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Part I

20 April 1519–12 May 1519


Chapter One
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At sea, Gulf of Mexico, Tuesday 20 April 1519


‘That lurcher’s growing into a fine, warlike animal,’ said Telmo Vendabal. 

‘He is, sir,’ Pepillo conceded.

‘Strong, by the look of him. What you been feeding him on?’

‘Goat’s milk, sir, when I first got him, and now galley scraps.’

‘What you calling him?’

Pepillo shifted uncomfortably from foot to foot. ‘Melchior, sir,’ he mumbled.

‘Melchior? After that blackamoor friend of yours who went and got hisself killed?’

‘Yes, sir.’ Pepillo bit his lip and added. ‘He was brave, sir.’

‘Aye, brave enough, I suppose. But black as the devil’s own buttocks.’

A brutal, heavy-set hunchback, Vendabal was the expedition’s chief dog handler. A calculating glint sparked in his small eyes. ‘Think this Melchior’s brave too?’

Pepillo felt a bead of sweat roll down his brow. It wasn’t because of the sun. ‘I’m sure I don’t know, sir. I’m rearing him as a pet.’

‘Pet eh? Pet my arse! No room for pets on a fighting expedition.’ With a sour twist of his mouth, Vendabal dropped to his knees beside the lurcher, a wolfhound-greyhound cross, grasped the pup by the lower jaw, lifted his upper lips and examined his new white teeth. Melchior whined anxiously, attempted to back away and rolled his intelligent amber eyes towards Pepillo in mute appeal as he discovered he was held fast. 

‘Don’t fret, boy,’ Pepillo said. ‘Stay!’

Melchior was obviously uncomfortable, but Pepillo was training him to be obedient and he remained still while Vendabal prodded at his mouth and rubbed the filthy thumb of his left hand along the dog’s gums. When the hunchback’s right hand snaked out towards the pup’s hindquarters, however, and attempted to grasp his testicles, Melchior’s nervous whine turned to a menacing growl and his teeth flashed in a sudden bite. Uttering a stream of foul oaths, Vendabal snatched his hand away and dealt Melchior a heavy blow about the head, sending the lurcher yelping and tumbling across the deck, then followed him at a run and aimed a ferocious kick at his ribs, eliciting another agonised yelp. 

Reacting instinctively, Pepillo leapt forward as the dog handler stood poised to deliver a second mighty kick; he tangled his legs and brought him crashing down.

Very rapidly, a crowd of twenty or more crew and soldiers, jeering and yelling, had gathered between the masts to observe the action while others scurried into the rigging for a better view. Flushed and panting, Vendabal struggled to his feet, hauled Pepillo up by his lapels until their faces almost touched and blasted him with a gale of stinking breath. ‘You little shit,’ he bellowed, ‘your lurcher’s mine. Next battle we fight, he’ll be first out against the enemy.’

‘No, sir, please,’ Pepillo begged. ‘Melchior’s not a war dog. He wouldn’t even be alive if you’d had your way. After his dam died in the fighting at Potonchan, you had your men kill all the rest of the litter. You said pups were too much trouble to feed by hand. Don Bernal Díaz told me that, sir. It was he who rescued Melchior.’

‘Díaz, eh? So where’s he now when you need him?’

‘On Don Pedro de Alvarado’s ship, sir, as you know very well, but he’ll vouch for me when we reach land. Melchior was his gift to me and you can’t take him away!’ Pepillo was feeling stubborn now, anger rising in him, though his feet were off the ground and he was helpless in the hunchback’s iron grip.

‘Vouch for you?’ Vendabal’s voice rose almost to a scream. ‘Vouch for you? I’ll show you vouch for you!’ And with that he shifted his stance, still holding Pepillo by the lapels with his left hand while slapping him once, twice, three times across the face with his right. As the fourth blow landed, Pepillo heard a snarl through the ringing in his ears and saw a streak of brindled fur as Melchior launched himself at Vendabal and sank his teeth into the hunchback’s thick, heavily tattooed forearm. At once the grip on Pepillo’s lapels loosened; Pepillo dropped to the deck with a heavy thud and could only watch, dazed, as Vendabal shook Melchior loose, threw the puppy down and loomed over him with murder in his eyes.

