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Preface

Into the Heart of Legend

Some stories never die. You can burn the books that contain them, demolish the temples that sheltered them, erase the languages in which they were first whispered — and still they survive. They pass from mouth to mouth, from grandmother to grandchild, from one firelit evening to the next, carried by the human voice like seeds carried on the wind. The legends of Latin America are exactly that kind of story.

This collection invites you to cross an immense continent — from the windswept plains of the Venezuelan Llanos to the frozen peaks of the Andes, from the dark forests of the Yucatán to the sacred shores of Lake Titicaca, and all the way down to the ancient lands of Patagonia where the Mapuche people have listened to the wind since the beginning of time. Eleven stories, eleven peoples, eleven ways of understanding the world. The Maya, who saw in a single tree the axis of the entire universe. The Inca, who entrusted their gold to the spirits of mountains rather than their conquerors. The llaneros, who still fear, in the dead of night, the distant whistling of a cursed son. The Mapuche, who heard the voice of the gods in every gust of wind that swept down from the Andes.

These tales are not mere entertainment. They are maps of the human soul. Each one charts, for its people, an interior geography — their fears, their values, their beliefs about death and life, about justice and transgression, about the relationship between humanity and the natural world. Where a modern Westerner sees a river, the Mexican of folk tradition sees a living being, capricious and capable of carrying away children. Where a geologist sees a volcano, the descendant of the Aztecs sees a warrior in love, condemned by the gods to watch over the sleeping body of his princess for all eternity.

Latin America is a continent of mingling and layering. The Spanish and Portuguese conquistadors arrived in the fifteenth century carrying their saints, their swords, and their certainties — and they found a world already full of gods, legends, and millennia-old wisdom. From these encounters, sometimes violent, sometimes fertile, a new culture was born: hybrid and alive, belonging neither entirely to Europe nor entirely to the pre-Columbian peoples. The stories in this collection bear the marks of that complex history. You will encounter conquistadors blinded by greed, shamans who speak with spirits, creatures born from collective fear, and loves stretched across the borders of identity.

You will find here stories that make you shiver — El Silbón, the parricide condemned to wander the plains forever, or the Chupacabra, the nocturnal creature that drains the blood of livestock. You will also find stories that soothe — the Sacred Ceiba of the Maya, that world-tree whose roots connect the living with the dead, or the White Cadejo, the guardian dog that watches over travellers lost in the night. And you will find stories that make you think — Lake Titicaca born from human pride punished by the gods, or the Inca gold that the mountains agreed to keep because respect was worth more than wealth. And finally, from the far south, you will hear the Mapuche story of a young woman who learned to listen to the wind — and discovered that the earth itself had a voice.

These tales have been gathered, retold, and shaped with the constant concern of remaining faithful to their original spirit, while giving them the life and texture that every great story deserves. They do not claim to be exhaustive — Latin America is too vast, too diverse, too rich to be contained in eleven tales. They are, rather, a doorway, an invitation to travel.
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