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Foreword


[image: ]




WHEN SEAGOING EXPLORATION opened what we now call the Americas to European exploration and exploitation, there began a series of cultural collisions with whose consequences contemporary nations are still attempting to cope. As Jared Diamond’s work Guns, Germs and Steel eloquently explained, the assumed superiority of European culture to those varied first peoples they encountered (assumed by Europeans, at any rate) was more a result of accident than of causes that could be attributed to any innate qualities. For several centuries, however, the assumption of innate superiority remained Western cultural dogma. It was, as Napoleon characterized history, a tale told by the winner.

Uncontrolled and unexplained novelty is nearly always a source of astonishment, and often of fear. Our hominid reflexes of wariness and hostility all too frequently lead to violence before enlightenment, and to fear and hatred before love. Thus the history of European conquest of the Americas is replete with reports of conflict and murder on a mass scale. Ethics that might have held true within a culture easily broke down entirely when dealing with humans that were strange and foreign. The encounters between disparate cultures during the long European investigation and conquest of the Americas were generally ruthless struggles for power marked by prejudice and horrific violence. Yet oddly, despite extraordinary differences in language and custom, or of religious orientation and political organization, similarities between enemies continue to shine through the murk of mutual misunderstanding. 

First, the human imperatives of power and its justification strangely resemble one another in all hierarchical societies that feature élite leaders and mass followers. Further, the grander features of world landscapes, such as mountains and rivers, as well as the starry firmament above, have always generated varied interpretive theories of meaning, including religious ones. Though explanatory mythologies differed (and differ!), the practice of mythologizing, explaining through stories of mystery and heroism, is common to all cultures. These myths have been stored or recorded, and reinvented or brought back to life again and again, through varied techniques.

In the Western (as in Middle Eastern and European) tradition, myths were written on skins and paper in religious texts. Art, music and architecture also served to create concrete manifestations of belief for people to enjoy and share.  Throughout the Americas, indigenous technologies serving a similar purpose included magnificent feats of oral memory, explanatory carvings such as runes or totems, and rituals of song and dance. 

Western European written records included not only mythic stories of God or “the gods” in works such as The Bible and various historical and literary creations. Writing and mathematics also generated practical and legal representations of message and contract. In the cultures of the Americas, myths were committed to memory to be retold or resung to later generations, and were carved into statuary and reliefs to form their concrete representations. Among the Inca, unique in pre-Columbian America, the mysterious knotted khipus served (it is thought) as methods of accounting and reporting to help knit together their political and religious empire.

Both the practicalities and the symbolic messaging of dress, while demonstrating coherent categories within the separate cultures, must have appeared outrageous and mysterious to peoples who experienced one another as alien beings. The armored Europeans upon their great warhorses must have initially seemed fabled monsters to the natives of the Americas. The feathered and painted aboriginals must have looked like threatening, demonic creatures to the devoutly superstitious European newcomers. In Spanish encounters with the great Inca peoples (and the Aztec further to the north), the native exhibition of gold and silver ornament (especially the great ear lobe plugs of the nobility) spurred European envy and greed.

When Francisco Pizarro led his bandit army of amateur soldiers and Roman Catholic priests into Peru in 1532, he sought gold and conquest, and to enslave a kingdom to call his own. Despite the harrowing odds against him, he largely succeeded, due to a timely and fortuitous (for him) confluence of technological superiority (steel armor and weapons), and the biological intervention of European diseases (which had a catastrophic effect on the native populations). To these advantages he added his own duplicity and ruthless cunning. The Incas’ Tawantinsuyu (‘land of the four quarters’) was a magnificent empire (millions of people in confederated tribes, connected by roughly 25,000 miles of stone-paved roads and a sophisticated communications network, and further bound together through military and religious authority under Inca rule). Within a few short years it was reduced to a crumbling ruin. What remained was a depleted population of enslaved natives and a merciless colonial government bent on exploiting any wealth that could be extracted from what remained.

But what of human exemplars of understanding, of tolerance, and of mutual exploration of the other? How might strangers from alien and sometimes enemy cultures (but strangers of courage and predominantly good will) each seek to reconcile their differences sufficiently to discover what is admirable, wonderful and trustworthy about the other? Are love and friendship the same to all, whatever their cultures, their languages, or the colors of their skin? What if there had been a few courageous individuals from both cultures, men and women whose encounters encouraged them to meet, communicate, and engender good will, and finally love one another? Within a historical framework whose general events are well recorded and largely understood, that is a story this novel attempts to tell.

Although the major events of the tale adhere reasonably to the historical and archeological record surrounding the Spanish invasion of Peru, the author has taken the odd liberty, adjusting minor facts to push the story forward. Many of the historical figures have been well described in history, and much is known of their motivations and actions. Among the Incas, for example, Atahualpa, Huascar, Challcuchima, Quisquis, Ruminahui, Villac Umu and Felipillo are known to have lived and to have committed many of the acts found herein. By contrast, the characters from Patallacta (Sunfeather, Takro, Lekora, Sumaq, Quntur, etc.), as well as Nascani in Cuzco are inventions of the author. Most of the Spaniards of the expedition are historical people, but there was never a Juan Barnabas (though perhaps there should have been), and the minor characters who are soldiers of the expedition including Zarate are also fictitious. Further, these characterizations have been stretched or molded for dramatic purposes. 

None of the relatively contemporary characters have any reality whatsoever. But the accepted ‘truth’ that the Spanish never discovered Machu Picchu until the American Hiram Bingham rediscovered it in 1912 created an interesting vacuum around which the author believed a story might be constructed. And so you have the fictional discovery of a previously unknown tomb, revealed through the accident of a minor earthquake. Besides, given the very recent detection and subsequent investigation of the ‘lost city of the monkey god’ in Honduras, who knows what remains to be found in Peru and elsewhere? (See Douglas Preston’s Lost City of the Monkey God, published by Grand Central Publishing.)

Further to these narrative embellishments, there are likely a few diversions from timeline or geographical exactitude that a reader more conversant with history or geography than this author might observe, but once again, such changes were made for ease of plotting and to enable the dramatic flow.

Orthography of Quechua words and phrases often exhibits considerable variety. Such variations are common when two unfamiliar languages meet and one is transformed into the other’s writing. Thus in some Inca histories one frequently finds ‘viracocha’ instead of ‘wiraqucha,’ or ‘Mama Quilla’ in place of ‘Mama Killa.’ The author has made every effort to select one specific form for each Quechua term or name, and to remain consistent throughout the text. The reader will have to forgive any lapses in this principle that the author or his editor might have missed.

Finally, the author owes a debt to Julian Jaynes, founder of the theory of the bicameral origin of consciousness, for the presentation of the possibilities of hallucinatory communication with the Inca gods, including with the deceased and mummified Sapa Incas.
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Main Characters
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The Incas

––––––––
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EMPEROR HUAYNA CAPAC -father of Huascar and Atahualpa, the half-brothers

who would compete for control of the empire upon the death of their 

father in 1527, a death widely attributed to smallpox

Huascar -Huayna Capac’s legitimate son by his first wife

Atahualpa -Huayna Capac’s bastard son by a favorite concubine

Ocllo -Atahualpa’s legitimate wife

Manco Capac -Huascar’s younger brother, later supported by Pizarro to become       a puppet Inca

Villac Umu -chief priest of the Inca religious apparatus, responsible for         overseeing major festivals, interpreting auspices, and supporting the Sapa       Inca

Quisquis and Ruminahui -senior generals of the Inca army who throw their

loyalty to Atahualpa

Challcuchima -a younger general loyal to Atahualpa, known for

his cruelty and ruthlessness; he carried out the capture and execution of

Huascar, enabling Atahualpa to usurp the role of Sapa Inca

Sunfeather -a young Inca male from a provincial village; he

becomes a Spanish prisoner after the massacre at Cajamarca

Alima-Sunfeather’s sister in Patallacta, their village

Songbird -Alima’s friend, another young woman

Sumaq -Sunfeather’s father, an old Inca warrior and karaka (chief) of         Patallacta

Takro-Sunfeather’s friend, Songbird’s brother, initial suitor to Lekora

Lekora -an Inca girl taken from Patallacta to become an aclla or chosen woman

in the empire’s capital city, Cuzco

Nascani -a senior aclla called a mamacona who is Lekora’s superior and mentor

Atoc -a chaski who chooses to serve Atahualpa

Felipillo -a young Inca kidnapped by the Spanish on a  previous voyage and used       by Pizarro, when judged appropriate, as an interpreter

––––––––
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The Spaniards

FRANCISCO PIZARRO -Spanish conquistador who once accompanied

Balboa to locate the Great South Sea, later known as the Pacific Ocean;

he, along with Almagro, organized the invasion of Peru in 1532

Juan Barnabas -a young Spaniard recruited by Pizarro to serve as

amanuensis and bookkeeper, as well as a more reliable interpreter than

Felipillo

Fra Alejandro -a senior brother at the abbey in Spain where Juan received his       education; he is also Pizarro’s cousin

Almagro -Pizarro’s business partner and fellow conquistador

Hernando de Soto -a professional soldier, Pizarro’s second in command

De Candia -a Venetian mercenary who is expert in gunnery

Miguel d’Estete -an official working directly for the king of Spain, charged with       ensuring that the crown receive its ‘fifth’ of any booty

Hernando, Gonzalo,

and Juan Pizarro -Francisco’s younger brothers, part of the expeditionary force

Fras Valverde and Da Nizza -two Roman Catholic brothers taken along with the

express purpose of converting natives to Christianity

Martin, De Muguer, Rodas,

Zarate and Others -volunteer soldiers recruited by Pizarro for the expedition,       lured by promises of wealth and empire

––––––––

[image: ]


Contemporary Characters

JANET MYERS -a doctoral student in archeology from UCLA

Dr. Eleanor Maxwell -head of the initial archeological investigations

into the previously unknown tomb on Machu Picchu

Dr. Dave Grant -Australian archeologist specializing in dating

rock art, now working with Eleanor

Various Peruvian officials
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Prologue: Machu Picchu
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May 24, 2018

IT’S TOO DAMNED DARK, Janet thought. She felt her heart tapping and jumping beneath her fleecy as she followed the other two, stepping carefully along the uneven surface of the rocky trail. She had promised herself that she wouldn’t be nervous, but it was only her second time on the mountain at night. In daylight she had seen the dizzying drops off some of the paths. And even after two weeks in the Sacred Valley she still found herself slightly out of breath in the high, thin air. More than once since her arrival in Peru she had dreamed of falling, nightmares of tumbling into a dark unknown, only to waken, breathless and disoriented in her tiny bachelor apartment. 