‘Desist!’ 

The voice was thunder. It cut through the excited cries of the spectators, stopping Vendabal in his tracks. ‘Desist, I say!’ All eyes turned to the navigation deck, where Hernán Cortés, captain-general of the expedition, had emerged from his stateroom. Since the slaughter of the Chontal Maya at Potonchan, his rages had become legendary, and it was obvious to Pepillo, who knew him better than most, that his master was in a dark mood. It was never good to awaken him from his customary afternoon siesta, but to awaken him rudely was to risk the worst of his wrath.

Wearing only a length of colourful native cloth wrapped around his waist, Cortés strode barefoot to the railing at the edge of the navigation deck overlooking the main deck and glared down at Vendabal and Pepillo. ‘What’s the meaning of this?’ he asked.

‘Bastard cur bit me,’ complained Vendabal, pointing at Melchior, who stood with hackles raised and bared teeth as though daring him to do his worst.

Suddenly and surprisingly, Cortés smiled. ‘And I suppose that soft flesh of yours has never felt a dog’s teeth before, Don Telmo? No doubt those scars you carry were left by the talons of jealous lovers.’

Vendabal looked confused. ‘Of course I’ve been bit before,’ he said truculently. ‘A hundred times! But no dog that bites me gets away without a beating. They have to know who’s master.’

‘You’ve already beaten Melchior,’ Pepillo objected. He had picked himself up and now crouched beside his pet. ‘He’s learned his lesson. Look, he’s trembling.’ 

It was true, Melchior was trembling, but not with fear, Pepillo thought. A low snarl rumbled in the lurcher’s throat and he seemed ready to leap at Vendabal again.

‘Be damned he’s learned his lesson,’ Vendabal roared. ‘That dog needs a whipping. Then he goes in the pack with the others to be trained for war.’

‘No,’ Pepillo yelled. ‘He’s mine! You can’t have him.’

Cortés watched from the navigation deck, his features registering a strange, cruel amusement. ‘The dog stays with my page,’ he said finally. ‘For now.’ He turned his back and began to stroll towards the open door of his stateroom, then added over his shoulder. ‘But whip him, Vendabal. By all means, whip him.’


Chapter Two
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Tenochtitlan (Mexico City), Wednesday 21 April 1519, late afternoon


Guatemoc leapt high into the air, all grace and style, and Man-Eater’s blade whistled by harmlessly beneath the soles of his feet. Then, in the same smooth movement, the handsome Mexica prince brought his own weapon down on the crown of his opponent’s head, halting the blow less than a finger’s breadth from its target. ‘You’re dead, Man-Eater,’ Guatemoc drawled. ‘Your skull is cleft in twain. I do believe that’s your brains, scant though they are, lying in the dust before us.’

Man-Eater was a bad loser. This was the fourth time he’d been spectacularly bested in less than an hour of sparring, and now he growled furiously and attacked again, his blade a blur of rapid movement, too fast for the eye to follow. Yet somehow Guatemoc evaded him, his lean, scarred, heavily muscled body weaving from side to side, ducking and swaying as he retreated before the furious onslaught until suddenly – Tozi could not see it coming – he swivelled, let his opponent slide by, and chopped the edge of his blade into the back of Man-Eater’s thick neck, reducing the force of the blow but yet allowing it to strike home with a loud slap that laid out his friend, face down and inert in the dust.

Invisible, insubstantial as air, able to pass unseen wherever and whenever she wished, Tozi was the silent and unknown observer of the bout. Indeed, she had observed Guatemoc many times since Moctezuma’s plot to poison him, when she’d used sorcery to save him and to bring him healing for the terrible wounds he’d received in battle against the Tlascalans. It was, she had to admit, most inconvenient that she had fallen in love with this noble prince, nephew of that noxious creature Moctezuma, who for the entire fifteen-year span of Tozi’s life had been enthroned as the Great Speaker of the malevolent empire of the Mexica. But having accepted the truth of her feelings, Tozi supposed she was better able to deal with them.

