship of devils and make good Christians of themselves!’


‘You have agreed,’ Malinal rebuked Moctezuma, ‘to be the vassal of that great lord of the land where the sun rises, King Carlos, who, like his ancestor the divine Quetzalcoatl, forbids and denounces the sacrifice of humans. The lord Malinche, whom you have promised to obey, reminds you that the divine Quetzalcoatl ordered the people of this land to sacrifice only fruits and flowers, and requires you to do the same.’


The Great Speaker’s expression was difficult to read. The anger was still there but something else had joined it as well. Could it be fear? Was it perhaps foreboding? Was it dismay? ‘I will consider what has been requested of me,’ he said, ‘and I will take counsel with my god, for I have not forgotten –’ and now, for the first time, Malinal felt Moctezuma’s eyes directly engage with hers – ‘that it was Hummingbird himself who ordered you freed from the altar of sacrifice when last we met.’ 


His eyes slid away from her again and settled back on Cortés. ‘The lord Malinche has suffered fatigue,’ he said, his voice oddly flat and with a new undertone of menace. ‘He has endured weariness, his journey has tired him. He should rest.’ Then, with a rustle of robes, he rose to his feet, gathered his dignity about him, and strode towards the door.


‘Oh dear,’ said Cortés with a contemptuous grin. ‘Have I offended the great Mucktey?’




Chapter Three


[image: Image Missing]


9 November 1519–12 November 1519 


The next morning, Monday 9 November, since Moctezuma had done him the honour of visiting him the day before, Cortés decided it would be appropriate to return the courtesy, and took a stroll across the sacred plaza to pay a call on Moctezuma. With him were his principal officers, Alvarado, Davila, Velázquez de Léon, Olid, Ordaz and Sandoval. The latter had been doing a captain’s work and accepting a captain’s responsibilities for months, but Cortés had only officially confirmed him in his new rank the previous evening. The solid and reliable Bernal Díaz, raised at the same time from ensign to lieutenant, was also in the party, together with Mibiercas and La Serna, both now ensigns. Lastly, for good measure, Cortés brought along his loyal sergeant García Brabo, Father Olmedo to represent the Church, Pepillo to take notes and assist with translation, and the indispensable Malinal, who shuddered visibly as their route took them past the fattening pen in the northwest corner of the plaza, where she and Tozi had been imprisoned, and thence past the northern stairway of the great pyramid, which she told him held terrible memories for her.


Moctezuma’s palace occupied the northeastern corner of the plaza and extended southward as far as the eastern gates. An edifice of enormous size, it covered a much larger ground area than the palace of Axayacatl in which the conquistadors were housed, rose to two storeys and was built of mixed blocks of alabaster, jasper and red-veined black marble, decorated with gigantic images of eagles and panthers carved in high relief. Over the centre of the entrance portico was a symbol of an eagle holding a panther in its claws – the personal arms or device, Malinal explained, of Moctezuma himself. Squads of Mexica knights clad once again as eagles and panthers, and wearing fearsome helmets of painted wood made to resemble the heads of those creatures, were on duty. 


It seemed the Spaniards were expected, for they were at once ushered inside and provided with an escort of four highborn officials dressed in white robes with scarlet and blue embroidery. These grandees then led them through a bewildering series of corridors, halls and gracious, verdant courtyards, open to the sky, in which crowds of nobles, minor chieftains and wealthy merchants loitered by bubbling fountains of crystal-clear water. Some, Malinal said, sought the favour of Moctezuma in legal judgments, others were here to petition for grants of land or commercial monopolies, and others waited patiently to conduct business with the many high state functionaries, government ministers, treasurers and accountants who had their seats here. Indeed, she explained, the sprawling ground floor of the palace was where all the administration of the empire was done, boasting more than a hundred large apartments serving as offices, but also chapels, kitchens, rooms for the families of senior staff, a vast armoury stocked with spears, bows and obsidian-edged wooden broadswords, and the studios of potters, goldsmiths, feather-workers and other craftsmen, whose responsibility it was to produce state regalia and furnishings. 
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