Dave and Eleanor were only steps ahead of her, and all three of them carried heavy duty flashlights (their other tools were strapped to their backs), but their beams seemed to evaporate into the blackness like steam into sunshine. That’s the trouble with working here. When the site of your investigations is a World Heritage Site poster child for an ancient culture, it’s crowded with tourists from sunup to sunset. The only time left to work is at night. God forbid that anyone should disturb the tourists! She sighed inwardly. At least we have the cooperation of the authorities. I wonder why their guide didn’t come tonight... 

Peruvian authorities had hired a cheerless local called Manco (named after one of the last Inca emperors) to assist them, as needed. But he was prone to unpronounceable family emergencies or religious festivals, most of which involved copious numbers of pisco sours, and as often as not, he failed to turn up when expected.

Dr. Dave Grant, the archeological supervisor on the path ahead, stopped and played his light back toward her. She blinked. “You coming?” he asked in his twangy Aussie accent. ‘Dive’ she had heard the first time they were introduced, as if she had mistakenly signed up for some scuba diving excursion. She had chuckled, and he had smiled good-naturedly. Smiling seemed to come naturally to him, a reflex expression to whoever he met or whatever was happening. Now looking at his ghostly profile behind the flashlight, she took a deep breath and nodded. He grinned at her from under his thatch of reddish brown hair. 

“Watch your step at this corner coming up,” he told her. “It’s a bit of a precarious spot. Once we’re around it we’ll be at our site within only a minute or two.” He turned and resumed his careful pace, directing his beam onto the surface before him. 

Once more Janet reminded herself not to be nervous. She aimed her flashlight at his retreating back and stepped to follow. A moment later he disappeared around a rocky outcrop. Janet slowed, directing her torchlight onto the corner path, which was less than a yard wide. On one side a rocky slope extended upward; on the other was only blackness. A whiff of moist air rose from the void, a scent of growing things. A large moth fluttered into view and bumped softly against the flashlight lens. Brushing it away with her free hand, she took a deep breath, and moved ahead, slipping carefully around the corner, touching the rocky slope beside her for reassurance more than for support. Ahead of her she could just make out the other two, their lights bobbing with their uneven footsteps.

Less than a minute later a great construction lamp mounted on a tripod snapped on, illuminating an uneven cleared area of the mountainside, perhaps 200 feet long and thirty or forty feet wide. Dr. Eleanor Maxwell, the research director on this project and one of the world’s foremost experts in pre-Columbian archeology, stood beside the lamp, slipping out of her pack. Then Dave appeared, like a magician’s effect, as he switched a second halogen on. The two lamps bathed the ground in a freaky, orange light, turning greys into tans, and greens a nondescript shade of yellow. Janet stepped into the irregular oval of light to join them.

“This is it,” Dr. Maxwell said softly, pointing at the rocky wall. “This whole area of the slope, as well as this clearing, was covered with jungle only a week ago.” She pointed at a pile of slash at the far end of the clearing. 

“It was five days with axe, chainsaw, and shovel to clear that all away,” Dave griped. But only seconds later he was grinning again.

“If it hadn’t been for that minor quake eleven or twelve days ago, we might never have found it,” Eleanor commented.

“Found what?” Janet asked, her own voice spooky even to herself in the emptiness. Dave straightened up from wrestling with some bungee cords on his pack, now holding a short spade, and a small brush between two fingers along with his flashlight.

“There, behind what appears to be the mountain wall,” he said, pointing at a shadowy crack with his flashlight. “It’s a cave.”

The three of them moved closer. A flash of movement startled Janet, as a disturbed gecko rustled along the wall’s surface and disappeared into a crack. 

Dr. Maxwell turned to Janet and said, “The whole thing was cunningly disguised. Behind the uneven rock and soil are fitted stones, and there are four small, nearly identical windows leading into the hollow behind. They’re too small for any of us to climb through—you’ll see—so we shall have to remove part of the stone wall—very carefully.”

Janet felt a quiver of excitement. She was a senior grad student, here for a summer stint from her sessional teaching post at UCLA’s Department of Archeology and a break from her classwork for her doctoral degree. She could hardly wait to see the document on her office wall: Janet Myers, PhD. But there was still plenty of work remaining before that dream would become a reality. 

This area of academia was a tough business, she had decided. In her university department alone there were several dozen grad students, each eager to stand out in some fashion that might guarantee a fast track to employment. Over the past two years she had learned that the need for making that kind of individual mark is easier to recognize than to accomplish.

But only three weeks ago Janet had seen the hastily pinned up sheet of foolscap on the bulletin board beside their coffee room: Required—volunteer archeology assistant for six week stint in Peru. Travel and board provided. There will be a small honorarium at the end of the job. Contact Dr. Eleanor Maxwell at emaxwell@ucla.edu/arch or call (976) 381-9942 ext. 43. Why not? I might find my destiny, she had laughingly thought. Now, after only two weeks on the ground in the Peruvian highlands and at Machu Picchu, they were about to open a previously undiscovered chamber. How could it have been missed? she wondered.

Stuck for an available researcher on short notice, when the small earthquake had revealed some “interesting rockwork” on the slope of Machu Picchu well below the Temple of the Condor, the Peruvian Ministerio de Cultura had offered Dr. Maxwell, whom he knew to be visiting Peru, the opportunity to investigate. Apparently the ministry officials had not anticipated much more than a collapsed terrace. But curious by nature and fascinated by Inca culture, Eleanor Maxwell had immediately accepted. Dave, whose speciality was the dating of rock art, had cheerfully accepted the invitation to join her, arriving mere days later after a hasty flight from Sydney. There he had been enjoying several months’ leave from a sessional position at the University of Queensland. Now, somehow touched by the hand of fate (if you believed in that sort of thing), Janet Peterson had completed the foreign team.

The three of them gathered around what appeared to be a more or less square opening about eighteen inches on a side. Dave whisked away a few pebbles jammed along the opening’s edge, then shone his light within.

“There are some shapes in there, but I can’t quite make them out. I think my flashlight battery is going.” He shook the flashlight, which glowed feebly. “Pink bunny, indeed! You try,” he said to Janet.

She stretched up onto her toes and aimed her lamp into the opening, her head just beside it. I should have brought my headlamp, she thought, visualizing the moment when she had set it down beside the empty takeout pizza box in her cramped rental room in Aguas Calientes, the town near the base of the mountain. She squinted into the hole and adjusted the angle of her light. A window into the past, she thought, smiling. Then she gasped.

“What is it?” Dr. Maxwell asked sharply.

“I think I see a body, or something like it. And it has a weird hat of some sort.”

She played her light a little to the left. “There’s another one,” she added.

“Let me see,” Dr. Maxwell said. 

Janet moved to the side, but kept the light shining steadily along the axis it had been on.

Eleanor stared through the opening. After a moment, she said, “We have to get in there. Dave, can we move one or two of the stones below or beside the opening without dislodging more rock from above?” Then she added, “Would the space be large enough for one of us women to get through?”

It was an apt question. Compared to the women, Dave was a near giant of a man, 6’6” in his socks. He grinned grudgingly in the glare of the lamps, the halogen yellowing his teeth unnaturally. It’s not always a benefit to be so large, he thought. “Let’s see,” he said.

With the spade, Dave carefully probed a crack between two blocks beside the window. He pried very slightly, a gentle rocking motion, feeling the resistance of the rock under the weight from above. 

“Help me here,” he said to Janet, as he took out his whisk once more. Cautiously, the two of them began to brush away the pebbles and soil adhering to the stone wall above the opening. Dave tugged a root to the side and snipped it off with a small shears from his belt. After about ten minutes’ work, it became apparent that the window was capped by a long lintel rock that extended to each side about one and a half feet.

“It looks like we can remove one of the rocks from beside this end window,” said Dave. “That lintel rock should hold enough to allow you to get through,” he said to Janet, who was a diminutive 5’1”. 

Eleanor grimaced slightly, but she was a tall, angular woman, about 5’8”. If anyone was to be first inside, whatever her own preferences, it would have to be Janet. “Let’s try it,” she said. She moved off to one side and began to finger some notes into her smart phone while the others worked. Then she brought a small sieve over to sift the material from beside the stone they were working on. One never knew what might be found in such detritus.