Above all else, a dalliance of any kind was out of the question. 

Guatemoc was of the blood royal, while Tozi was a witch and the daughter of a witch. Besides, he was her enemy and the nephew of her enemy. She must use her magic and her wiles to turn him against his uncle and the war god Huitzilopochtli, ‘Hummingbird’, whom his uncle served – either that, or she must bring Guatemoc to the same ruin she planned for Moctezuma. 

Quetzalcoatl, the Plumed Serpent, god of peace, ancient antagonist of Hummingbird, was coming, coming as prophesied in this year One-Reed, to overthrow a cruel king and abolish the war god’s vile cult of human sacrifice forever. Tozi felt a momentary qualm – for her own magical powers, most particularly her ability to render herself invisible, had been enhanced by none other than Hummingbird himself when she had stood before his altar of sacrifice. Her friend Malinal, who had stood there with her that night two months before, and who had been freed with her following Hummingbird’s intervention, had seen a terrible danger in this. For if Hummingbird had freed them from sacrifice at the hand of his puppet Moctezuma, then it must mean the war god had a plan for them and, since Hummingbird was a being of pure evil, then it followed that only evil could come of it.

Tozi had dismissed all such concerns when she’d sent Malinal on her way to the coast to seek out Quetzalcoatl. Certainly there was a plan – a great plan – but it was not of Hummingbird’s making. And certainly she and Malinal had their parts to play. Tozi remembered the words of reassurance she’d spoken to her friend: ‘Moctezuma too is playing his part, and even the wicked and deluded god he serves must play his part.’

‘I don’t know,’ Malinal had replied. ‘I don’t understand any of this.’

‘You don’t need to understand it, beautiful Malinal. This is the year One-Reed and you just have to play your part … Don’t you see, it’s not an accident that you are of the Chontal Maya and that those who came to herald the return of Quetzalcoatl first appeared in the land of your people, and in Potonchan, the very town where you were born? None of this is an accident, Malinal. That’s why you must go back to Potonchan now, without delay. That’s why you must start your journey at once.’

And so she had sent Malinal off on a perilous journey to her homeland, and to her family who had sold her into slavery with the Mexica – sent her off to seek out the returning god of peace. Tozi’s magic was strong now, stronger than it had ever been, but still she had no idea what had happened to her friend in the sixty days or more that had passed since then. She could only guess, could only hope, that she was well and that her mission to find Quetzalcoatl, and lead him back to the city of Tenochtitlan to overthrow Moctezuma, had been crowned with success.

Meanwhile Tozi’s own business was here with Guatemoc.

To win him over to the cause of the Plumed Serpent would be a great victory, yet Tozi could barely trust herself to approach him. Indeed, since the last time she had shown herself to him in her disguise as Temaz, goddess of medicines and healing, the very thought of him was enough to make her dizzy – for then the prince had swept her up in his arms and kissed her full on the mouth, and she had tasted his tongue and he had tasted hers. Even now, observing him unseen from the sanctuary of her invisibility, the memory made her breathless.

Dressed only in a simple loincloth of plain white cotton, Guatemoc had been sparring with his friend Tecuani – nicknamed ‘Man-Eater’ – in the spacious courtyard of his townhouse in the royal quarter of Tenochtitlan. Both men were armed with macuahuitls – swords of hardwood stripped of their razor-sharp obsidian teeth for today’s purpose – and both their bodies were sheened with sweat. Presently, however, Guatemoc was on his feet while Man-Eater lay face down on the ground, a livid red welt standing out on the back of his neck where the prince had struck him.

‘Come on,’ said Guatemoc, dropping to his knees beside Tecuani, ‘I didn’t hit you that hard.’

Silence.

Guatemoc sighed. ‘I know you can hear me, Man-Eater. I know you’re just playing dead.’

Silence.

Now Guatemoc was seriously concerned, shaking his friend by the shoulders, getting no response.

‘Wake up, Man-Eater! What’s this?’ 