With a small pry bar from his construction belt, Dave continued to worry gently at the block, which was about fourteen inches long and perhaps eighteen inches high, and Janet whisked away sand and grit with a soft brush. After about 45 minutes of careful excavation, they heard the scrape of the rock’s movement. With another ten or twelve minutes of careful tugging and levering, the rock finally began to slide out of its cavity with a harsh grinding sound.

“Watch it!” Dave said, and Janet stepped aside as the stone thumped down onto the surface of the ground beside them.

“Here, use Eleanor’s headlamp,” Dave said. He turned to where Eleanor was holding it out to him, handed it to Janet, and helped her fasten it securely around her forehead. He depressed its switch, and immediately its beam cut away into the darkness.

Janet turned, directing the lamp toward the new opening, and stepped up onto the recently dislodged stone. “Give me a leg up,” she said. Interlinking his fingers, Dave made a stirrup with his hands, and she stepped into it. She gave a cautious glance at the lintel rock, which remained unmoving. “Solid as the centuries,” she thought. She ran her hand over the base of the opening, a smooth, level surface, slightly gritty, but scraped more or less clean by the rock they had removed. Curling the fingers of her right hand over the rear of the stone at the base of the expanded opening, she pulled her head and shoulders into the hole. It was a squeeze, but it was manageable. “Now, give me a bit of a boost,” she said. Dave gave a grunt as he lifted her up and inwards. She felt her pelvis catch momentarily on one side as her weight slid along the rock; then the edge of her hip slipped through and she felt herself moving inward, into the darkness. Her hands flailed momentarily downward, and as her torso dipped toward the interior floor she probed clumsily for the surface below. Almost at once, she felt a dusty rock floor, her hands accepted her weight, and she slithered forward, dropping a couple of feet into the cave’s interior with a bit of a wheeze. A soft explosion of fine dust from her landing floated around her. Gathering her breath, she lifted her head, and blinking in her headlamp’s reflected light, looked around as the dust settled.

The cave was a low chamber, ceilinged by an outcrop of granite that sloped gradually toward the floor away from the opening she had just entered. Against the back wall about eighteen feet away sat four unmoving figures. Skulls grinned at her above the stained wrappings that wound heavily around the bodies.

“What do you see?” called Dr. Maxwell from the opening. But totally rapt at the sight of the figures before her, Janet did not reply. The four bodies were wrapped in cloth that might once have been red, perhaps patterned. At the legs’ extremities were remnants of what appeared to have been sandals. 

The figure at the right hand end was the one she had seen from the window before they started the excavation. It seemed to have its arm around the shoulder of the slightly smaller figure beside it. Surrounding its waist was a leather belt, crusted and fragile, with a metal buckle. On the figure’s head was the weird hat. She recognized it immediately as the helmet of a Spanish conquistador!

“You’re not going to believe this,” she finally called to the others. “We’ve found ourselves a Spaniard.”

“What?!” Eleanor said sharply. Prevailing wisdom had always held that the Spanish conquerors under Pizarro and his successors had never found Machu Picchu, that it had remained hidden away in the cloud forest for hundreds of years until Hiram Bingham ‘discovered’ it in the early twentieth century.

But Janet did not elaborate. “Shine another light in here,” she called. 

There was a rustle of movement outside. A moment later another flashlight beam added its illumination from the next window to the left. Lifting and placing her hands and knees with an unaccustomed precision, Janet moved toward the figure in question, playing her headlamp over its form. On its chest something glinted. She squinted in the uneven light at a tarnished figurine, a tiny Jesus in agony on his cross. She felt the evocative whispers of history, mystery and belief.

Here she was, more than a thousand miles from home inside a foreign mountain, under an abandoned city situated “half way to heaven,” she had once thought, sharing the space with human remains—living people once—that were at least several centuries old! She felt a wash of emotion, a thrill of place and event.

She looked at the mystery figures again. I wonder how you got here, she thought.
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Chapter One. Holy Sunrise
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Peru, 1527 a.d.

THE BOY OPENED HIS eyes. In the dim, pre-morning light he could barely sense his surroundings.

The small fire from the night before still smoked lightly, but there was no flame, only the scent of pine from the few scrub branches he had used to cook last night’s meal—guinea pig and quinoa with a few wild onions.

He took a tentative breath. Although he remained curled beneath his thick woolen blanket, he could feel the coldness in the air and the mist of his own breath on his cheek.

He threw the blanket back and pushed himself to his feet. He stretched, arms overhead and then, for warmth, slapped them across his chest, which was covered only by a thin tunic of llama wool. He shivered a moment, then pumped both his legs and arms to warm himself. It is not that cold, he told himself. Still, he reached for his brightly colored robe lying on a flat stone a few feet away, one his sister had woven for him of heavier wool, and whose pattern identified their tribe. He bundled it around himself gratefully and looked around. The light was very gradually brightening, a phenomenon he greeted daily with hope and happiness. Light for sight, light for warmth, light for life, he thought. Inti is light, he whispered in his imagined voice, for Inti is the sun!

From his lean-to campsite on the alpine slope he could just make out the jumbled shadow of the mountains to the east beneath the wakening sky. Still shivering, he slipped into his sandals and felt his way downslope a few hundred feet or so to where a stone-flagged road, not much more than a path, really, skirted a promontory overlooking the valley below. He tugged aside his robe and voided urine onto the thin grass, every so often looking about him.

Above, on the meadow, were six llamas, his responsibility. He felt the importance of their lives almost as part of himself, for besides belonging to the Sapa Inca, due to the god-sovereign’s royal generosity they provided important riches to his family and to the village. The boy’s thick warm blanket and robe were woven from llama wool, the animals would carry heavy loads without much complaint, and the beast's meat and milk were valuable foodstuffs. 

Four of the boy’s animals were still asleep, kneeling in the grass. Of the other two, he could just make out in the dimness a baby llama (a cria) aggressively suckling at his mother's teat as she bent her head to crop a mouthful of greenery. In the otherwise silent morning the sound of her chewing was familiar and reassuring.

He nodded, content that his charges were safe and quiet. Then he moved a few dozen paces down the road to where a large boulder shouldered its outer surface above the valley, affording a fine prospect of the silhouetted eastern mountains, a rim fanged like the jaws of the world, where a small spangle of sunlight leaked between two peaks. There, above the home of the apus (the mountain guardians of the upper world), the god would appear!

Clasping the rock’s angular planes with his fingers and scrabbling for purchase on the rock’s fractured surface with his sandals, the boy clambered onto its level upper surface to watch the sunrise, which began to boil like molten gold along the mountains' silhouette, an irregular fluidity as if the very mountain tops were bleeding fire. He stared at the phenomenon, rapt, alert yet entranced, devout. He stood, shivered once more in the bracing air, and then facing the advancing light with reverence, opened his arms wide. 

As if answering his welcome, a brilliant swath of sunlight began slowly to bathe him, from the dense, black-haired crown of his head, past his squinting eyes, down his face and neck, over his tunic, and moment by slow moment, down his legs. He felt the growing radiant warmth in his young muscles, and he stretched again. Then, he opened his eyes wider, but it was becoming more and more difficult to stare into the growing brightness, and he looked briefly away as he recited his prayer to the sun: "Oh, Inti, god and ruler of all life, bless the day with the power and goodness of your being,” and he seemed to hear the god blessing him in soft Quechua syllables. He smiled in gratitude and devotion. 

Once more he looked toward the rising sun, the rising god, a full third of its glowing orb now surging above the eastern peaks. He wondered whether or not this magnificent god slept when it allowed the darkness to fold its heavy cloak over the world. He wondered briefly in a fit of absurd vanity whether or not the god knew him, Sunfeather, a single boy among the many to whom the gods spoke within the vast Inca dominions. "How many?" he thought. A youngster who had never been further than four or five miles from his village could not have known that he was one of millions in an empire two and a half thousand miles long.

The shadowy valley below was beginning to reveal its details in the growing light. He could hear the faint rushing sound of the great Urubamba River snaking far below the mountain ridge, a soft susurration rising into his consciousness. Then from the shadowy distance came the sound of the horn, the familiar bleat alerting anyone along the road of the approach of the messenger runner, the chaski. 

No one must impede the chaskis! These were the honored young men whose messages wove the empire together. The multi-knotted khipu cords that they wore or carried held the code that reported everything to the Inca, from the number of bales of llama wool in Jauja to the expected corn harvest south of Lake Titicaca, from the duck populations harvested on the coastal migration routes to the number of new human births among the tribes of the Antisuyu. Everything of importance—reports of building progress, essential commands, observations of new phenomena (including astronomical events), and warnings of unusual threats to the state—everything was in the reports of the chaskis.

The boy looked expectantly toward the direction of the sound. Moments later another lanky young man appeared around a rocky outcrop, running at a comfortable yet swift lope toward him. From the color of his headband he appeared to be from the South. He carried his shell trumpet in his left hand, leaving his right free to protect himself from any fall. Attached to a cloth belt around his tunic was his multi-stranded khipu, his mnemonic message aid. Sunfeather stared, goggle-eyed.

"What news is there?" the boy thought, but inhibited by his shyness he knew he could not ask. For a moment he imagined himself running alongside the man as if they were comrades, asking him, "What is your errand? What do you have for our Inca, the god?" Then he pictured himself as the messenger, the critical runner, the carrier of important information. It gave him an uplifting feeling, an imagined pride of importance.

The runner glanced at the boy as he passed, a look of alert pleasure, a kind of non-verbal greeting to which the boy nodded. The boy could hear the heavy exhalations of the runner's rhythmic breaths and the slap of the man's sandals on the smooth paving stones. He caught a whiff of sweat. Then the man was past, descending the sloping path in a series of graceful bounds and disappearing from sight around a great boulder.

The boy gazed further down the ridge, where the expanding sunlight now illuminated a more distant segment of the road. There, seconds later, the runner reappeared, already smaller in the increasing distance, heading directly for a stone staircase that curved once more upward and out of sight. The boy sighed momentarily, a breath of admiration and minor envy. He knew (or thought he knew) the importance of these runners. They were the holy Inca's messengers, the messengers of Inti, the sun!

When he was sure he would not see the messenger again, he turned once more and began to trudge back up the slope to his camp. Then, as if inspired by the surging sunlight and the example of the god emperor's runner, he raced up the slope, pumping his arms vigorously. With a frightened bleat the llama cria started and its mother backed away as the boy skidded to a stop in the dewy grass.

He paused by the ashen remnants of his campfire. He bent and pulled a handful of rich grass, a soft tearing sound in the morning air. He moved slowly to the llama mother and offered it. The llama bent its head forward, grasped the grass in its nimble jaws and began to chew methodically, and the cria resumed suckling. The boy smiled. Then he turned to find his breakfast.

Fully visible now to the east, the sun seemed to exhale its brilliance over the morning. Somewhere a bird began to trill.

Later that morning, not more than three leagues away, the village of Patallacta became the surprise setting for an imperial visit. An hour or so before the Inti reached his zenith, a little girl who had been playing at a small waterfall outside the village came running down the roadway to a garden on the outskirts where her mother was busily weeding. She tugged on her mother’s sleeve, spilled out a few breathless phrases, tugged again, and pointed back up the road.

The mother straightened and peered where the girl was pointing. Then she dropped her wooden hoe, turned, and hastened back into the village, calling loudly, “Karaka! Karaka!”

A tall, muscular man emerged from one of the cottages. He was head man of a hundred families, and as such wore a brightly colored tunic and a headband adorned with two green feathers to indicate his status. His responsibility diverged in two directions. He was obliged by law and custom to care for the people of the village by organizing their communal labors, distributing tools, cloth and foodstuffs, and adjudicating any disputes. But he was also required by higher authorities within the Inca governing hierarchy to ensure production of necessary commodities for regional warehouses and distribution centers, as well as to organize labor for larger Inca projects such as construction of roads and bridges, to provide young men for the Inca armies (when needed) and to coordinate Inca religious festivals that served to reinforce Inca ideology and Inca rule. 

He looked toward the woman. She rushed panting toward him and muttered a few words, also pointing back the way she had come.

“Solpayki!” he said in a serious voice. “Thank you.” He turned toward the village and called out a number of urgent commands. Only moments later a strange procession trooped into the village.

First among them were four Inca warriors. Two carried clubs featuring handles of heavy dark wood and star-shaped copper heads. The two behind them held a long spear each. The men’s heads remained pointed straight ahead, but an astute observer would have noted how their eyes roamed from side to side ahead of them, taking in the details of everything before them.

Behind the warriors were two palanquins, each carried by eight muscular men, bearers who had trained from adolescence for this task.

The bearers are from the South, thought the karaka, as he watched the litters arrive, noting the characteristic patterns on the tunics of the men. The officials inside are from the capital!

Following the palanquins on foot were two Incas in the garb of the religious elite, identifiable by the golden chains they wore round their necks and the short copper staff decorated with feathers that each carried in his left hand.

One of the front warriors called out a few guttural phrases, and in synchronized timing, the bearers came to a gentle halt, setting the litters down softly onto their short legs. For fifteen long seconds nothing moved. Then a manicured hand swept open the curtain on the front litter. A richly dressed gentleman stepped out and raised himself to his full height. His ear lobes featured large golden plugs, a heavy gold chain of office hung round his neck. He wore a spectacular headdress of the feathers of jungle birds, and on his feet were gold-studded sandals.

The karaka moved quickly toward the man, who was joined by an equally impressive official from the second palanquin. The karaka knelt in deference to their high status, but the taller of the two men touched his shoulder, murmuring in Quechua, “Rise, rise.”

“May Inti welcome you to Patallacta and bless our labors,” the karaka said. The Inca official merely smiled. The karaka got to his feet, and eyes still lowered, said, “May we offer you chicha, and a place to refresh yourselves?”

“Alas, we face further travel this afternoon,” the other replied, looking around the village with interest. “Although two chaskis will arrive later, within a moon, I should think, to inventory the village production of cloth and other goods, our errand is rather different, briefer, but in some ways more pleasurable.” He gave an enigmatic smile.

“However we may be of service,” the karaka stated, bowing slightly as he did so.

“The acllahuasi in the capital seeks replacement women of suitable age. Tell me, has there been any unusual illness in the village of late?”

As he said this, the two religious figures joined their party. The karaka began to feel even more intimidated, and he felt a stab of worry. “Two or three of the younger women are currently suffering a fever, but I have no reason to think these occurrences in any way ‘unusual’.”

One of the priests muttered something to his companion with a small scowl. However, the main official continued to smile. Then he said, “We would like to see the healthy young women of the village. Please gather them for us. We will wait under that tree yonder,” and he pointed to a large pepper tree that grew near a small fish pond in the square.

“It shall be as you wish,” the karaka responded. He turned to where two of his own associates had arrived behind him. “We have all heard the commands from our lord. Naros, gather the young women from the upper town; Braca, assemble those from the lower. The women are to wear their most elegant clothing and to arrange their hair. See to it.” Then turning to the Inca, he stated, “They will be here before the sun reaches yonder peak.” He pointed.

“We will relax in the shade,” the man replied. “And I think we will enjoy some chicha,” he said. Without waiting for a reply, he turned and led his entourage toward the pepper tree. The bearers stood stoically, waiting beside the litters.

The karaka turned to another laborer from the village who was staring goggle-eyed at the new comers. “Torpan, bring chicha for our guests.” The man gave a half bow and hurried away toward the community storehouse and brewery. In less than two minutes he returned with several gourd cups on a copper tray and a wooden pitcher with a slather of foam creeping over its brim. He carried this burden to the pepper tree, and taking care not to spill, poured three measures of foamy corn beer into the cups, extending them to the karaka and his guests. Neither the priests nor the warriors showed any interest in the drinks. The warriors sat cross-legged in the sun a few dozen feet away, and the priests stood watchfully behind the two lords, who seemed serene and comfortable on cushions the karaka had thoughtfully provided.

Within the allotted time about a dozen maidens arrived in the square, resplendent in colorful gowns. They stood, heads lowered respectfully, as the two Inca lords stared at them from where they reclined. Inti glowed beneficially above, and two or three song birds twittered in the pepper tree.

“These girls are startlingly lovely,” one of the priest’s whispered into the ear of the main lord. 

The lord pointed to one of them, a girl with high cheekbones and almond eyes, lips that had been reddened slightly with cochineal, and eyelids subtly darkened with fine ash. “Step forward,” he said, and eyes lowered, she complied. “You will be one. What is your name, girl?”

“Lekora,” she said. 

The girl felt her heart thudding within her chest, a sudden thrill of possibility. All of the girls of the villages throughout the empire were informed when they reached puberty that at one time or another Inca lords might come to their homes to claim them to become virgins of the sun, exemplars of feminine grace and beauty, young women to be trained and refined as wives or companions of Inca lords, and as practitioners of the female arts involved in the Inca religion, particularly observances to do with the moon goddess, Mama Killa.

“You know what is being demanded of you?” the lord asked.

“I believe so, my lord.”

“Are any of your friends absent?”

“My friend Songbird has a fever, my lord,” she said.

“Where?”

Without yet looking him in the eye, she pointed to a stone cottage a few dozen yards away. “There,” she said.

With a short jerk of his head, the lord indicated to his companion to investigate. Setting his cup aside, the second lord rose to his feet and trotted softly to the cottage entry, tapped on the lintel with his stick, and disappeared inside. Only moments later he re-emerged, and catching the main lord’s eye, shook his head.

The lord got to his feet and said to the priests, “Lekora, and the two from the end there.” He pointed. “Arrange for their departure for Cuzco, and rejoin us on the road.”

The two priests bowed their agreement. The lords strode back to their litters, climbed inside, and within moments were on their way back out of the village.

Lekora felt a fluttering within her, an unexpected joy blended with a nervous uncertainty. She thought very briefly of Takro, a young man whose interest in her she had both encouraged and repelled with that curious unconscious strategy young women often employ to explore their own erotic power without risking unwanted entanglement. Then, looking at the opulence of the visiting delegation, she dismissed his image. She was already imagining the capital!

The karaka indicated that the other two chosen should join her. He waved the remainder away, most of them clearly crestfallen. 

“Get your mothers,” he said to the three chosen. “You will say your farewells within the half hour. Then you will accompany these men,” he said, indicating the priests.
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Chapter Two. Escape into the World
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ANOTHER YOUNGSTER, half a world away, looked up from his writing slate. He, too, was brown-skinned, tanned dark by the relentless Spanish sun. It was hot this time of year in Extremadura province. Heavy black hair hung over the boy’s forehead in a ragged bang, and he pushed it away from his eyes in a gesture of mild impatience. He looked sharply once more down at his letters. On the slate in rough chalk was spelled "San Juan," and beneath it in smaller letters, “Barnabas.”