Still getting no answer, Guatemoc leaned closer, and that was when Man-Eater, a powerful, heavy-set noble of thirty years of age, a Jaguar Knight but with the shorn head and sidelock that also marked him out as a member of the formidable Cuahchic class of warriors, exploded into action. He threw himself on top of the prince and wrestled him onto his back on the ground. ‘Surrender, Guatemoc,’ he yelled. ‘Your time has come.’

‘Hardly, dear chap,’ Guatemoc laughed. ‘Since I’ve spilled your brains and cut off your head, I don’t think you’re in any shape to accept my surrender.’

‘Well, we’ll call it a draw then,’ Man-Eater said after a moment’s thought. ‘You’ve got to admit I had you fooled.’

‘A draw it is,’ replied Guatemoc with another easy laugh, and they both stood, slapping each other on the shoulders for all the world like two schoolboys reconciled after a playground fight.

Still hidden by the shield of her invisibility, Tozi watched. The knife wounds Guatemoc had received to his belly, throat and forearm two months before were now almost completely healed …

Thanks to her magic!

His life force was back.

Thanks to her magic!

And, by dint of much exercise and determination, his strength had returned.

Soon, therefore, it would be time, Tozi decided, to reveal herself to him again, disguised as the goddess Temaz – the only form in which he knew her – and perhaps even to share once again the bliss, the hot roiling warmth, the endless promise of a kiss …

But no! Not that! Though she felt a sweet heat in her loins, she would permit him no contact with her. She would not repeat the same mistake she had made before.

There would be no contact, only spoken words.

Perhaps even tonight, after Man-Eater was gone, after the servants had retired to their beds, she would find Guatemoc alone and win him to her cause.


Chapter Three
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Tenochtitlan, Wednesday 21 April 1519, evening


Moctezuma sat at his dinner, choosing a morsel here, a morsel there from the three hundred dishes laid out before him, but taking no pleasure from them. The images that crowded in upon his mind were of the Tzitzimime, the star demons of darkness, those monstrous spiders that attack the sun at the end of a world age, diving headfirst upon him from heaven.

An almost inaudible scurry of slippered feet across the polished mahogany floor of the dining hall, along with a faint perturbation of the air, announced the arrival at his side of his lugubrious steward Teudile, the seventh most important lord of the Mexica empire. Tall, gaunt and hollow-cheeked, his temples and brow shaved, his long grey hair gathered in a topknot at the back of his head, and his cherished personal dignity enlarged by the star-spangled robes of office that he alone was permitted to wear in the presence of the Great Speaker, Teudile held sole responsibility for all matters concerning the running of the royal household. At dinner it was his particular honour and privilege to describe the dishes to the Speaker and hand him whichever took his fancy, but tonight and for many previous nights Moctezuma had dispensed with this service, caring nothing for the delights of the menu and preferring to eat and brood alone.

‘Sire, with humble apologies—’

‘Go away, Teudile! You disturb me at your peril.’

Out of the corner of his eye, Moctezuma saw the steward wringing his long thin hands.

‘Forgive me, sire, but I fear your wrath if I fail to bring this matter to your attention …’ More wringing of hands. ‘It is better you yourself should decide.’

Moctezuma’s fury was building. It was not for nothing that his name meant ‘Angry Lord’. But he also felt apprehension, indeed a sense of impending catastrophe. ‘Very well,’ he said quietly – for he almost never raised his voice. ‘Tell me of this matter.’ 

Teudile’s fear was palpable now. ‘Sire,’ he said, ‘at the door, is a pochtecatl called Cuetzpalli. I would have sent him away with a severe beating, but he carries your seal, and he claims you told him to discover certain information for you. He says he is in possession of that information now, and he is certain you will want to hear it.’

The blood drained from Moctezuma’s face. He had summoned this Cuetzpalli to a private meeting at the palace last year, soon after the first inconclusive sightings of white-skinned beings, resembling men but possessing supernatural powers, who had emerged from the eastern ocean in boats that moved by themselves without paddles. Moctezuma had reason to fear such tidings. There was much to suggest that the beings had come to prepare the way for the return of Quetzalcoatl, the god of peace who, it was prophesied, would drive him from the throne of the Mexica empire, end the rites of human sacrifice over which he presided, and overturn the existing order of the world. 