The boy smiled to himself. He knew if Brother Alejandro saw what he had written he would be punished. The brother had more than once criticized Juan for his pride and willfulness (and sometimes such criticism came with an open-handed blow to the side of the head). What could be more proud than to call oneself after a saint? But Juan knew that there had been a saint called Juan and another holy man named Barnabas, although he was still uncertain as to who these men had been, or why they were holy. But the words themselves reminded him of the smell of candle wax, and of the colors spilling onto the altar through the only stained glass window in the chapel, and of the echoey sound of the monks chanting the liturgy in the choir. All these comforted him. Perhaps thus he wished to find comfort within himself, within his own name. He smiled again, but rubbed out what he had written with his woolen sleeve.

Pausing, he looked around, where half a dozen other boys on benches before three rough wooden tables were puzzling seriously at their own slates, scratching their symbols and figures. They were meant to be working with numbers, he knew, and he imagined his closest friend Manuel on the bench across the aisle was carefully copying the numbers 13 to 24 and doing the problems in addition that Brother Alejandro had placed on the large slate board that faced them all. It was quiet here in the refectory room where the boys received their schooling. (When their slates and chalk were put away their teacher would assign two boys to lay the empty tables for the brothers' suppers, usually a soup of mutton and a few vegetables along with some bread and thin red wine.) Juan hurriedly began scratching the figures onto his own slate, sounding the names of the numbers silently with his mouth as he copied.

"Juan," Manuel whispered to him softly. Juan looked up, first to where Brother Alejandro was absorbed in silently reading from a leather-bound prayer book at his table beside the teaching platform, and then over to Manuel. He blinked twice in rapid succession at Manuel to show that he had heard.

Manuel pointed to his own slate, where he had drawn the head of a horse. (He was obsessed with horses. Sometimes in the boys’ outdoor play he would whinny and nicker, and then laugh.) In Juan’s judgment it was a startlingly life-like drawing—the horse’s nostrils were flared as if it were afraid or had been running hard, and its tangled mane and widened eyes added to an impression of the animal’s wild unpredictability. The drawing revealed an animal spirit that made Juan catch his breath. In a mad sort of way he envied the animal—its freedom from rules and expectations. 

Manuel smiled at Juan conspiratorially, and Juan, genuinely impressed by the drawing, smiled back. But stifling the picture’s momentary jolt to his sense of life, to the appeal of animal possibility, Juan returned to his numbers. He was weak in arithmetic, he knew, at least compared to his language work, and he wanted to get his numbers right this time. Besides, before they would be freed from their daily schooling demands they would have to learn ten more Latin and ten more Spanish words (both their meanings and how to read and write them). But he looked forward to this task with contented anticipation, for he liked words better than numbers. To create written shapes that stood for sounds and then words, to hear them as one sounded them out with one’s mouth, and to feel their patterns exposed to color the world with detail and meaning—this was pleasure!

Afternoon sunlight slanted through the window onto their tables, and as he labored Juan could hear the droning buzz of cicadas on the three large pines that lined the street beside the church compound. How can such a racket produce such a sleepy sound? he wondered. Then, above the crackling hum of the insects he heard the rhythmic clatter of horses' hooves. Manuel had already looked up. Juan listened more closely. The riders seemed to be stopping not far down the street, where Señora Peros kept her taverna. There were men's voices, too, tinged by the unmistakable accent of Castile, but also of Extremadura, and the sounds of boots and harness, and a muted whinny.

Brother Alejandro heard the sounds, too. He placed the book he was reading face down onto his oak table and got to his feet. Folding his hands before him, he walked deliberately toward the rough glazed windows that looked over the street. He gazed outward for a few moments, then turned to the boys and clapped his hands together in two emphatic smacks. The boys looked at him expectantly.

"We will not carry on with our language work this afternoon," he said to them decisively. The boys regarded him with quiet suspicion, wary and alert. 

"Gonzales, Rodas, collect the slates and papers. Barnabas, gather your things and sit patiently. You alone will remain with me. The rest of you?” The brief interrogative caused more than one of the boys to become pale. One never knew what one of the monks might demand. But he said only,  “Go to your quarters, pray, and await supper."

The boys got noisily to their feet. Two of them knocked their bench over backward with an echoing thump, and apologetically righted it before moving off, out of the room. Manuel looked silently at Juan. They shared a curious expression, a silent question. They handed their slates to Gonzales, who deposited them with the others in a neat stack on Brother Alejandro's table. Alejandro jerked his head sideways to indicate that he and Rodas were finished and should leave. In a few more seconds Juan found himself alone with the monk. Juan watched Alejandro silently.

"You heard the horses, did you not, Juan?"

Juan nodded. The question was obviously a lead-in to something more momentous or significant. He waited.

"We at the abbey—I in particular—have been waiting for these men." Alejandro placed his elbows on his table and steepled the fingers of his two hands. He looked at Juan severely, as if expecting some kind of answer. Then he spoke again, his voice gentler, less authoritarian.

"You know, do you not, that you are an orphan, Juan?"

Juan stared at him incredulously. Of course he knew he was an orphan. He remembered his father and mother, and their loss, quite clearly, or at least he thought he did. His father, saddling up to go to war for his king, reaching down to ruffle the hair of his little boy, kissing his young beautiful wife, had said simply, "We are in God's hands," and had turned and ridden away. Juan never saw him again. Only weeks later, Juan had watched as his mother burned away in a fever, raving under the care of Señora Maddalena from the next farm. The old woman had done her best, cooling his mother with wet compresses, and reciting many prayers, repeating them in hopeful repetition, a rhythmic rattle of syllables. But his mother had died within five days, despite the Señora's efforts at medical piety. Juan still ached when he thought of his mother, limp and sodden with sweat in the bed in which she died, and of the shallow, rocky grave into which Maddalena’s husband had carefully lain the inert body. The village priest had mumbled more prayers and made the sign of the cross, and the simple-minded warden’s assistant had dutifully shoveled sand and gravel over her, keening softly to himself as he did so.

Alejandro interrupted Juan’s thoughts.

"You are a good boy, Juan," Alejandro continued, "almost a man now, fifteen years old, or so the baptismal records tell us." He paused and scratched the side of his aquiline nose as he apparently thought about what to say next. Juan listened, for Alejandro had usually proven himself a kind and thoughtful teacher, a man to be trusted.

"The other brothers and I have always been mindful of your skills with words and writing, as well as of your need to find your way in the world one day. Unless you were to take vows and become a monk, become one of us next year when you come of age, you would need to find a place, a role in which to make a life."

A raucous shout from down the road captured both their attentions for a moment. Then, when after a quieter answer the outside once again fell silent, Alejandro turned again to Juan, who squirmed a little under the visual examination of his teacher.

"Among the arrivals there is a man whom I wish you to meet. He will help you to find your destiny."

Juan felt a momentary surprise and looked apprehensively at Alejandro. Destiny! It was an idea that bore thinking about. He knew that the stars could affect your future, everyone knew that. They could make you ill with the dreaded influenza (the influence), and they could determine your luck. But the idea that he, Juan Barnabas might have his own personal destiny had recently taken shape as a mysterious possibility to him in the few months since they had been introduced to the idea by one of the other brothers.

Alejandro had been uncharacteristically ill, and Brother Jacopo, one of the older monks (and perhaps a bit lazier, although the boys hadn't minded) had taken his place. After their obligatory prayers and a few minutes with numbers (which Juan realized after only two or three minutes that Jacopo did not know very well) the old friar had taken to telling the boys stories. He told them of Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves, and the story of the magnificent El Cid. And he told them about the great band of stars that circles the Earth overhead, stars he called the zodiac, a band that features constellations (a beautiful word!), stars that determine your future, your destiny!

Emerging from his memory, Juan finally gathered the courage to speak. "Who is this man?" he asked.

Alejandro straightened his shoulders a little and smiled. "He is a powerful man. A soldier. An adventurer." He paused momentarily, then added in a voice that suggested significance, "A conquistador!"

Juan swallowed. "And when will I meet this man?"

"Tomorrow after Mass. He will be there at the cantina with some of his men. He is looking for help. I think you can help him. And he you."

"What is this man's name, that I may not stumble in my words when I meet him?"

Alejandro looked intently at Juan. At just that moment the cicadas resumed their wild racket. Alejandro cocked his ear to their noise a second or two, then looked again at Juan. He answered softly in a voice barely audible above the incessant insect buzz.

"His name is Francisco Pizarro."
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Chapter Three. The Great Funeral
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FOR THE LAST FIVE DAYS the ceremonies in the great square at the center of Cuzco had been a scene of organized chaos. Sweating workers had built a huge fire at the center of the square. Great timbers brought down the slopes from mountains overlooking the city crackled in a sun-like inferno, flames leaping thirty or more feet into the air as if inviting their brother the sun to join them on Earth. Nearby, priests of the Inca state religion had slaughtered several hundred llamas, one after another with a kind of industrial efficiency, the brilliant blood draining in scarlet rivers into channels found in the square’s paved surface. Here water from the city aqueducts diluted the blood, and the resulting solution slid away in a pinkish froth. 

The crowd in attendance had feasted on roasted meats and had drunk great quantities of corn chicha, but the butcher-priests had thrown the greater mass of the meat into the flames, a sacrifice to Inti, god of the sun. Three of the Inca’s wives had been ritually strangled to wild and mournful singing from the crowd. Their bodies, too, along with those of fourscore or so household servants, had been consigned to the flames, the massive fires creating a greasy, cloying stench that still hung above the odors of human sweat and the streams of human urine running down the water channels along the sides of the square. Water, blood and urine fled the scene together, mixing and roiling in puddles and narrow channels that finally emptied into the Watanay River that ran through the city. All these fluids were a vital force returning to Pachamama, goddess of the earth and supporter of all life.

At times, particularly at sundown and sunrise, special groups of men (sometimes warriors, sometimes groups of aristocratic lineage) would dance in slow, sorrowful measures or jerking steps like certain fowl walking, accompanied by loud, irregular drumming and mournful songs expressing the horror of their loss and importuning Inti’s intercession. After dark, torches lit the square’s outer corners, lending an irregular, flickering illumination to the proceedings. 

In another culture and another time it might have been a scene from Dante’s Inferno. Here in Tawantinsuyu (the empire of the four quarters), however, these actions displayed a different significance.

After a great sunrise dance (during which the rising sun kept disappearing and reappearing between ragged clouds), slave workers from a recent Inca campaign in the Southwest of the empire had washed away the sacrificial blood, and sweeping and scrubbing had cleaned away the heaped and charred remnants of the great fire, carrying the ash and unburned fragments away in leather buckets to be disposed of outside the city walls. The chicha, too, had been removed to promote a more sober set of rituals about to unfold. 

On a broad stone platform at one end of the square, the Inca high priest Villac Umu stepped forward and bowed, a physical gesture that evolved into a crouch that resembled a squirm of pain. He emitted a low growl, twisting his head from side to side, his eyes closed and his mouth contorted into an ugly grimace. A low murmur rolled through the watching crowd. After several moments, the holy man slowly straightened and stepped back, frowning around him at the assembled people, who subsided into near silence. Only the cool wind spoke with its own soft eloquence, rustling the thatch on some nearby buildings, and whipping up a bit of ash dust from a corner of the stone plaza, filth that should have already been swept away. Villac Umu frowned again, annoyed, and not a little fearful. “Inexcusable!” he thought to himself. This public square, the main public square in Cuzco, should have been immaculate for the conclusion of this mournful occasion! More than one of those slaves would die tonight.

Mouth still twitching, the priest glanced down at the two royal brothers, Atahualpa and Huascar, who were fronting the crowd. In their early thirties, and both lithe and muscular, the two men wore colorful mantles of vicuna wool and headbands sporting wildly colored feathers of tropical birds—the headbands themselves were black, however, and over his mantle each man wore a short black cape made from the dyed skins of vampire bats. 

Atahualpa’s name was a Quechua word meaning ‘bird of fortune.’ He had traveled all the way from Quito, far to the north, to attend this event. Huascar had been surprised by his half-brother’s arrival; he had said as much to Villac Umu. But Villac Umu was not surprised. During the periods he had spent in the northern regions over the past three decades he had watched Atahualpa grow from his youth to manhood. The young man was a splendid, virile prince, occasionally surly and belligerent, but also capable of great tenderness and insightful feeling. His mother had been a concubine of seductive beauty, and among the Sapa Inca’s many lesser children, this bird of fortune had been a great favorite of his father.

By contrast, Huascar was not a handsome man. Although he was characteristically confident, even arrogant, his face often betrayed a somewhat doleful expression, as though he had already tried what the world had to offer and found it wanting. Still, it was becoming increasingly clear that Huascar was preparing to adopt the role of Sapa Inca, supreme god-king of the empire. It was rumored that plans were already in place for his marriage to his two sisters, part of the necessary purification of his pedigree to make him thus eligible. 

Naturally, were either of these two men to become Inca, the earth-born son if Inti, he would be expected to father many children and take many wives and concubines, mostly from among the virgins of the sun.

Atahualpa glanced curiously but impassively to his right, where the older half-brother he had met only once before, the son of the Inca’s legitimate wife, stood proudly. Huascar didn't look back at Atahualpa, but instead turned to observe the arrival of their father, Huayna Capac, on his litter. In an even and stately procession, a dozen muscular Inca warriors, men trained from early adolescence in the teamwork required, carried the royal litter on their shoulders through the pressing crowd toward the two brothers. Murmuring in an irregular hum, the crowd parted like a living thing, like a hand spreading open and then closing again, as the litter passed. Somewhere a woman began to sob softly and then went silent once more, only to be echoed by two others, one who emitted a long shriek that sounded around the square. Men groaned and muttered.

The litter's rails, each about thirty hands long and the thickness of a man's thigh, supported a sturdy throne made of peeled and shaped pine saplings and intricately woven bark, cushioned with soft pillows of duck down and vicuna wool, and externally decorated with elaborately designed golden plates. On this throne was seated a powerful-looking man whose ear lobes were decorated with heavy golden plugs at least three inches across, and he wore the fringed headband of an Inca king. Behind his head a polished gold sun disk about two feet in diameter gleamed in the irregular light. His upper arms were laced carefully to the back of the throne with hide thongs. The king's head lolled forward, as if he were unconscious or asleep. In fact, he was dead.

At the sight of the litter a louder moan could be heard welling from the crowd in the square, perhaps ten thousand people standing shoulder to shoulder in irregular ranks. Most were of Inca nobility, residents of the great city of Cuzco and masters of the empire. These were members of the dominant Inca families, the panaqas, men (and a few women) who were the many functionaries needed to run an empire: accountants, legal and religious experts, representatives of the outlying four quarters and their towns and villages, custodians of the Inca’s wealth and patrimony, military men, chaskis, and diplomats. Nearly all were pureblood Incas, and all were here to commemorate the departure of their lord Inca, the deceased god, to join his father the sun. Anxiety infected the crowd, many of whom nonetheless muscled their way toward the litter to see their god once more, perhaps even to hear him speak. It was well known that deceased Inca god-kings could dispense their hope and counsel to those who were purified sufficiently to hear them!

Atahualpa looked at his brother again. Tears were rolling down his brother's cheeks. "Onions!" thought Atahualpa, but he said nothing, although he felt a faint curiosity as to his own lack of feeling. He had loved his father, grown through adolescence enjoying Huayna Capac’s favor and attention. Yet who was to question the wisdom of Inti in his holy plans for the empire? And had he not himself heard the holy voice whisper to him, encouraging his valor and ambitions? You are to rule, the voice had growled, in a time of my choosing.

On the platform another holy man joined the first, and gazing at a great golden disk that hung from a huge stone wall to one side, they began to intone a hymn to the sun god Inti, whose name even the Inca god king was afraid to adopt. The crowd silenced to hear the atonal chant.


O, Inti, crown of life and lover of mankind, 

Joy your children all compete to find, 

Inti, grant unto your people strength at war, 

Strength within the Inca bloodline's core;

Inti and Capac, one and the same,

Emperor and god within one name,

Live inside us, help us all to thrive,

Choose a son that Inca life revive;

Inti, bless our Quarters four,

Take our love, you, whom we all adore.






The crowd groaned again, almost in unison, even as the porters stopped before the holy men. One of secondary priests grinned, his eyes rising under his lids as he fell into trance. Villac Umu lifted the wing of a large owl and waved it sagely before himself and before the dead emperor, as though to fan unpleasant smells or breezes from the man. The other priest's grin now turned to a grimace, distorted lips and teeth distended almost into a snarl. He fell to his knees, then onto his side, and he writhed as if in pain. The crowd moaned again, watching his agony. Villac Umu ignored him. Instead, he nodded to the procession’s leaders, and the porters turned to their right. Parting the crowd with their deliberate pace, they moved along the paved way that led to the crypt within the coricancha, the Temple of the Sun. There special custodians would inter Huayna Capac’s body on his golden throne. There virgins of the sun would feed and caress him, clothe him as in life, guessing his every need, listening for his holy voice, hoping to gain his immortality for themselves (although realistically such an outcome was doubtful).

Six deep into the crowd stood an unlikely man, a chaski who had arrived in Cuzco only hours before, a man now without a task. He watched the ceremony unnerved, for he had loved his emperor unreservedly, wholly, had dedicated his life and breath to him. He felt a flutter in his stomach, and he thought momentarily of the soothing, warm taste of the chicha he knew would be waiting for him later, when the rituals had been attended to.

He slipped his hand under his tunic and scratched an insect bite. He wished the garment was a black one, fitting to the ceremony. He noticed that many in the crowd wore a cape darkened with charcoal, or even just a black feather.

The porters moved slowly, in step, and the head of Huayna Capac flopped slightly from side to side as they moved. A heavy gate in the wall before them opened at a signal to the two Inca warriors on the wall above, and the porters, with their royal burden, disappeared into darkness. The gate slowly swung shut behind them.

The crowd seemed to go into a mass agony. Individuals raised their eyes to the heavens, which were suitably clouded. Their expressions were nearly hopeless, bewildered, lost in pain and doubt. Their piteous groans and repetitive mutterings echoed from the walls of the great plaza. Some gazed after the departed god-king, hands cupped to their ears, as if awaiting some ultimate communication or command.

At that moment, Huascar, Huayna Capac’s legitimate son, bounded onto the dais, taking care not to touch the writhing holy man, who was foaming at the mouth. Huascar was the man Huayna Capac had chosen during his final illness to be the next Inca, even though the auguries, taken by Villac Umu himself, had been inauspicious, predicting a dire end for the heir. Now, however, Huascar held a great spear in his right hand, and he called as if to the heavens, "O, Inti, as you have spoken to me, your voice hardening my resolution, let me, your willing servant, carry your light, promote your warmth, and fulfill your living promise!" It was clearly a prepared speech, for it contained pauses for careful emphasis. His Quechua, expressed in the accents of the original Inca families, was impeccable, and his presentation charged the air like the flashes of Illapa, lightning. He raised the heavy spear, reared back, and launched it out over the crowd, who gasped in fear and awe as it sailed over their heads. With a heavy thunk, it buried its head into a tall pole at least forty paces away that was wound with black cloth to symbolize the occasion. The shaft quivered a moment and then was still. 