The young merchant Cuetzpalli, a member of one of the powerful pochteca guilds, travelled and traded amongst the Chontal Maya of the Yucatán, in whose lands the beings had passed a brief sojourn. He was therefore ideally placed to keep watch for any further sign of them. ‘If they are sighted again,’ he had told Cuetzpalli before sending him on his way to the Yucatán, ‘then gather intelligence and bring it to me swiftly. You may approach me with it at any hour of the day or night. No information is of greater importance to the safety of our realm.’

‘You were right to disturb me,’ Moctezuma sighed, putting Teudile out of his misery. ‘I will see the pochtecatl in the House of Serpents. But before you bring him there, summon Namacuix and tell him I will require two captives, both males – youths – for sacrifice.’

Because the best-known manifestation of Quetzalcoatl was in the form of a plumed serpent, it seemed to Moctezuma it would be appropriate to be amongst the creatures of Quetzalcoatl if, as he very much feared, he was now to receive tidings of that god’s return. 

The House of Serpents was part of the royal zoo, and there, in the pits and ponds surrounding the main viewing floor, could be found serpents of all sizes and colours, from the dullest rattlesnakes to the brightest coral and parrot snakes. The collection included bushmasters, nauyaca vipers, eyelash vipers, dwarf pythons, ribbon snakes, black rat snakes, milk snakes, garter snakes, boa constrictors and many other species, including a variety of aquatic snakes. The great walled courtyard built to display these monsters was in part open to the stars and additionally illuminated tonight by flickering torches, bringing to life richly painted murals of serpents arranging themselves in geometric patterns. Ichtaka the zookeeper and his young assistant were still busily lighting the torches when Moctezuma entered. They at once fell on their faces, as was proper in the presence of the Great Speaker, but he waved them to their feet, ordering them to complete their task and leave.

Namacuix, the lean zealot with burning eyes, recently appointed to the role of High Priest following the mysterious disappearance of his treacherous predecessor Ahuizotl, arrived soon afterwards. He was accompanied by four black-robed assistants carrying a portable wooden execution platform, which they set down in the middle of the viewing chamber. With them, guarded by six soldiers, came two captive Tlascalan youths, dressed in paper loincloths, their bodies already covered in chalk. Although they were drugged and compliant, their eyes brimmed with fear and horror. Finally Teudile entered with a servant carrying two stools – a high one for Moctezuma to sit on and a much lower one for the pochtecatl.

‘Shall I bring in the merchant, lord?’ Teudile asked.

In one of the pits, a sinuous boa constrictor was in the process of swallowing a very large agouti. Watching gloomily, Moctezuma was struck by the symbolism. The serpent must represent Quetzalcoatl while the agouti, now bulging in the serpent’s gullet, must be himself.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Bring him in.’

It was most unusual for any man, let alone a travel-stained and weary pochtecatl, to be seated in the presence of the Great Speaker, but Cuetzpalli’s mission justified the honour. When the merchant had completed his obeisances, Moctezuma gestured to the stool and got straight to the point: ‘Have the white-skinned beings returned?’ he asked.

‘They have, my lord,’ Cuetzpalli replied. ‘They came, as they did before, from across the eastern ocean, in boats of enormous size that move by themselves without paddles.’

Moctezuma nodded slowly. In this way, he thought, as the ancient prophecies foretold, my doom approaches. He made a sign to Namacuix and, very quickly, with no ceremony, the two Tlascalan youths were bent backwards over the killing platform, their breasts hacked open and their hearts torn out. When the work was done, the High Priest dipped his fingers into their welling chest cavities, crossed over to Moctezuma and Cuetzpalli, and sprinkled them liberally with blood. 