Some in the crowd groaned, but others began to cheer, a resonant repeated sound: "Huascar, Inca, Huascar, Inca, Huascar, Inca..."

Atahualpa scowled and hastened through the crowd to his left, elbowing aside mourners who got in his way. As the cheering grew and continued, two well-dressed warrior commanders from Quito who had also been among the front ranks at the ceremony turned and followed Atahualpa. The thick golden earplugs in their distended earlobes marked them as high officials, men who were both expert and important within the Inca hierarchy. In moments the two were climbing after Atahualpa into one of the many alleyways that descended from the slopes of the upper city into the plaza. Together, the men disappeared. The chaski watched them impassively and then turned his attention once more to the events on the stage.

Huascar looked haughtily at the crowd, almost disdainfully. He wore no expression other than that of one who understands power. Glancing down to where he and his brother had been reverently standing, he realized suddenly that Atahualpa was gone. For a moment he frowned, an expression of puzzled disappointment. Then turning, he snapped his fingers to one of the servants at the side of the dais, who dipped his head acquiescently. He turned further, and to the echoes of the cheering, descended the dais away from the crowd behind the stage. Here he met a small group of noble retainers, who led him away toward his royal quarters.

Overhead, the clouds parted briefly, allowing a few shafts of sunlight to fall into the square, where observers were still cheering. Many of these, however, had fallen silent, either gazing at the gate where their departed Inca had disappeared, or at the street where Huascar had made his exit.

One of the attendants on the dais was helping the fitful holy man to his feet. He blinked at the unexpected light and looked around, getting his bearings. The attendant pressed a few coca leaves into the shaman’s hand, a gift the man readily accepted. He inserted them into his mouth, and began to chew. These men, too, stepped down the rear stairway and moved slowly off toward the royal enclave.

Atahualpa was nowhere to be seen. Then, as if to expose a false promise, the clouds closed in once more and it began to rain lightly. To the south, lightning flashed beside one of the distant peaks, and a grumble of thunder resounded moments later. Paryaqaqa, the god of rain storms, was awake and active. As the precipitation became heavier, the drops beginning to pound onto the stones of the square, the nervous crowd dispersed into the outlying streets. 

High above the pavement, stuck into the great black pole, the spear remained, the now bedraggled feathers near its head pulled soggily downward by the relentless rain.

The chaski moved unobtrusively to the side of the square, into the shelter of a great pine. He smelled its resinous scent and leaned against its rough trunk, watching the heavy drops plop from the ends of the branches that stretched out above his head. In his imagination he could still hear the mournful shrieks, the hymn to Inti, and the cheers for Huascar, echoing over and over again. He gazed for a moment at the spear, thought of what it was and what it might mean. Then, when the rain abated for a few moments, he trotted across the square to the mouth of the alley where Atahualpa and his two supporters had disappeared. He looked once more at the darkening square, then turned and headed silently to where he hoped he might find them.
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Chapter Four. Strategy and Planning
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IN THE DIMLY LIT ROOM of the tambo, a residential hostelry for traveling Inca nobles, the mood was glum. Four men sat around a broad, low, platform table made of polished dark nogal, a kind of walnut. Copper lamps burning pitch sat at opposite corners of its surface, as well as in several wall niches. Dimly lit in other wall niches were small idols of household gods. The lamps flickered unevenly, for the wind had risen outside, and with each entry or exit into the larger palace of which their room was only a small part, drafts slithered unevenly throughout the building, delivering the scent of chilly wetness.

“Well?” Atahualpa looked at each of his companions in turn, but their heads were lowered in a gesture of thoughtful obedience, and the silence, if not tense, was nonetheless remarkable. Notably absent were any holy men. A man named Ruminahui, heavy-set with blocky features and a crooked nose that suggested its having once been broken, finally spoke in reply to Atahualpa’s verbal nudge.

“Your brother is leaping into prominence. He claims the gods speak through him. With our holy Inca’s passing away to the sun, this cannot be what you expected—or hoped.”

Atahualpa gazed at the man moodily. Accustomed as he was to personal certainty, he had to admit to himself (if never to others) that Huascar’s rapid action that afternoon had taken him by surprise. Although Huascar was technically Huayna Capac’s currently most legitimate son (among the many dozens of offspring the Inca had sired with wives and concubines), Atahualpa understood three things unequivocally: first, Huascar was both temperamentally and intellectually unfit to rule the great empire (despite his spear-throwing stunt he had no tactical skill or temperament for war); second, Huascar was canny enough to realize that any possible competitor—meaning Atahualpa—who might try to position himself as the new Inca would have to be eliminated (Huascar’s demons would demand it); and finally, Atahualpa knew that he himself had been one of his father’s favorites. Atahualpa felt a dull anger like an ache behind his heart, a slightly feverish discomfort that he knew could only harden into hatred and resolution. Finally he spoke.

“Atahualpa does not expect. Atahualpa anticipates. And the gods have already spoken to me. Huascar must be demon-possessed, for my sky father Inti commands through the voices of my father and I obey. ” He cleared his throat with a kind of deliberate roughness that commanded the attention of his companions.

“My father Huayna Capac determined moons ago that I, his most skilled warrior prince, should lead our armies against the uprising among the Equitos in the North. Further, my father justly granted that I should be the beneficiary of half the goods and booty to be won in this campaign, including new recruits into the Inca auxiliary armies.”

Looking down at the table, he thoughtfully scraped a long fingernail along the wood grain away from him, then tapped it, as if punctuating the statement to follow. His voice became louder, more confident.

“In preparation for that campaign I organized many private loyalties, yours among them, loyalties that are comprised equally of the heartfelt devotion and practical commitment of many warriors, along with their weaponry and needed logistical support. With my father’s unseemly departure (but who can question the wisdom of Inti in demanding my father’s return to him?), I am confident of my right, not to mention my ability, to absorb all, even the panacas here in Cuzco, into my support.”

Challcuchima felt his spirits lift. This was good news, indeed! He had not been at the earlier ceremonies due to a late return to the capital. Now just arrived, he was seated between Quisquis, another older and more experienced warrior, and Ruminahui. He grinned broadly, for war against Huascar would bring him, the youngest of the three generals, the opportunity to prove himself. Challcuchima was a brutal man, canny and ruthless, and very knowledgeable of the empire’s terrain throughout and especially to the north of the sacred valley. On impulse, he sprang to his feet, and turning to a servant standing mutely near the entrance to their room, signaled for drink. The servant nodded gravely and stepped silently out and away, and calming himself once more, Challcuchima resumed his seat. Atahualpa looked at him critically, and he blushed slightly.

Quisquis, the third general, grunted his affirmation and nodded deferentially toward Atahualpa, who noted the gesture with satisfaction. “The Equitos will be readily dispatched,” Quisquis affirmed. “Though they have grievances, at least in their own judgment, your father was prepared to address them fairly when, before he could act, the rebels there attacked our outnumbered garrisons, sickened as many of them were by the strange, new illness that has attacked our kingdom. Despite this new plague, we have both the manpower and the resolve to bring the northerners back under our control. It is to be hoped that their rebel faction is no more than a minority of their people. Besides, in many parts of the northern kingdoms, the new plague has killed many thousands of subject people, including the rebels. ” He paused, then added, “We will at your direction suitably punish any of your subjects who have supported the rebels’ heretical treacheries.”

A hint of a smile crossed Atahualpa’s face, as the servant returned carrying four golden cups of chicha on a golden tray. But of surprise to the four was the presence of another, younger man, who had followed the servant.

“Your forgiveness, Lord Atahualpa. This man claims to know you, to wish to serve you. He was most insistent.” The servant carefully deposited the cups on the table before the lords, then bowed. He was trembling with fear, for bringing in the stranger might easily risk his prince’s wrath. Atahualpa stared at him for a moment, then waved him away.

The newcomer sank to his knees beside the table, eyes on the floor. Ruminahui looked at him dubiously, but Atahualpa smiled at his general’s discomfiture and commanded the stranger, “Stand.” Heart softly pounding, the man climbed to his feet, but he deferentially kept his head low.

“Look upon us,” Atahualpa said, and the man looked up as commanded. Then, turning to the men at the table Atahualpa said, “This man, Atoc, was one of my father’s most trusted chaskis. He is to be given every respect. He will be part of your army.” He said this last specifically to Quisquis, whom Atahualpa had already chosen to be his primary military commander.

Quisquis’ feathered headdress rustled as he twisted on his low bench to examine the chaski more closely, who in his turn felt the tense self-consciousness of one who is being judged, evaluated, and categorized. Quisquis noted the lean-muscled man, his full-sinewed thighs and broad chest. He will do; in fact, he will be in the front lines,” he thought. Atahualpa may be the true Inca, he thought, but I am his general. And in that capacity I will decide how to use this man.

Without further pause, Quisquis said to the chaski, “We will muster for our imminent journey north at the full moon six leagues from here, beyond the Sacsayhuaman fortress. I have important messages, messages of conscription for you to carry into the nearer Antisuyu. On your return before the following full moon we will confer and you will bring me the young men you have managed to gather.”

Atoc took a deep breath. He felt a thrill of recognition, the satisfaction of being accepted, the joy of having Atahualpa’s approval. He looked up briefly toward the man he would worship as Inca, but Atahualpa was already in further whispered conversation with Ruminahui. Atoc said to Quisquis. “I will await you without to obtain your messages and to knot my khipu.”

Quisquis nodded brusquely, then turned back to Atahualpa and the others.

Atoc gave a half bow, then retreated, still facing his Inca and bowing repreatedly, through the entranceway. He struggled to mute his elation, a dangerous and intoxicating feeling that can sometimes serve to mislead a man. The palace servants watched him leave the tambo, a different man to the obsequious chaski who had entered only minutes before.

Outside the wind was rushing softly through the trees, as if some great spirit were whispering to the world. Overhead the glow of moonlight filtered through the thinning clouds. Atoc seated himself on a bench beside the gate, his imagination alive with images of armies led by the god of the sun.
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Chapter Five. Hope and Ambition


[image: ]




A LIGHT SPANISH BREEZE spun dust into dancing ‘devils’ that whirled erratically along the roadway before collapsing against obstacles—tree trunks, rocks, posts. Juan eyed one of the omens uneasily and crossed himself as he followed Brother Alejandro toward The One-Eyed Boar, the cantina and bodega that stood baking in the early afternoon sunlight a few hundred yards from the abbey. Alejandro turned and gestured to Juan to hurry. It was hot, and there would be some cool wine waiting.

Juan picked up his pace, watching Alejandro, the tall monk who had been, for better or worse, something of a father to him. Alejandro strode purposefully, his leather sandals (just visible under the rough cloth of his robe) slapping in the dust of the street. Juan wondered briefly what life might be like as a priest-brother, but equally quickly dismissed the thought. He had a different destiny—perhaps. If being a monk were his destiny he should have known it by now.

Oblivious to the constant buzzing of flies, an old man lay curled, sleeping on a bench to the left of the cantina doorway, where a multicolored bead curtain kept most of the pesky insects without. He was thin, dressed in rags, and smelled of sour wine. Juan looked at the figure distastefully, but Alejandro ignored the man. Instead, he appeared to be listening.

From the street, all seemed quiet within. Juan exchanged glances with Alejandro, who after waving a fly away smiled and placed his hand on Juan’s shoulder. It was a paternal gesture, a touch that communicated both care and reassurance.

“Remember,” he said to Juan gravely. “This man Pizarro is powerful, but not perfect. If he is to help you, you must respect him. But you must also remember that the word of God is to be respected above all things, even above men such as he. If Pizarro should find you suitable, he may make your fortune. He will almost undoubtedly change your life. But it is ultimately your own conscience, guided by God, that you must heed.” He paused a moment, then fished in the pocket of his robe.

“I have something for you,” he said. He extended his hand to Juan. In the priest’s open palm lay a small silver crucifix on a leather thong. 

Lifting it gingerly from Alejandro’s fingers, Juan looked at it. It was a true work of art, the figure of the dying Christ almost lifelike, despite its miniature size. Christ, who had given himself to save mankind from their sins! It was an object of sobering beauty.

“You will come to remember, that although statues have no power in themselves, a statue such as this is a symbol of hope, hope for you and hope for mankind. Here,” Alejandro said, lifting it by the thong. He looped the thong over Juan’s head and straightened the figure at the boy’s throat. “There,” he said, stepping back to look. “If you wish, you can let it hang inside your shirt, nearer your heart. It will help you to remember the virtue that Christ demands of us, and to remember the assurance of his protection and love.”

Juan felt an immense and humbling gratitude. He blinked at Alejandro, and said softly, “I am unworthy of such a gift.”   

Alejandro frowned slightly and looked away for a moment. Then he looked at Juan seriously. “Are you ready?” he asked.

Juan stared briefly back down the dusty track toward the abbey. He wondered a moment, but only a moment, about the other boys. He fingered the crucifix and slipped it inside his shirt, its metallic weight resting on the skin of his chest. Then he nodded at Alejandro.

“Bueno,” said Alejandro, and they mounted the rough stone steps together.

It was cooler inside the building, a small relief. Shadow initially obscured the details of the interior, but once they had been out of the sun for a few seconds its features began to emerge more clearly. Along the rear wall was a polished counter, a bar, where two men stood before their drinks. Behind the counter, an ugly, obese man with one eye hidden behind a patch polished a glass. He aimed his good eye their way, frowned, and turned away. Juan wondered whether or not this ugly man was the one-eyed boar, but he didn’t say anything. He moved up beside Alejandro, who was glancing about getting his bearings.

Off to the left was a wide entrance to the bodega, a separate room that offered a few goods for sale—cloth, leather goods, as well as a small selection of relatively nonperishable foodstuffs such as dried beans, olive oil in jars, and wine in large jugs—as well as three tables where diners could be served from a kitchen in the rear. Alejandro tapped Juan on his shoulder and pointed, then moved through the entrance, Juan following obediently. Juan could hear the rolling of dice.

“Damn your mother!” boomed a powerful voice, as Juan and his guardian entered the room. A large, powerfully built man looked up from the table where he and another were playing a game with dice. To one side were three mugs and a carafe of wine. The second man, small, with a hooked nose, looked around. The two men stared at the newcomers.

“Francisco,” said Alejandro matter-of-factly. “I hope you are not losing.”

The bigger man scowled a moment, but only a moment later broke into a large grin followed by a rumbling chuckle. 

“You know me too well, Fra Alejandro,” he said. He rose to his feet and approached the monk. He grasped him by the arm, then drew Alejandro closer, clapping him on the back and leading him to a seat beside the table. He grasped the carafe and poured a measure into one of the mugs, which he proffered to the monk. Taking it in one hand, Alejandro took a sip and nodded his thanks. As the men sat down, Juan watched expectantly, a little puzzled by the two men’s familiarity. Alejandro looked back up and beckoned to Juan.

“Juan, this is my cousin, a family hero,” Alejandro said simply, indicating the big man by taking Pizarro’s hand, then letting it go. “He has been to Hispaniola, to Cuba, and to Panama with Balboa.” At the mention of this latter name Pizarro winced slightly, but then smiled at the recognition.

Balboa! Even Juan had heard of Balboa, the Spanish explorer who had crossed Panama to what men now understood now to be the Pacific Ocean. He looked from Alejandro to the stranger Pizarro. Yes, there was a family resemblance: the same eyes and narrow mouth. Juan gave a short bow. 

Pizarro eyed Juan skeptically, noting his thin frame. Juan looked back at him with a frank but implacable expression.

“How old are you, boy?” Pizarro asked abruptly.

“I became fifteen years old last March, a few days before the Easter celebrations.” 

Pizarro turned to Alejandro and snorted. “You expect me to nursemaid a child.” Alejandro merely looked at him, then shrugged and looked away.

“I have been told that I am tall for my age,” Juan thought to add.

“Yes, yes. But can you can read and write? Well?” Pizarro demanded, turning once again to Juan.

Juan was unsure whether or not the last word referred to his skill or was simply a prompt. He thought a moment, then said, “I have read three books of the Old Testament in Latin, and I can write over a thousand words of our mother Spanish tongue.”

Pizarro looked nonplussed for a moment. Then he said, “Who was the man who built the ark to save the animals from God’s great flood?”

“Noah, señor,” Juan responded readily.

“And how do you know this?”

Alejandro looked at Juan expectantly.

“The story is written in God’s word, the Bible, señor.” Juan looked at Alejandro for approval, but Alejandro merely watched him.

The man with the hooked nose snickered a moment, but Pizarro slapped a heavy hand onto the man’s arm, and he quieted immediately, to look away a little forlornly at first, but then back up at Juan.

“Who among God’s favored wore a coat of many colors, then?” Pizarro asked gently. He scratched his mustache and looked at Juan intently.

“It was Joseph, your excellency,” said Juan.

Alejandro gave a hint of a smile, and turning to Pizarro said softly, “I told you so.”

Pizarro waved at Alejandro with the back of his hand, a kind of gentle dismissal, and then asked Juan, “How are your numbers? Can you add and subtract, calculate?” He frowned, then added, “I know the heathen Moors brought us these skills, but they are useful techniques, are they not?”

Juan gazed at him as if trying to see behind the eyes, behind the great chest to the heart of this man. Finally he said, “I am adequate with numbers and can calculate. Ask your cousin.”

It was an impudent response, and Pizarro’s brow furrowed and his eyes narrowed for a moment in a kind of calculation of his own.

Alejandro grasped Pizarro’s arm, and when he had his cousin’s direct attention, he nodded. “He is good with figures,” Alejandro said, “but better with words, with concepts. I warrant he can learn any pagan language rapidly and well.”

Pizarro gave Juan another long glance. He finally said, “I have an interpreter I have named Felipillo, a native not much older than you whom I took prisoner from a trading raft south of Panama. At present I need to trust him, but I do not. And he has no numbers.” He sniffed and looked at his companion a moment. Then he added, “As a consequence, I need a servant who can use these skills of reading, writing, and reckoning with numbers to assist me. But the job will not be easy. That is because we will be traveling far away under conditions that are difficult to predict, except to say that they will be very demanding.” He cleared his throat, took a swig from his cup of wine, and after wiping his beard with the back of his big hand, continued. “I need someone that I can trust—perhaps with my life.”

The last four words were spoken carefully, distinctly. It was a startling admission. He looked at Juan, who stared fearlessly back at him, and asked the boy, “Do you think you could be such a person?”
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