There followed a brief interval as the bodies were removed; the parts not fit for human consumption would be fed immediately to the jaguars and other carnivorous beasts kept in the zoo. The assistant priests and soldiers then filed out. Finally, only Namacuix and Teudile were left standing, one on either side of their ruler. ‘Very well,’ Moctezuma said to the pochtecatl. ‘You may proceed.’

‘You are gracious, sire,’ the merchant replied. ‘But before I begin it is my duty to inform you that the events I am about to speak of took place twenty-seven days ago.’

Moctezuma frowned. ‘Twenty-seven days?’

‘Yes, great lord, for the lands of the Chontal Maya are very far from here. I travelled fast, by forced march, sleeping little and eating while on the move. I left my caravan far behind, retaining only my Cuahchic bodyguards to secure my safety. Even so, we were twenty-seven days on the road.’

Though Moctezuma endeavoured to keep his face calm and free of emotion, his heart was thudding. If the white-skinned beings had been seen in the lands of the Chontal Maya twenty-seven days ago, then who was to say where they might be today? If they were truly gods, as he suspected, it seemed likely they would travel much faster than mortal men, in which case might they not even now be approaching Tenochtitlan? 

That prospect, terrifying in itself, grew even more horrible and immediate for Moctezuma as the pochtecatl told his story, supporting it with many detailed paintings done by his own artist during a great battle – a battle that had taken place twenty-seven days previously, in which the Chontal Maya had sought, and failed, to drive the white-skinned beings back into the ocean.

Moctezuma knew the Maya to be ferocious fighters; indeed their ferocity was one reason why the Mexica had never tried to force them to become tribute-paying subjects of the empire. They were also numerous as flies in the summer and thus able to put large armies in the field, which made conquering them a costly prospect that his generals had always advised against.

Yet the white-skinned beings, whose own numbers, Cuetzpalli reported, did not exceed a paltry five hundred, had, in a single day, destroyed and put to rout an army of forty thousand Chontal Maya! Of particular significance was the fact that they had done so with the use of Xiuhcoatl – fire-serpents. The war god Huitzilopochtli, ‘Hummingbird’, had appeared to Moctezuma in visions to warn him that those who sought his doom would be armed in exactly this way. 

The Mayan chiefs, Cuetzpalli continued, had foolishly persuaded themselves that the beings were not gods and that their Xiuhcoatl were merely manmade weapons of some ingenious sort. Having seen them in action, however, the pochtecatl had no doubt that supernatural powers were involved. ‘Their fire-serpents roared,’ he said, ‘and their noise resounded like thunder so loud as to steal a man’s strength and shut off his ears.’ Moreover, the beings possessed not just one but at least three different types of these miraculous weapons! The smallest killed one or two men at a single blow, those of medium size easily killed fifty, and the largest ones killed hundreds. ‘The discharge of a large Xiuhcoatl is terrifying, lord,’ Cuetzpalli said, his voice filled with wonder. ‘A thing like a ball of metal shoots out from its entrails, showering fire and blazing sparks; it travels a great distance through the air and when it hits the ground it bounces and rolls, killing all in its path, breaking men apart and dissolving them as though they never existed. The smoke that comes out with it has a fetid odour, like rotten mud. It can be smelled from afar and it wounds the head and penetrates even to the brain.’ 

Moctezuma had an overwhelming sense of a great danger that had been closing in on him for several years, now slowly and menacingly fulfilling its dreadful promise. 

First there had been the signs and omens, unexplained visitations, incoherent and unclear but no less terrifying for that, stretching back a decade or more. Then two years ago a strange bird had been brought to his palace. The bird had a mirror in its crest, and in that mirror Moctezuma had seen white-skinned, golden-haired creatures dressed in metal armour, some resembling humans, and some part-human, part-deer that ran very swiftly. Next, less than a year ago, reports had reached him from the Chontal Maya that beings exactly like those he had seen in the mirror had appeared in the Yucatán. Later, Hummingbird had given him further tidings of them, telling him that they were masters of unknown metals and that wild beasts fought for them in battle, ‘Some carrying them faster than the wind, others with monstrous teeth and jaws that tear men apart.’ Now, witness to a battle that had taken place just twenty-seven days ago, Cuetzpalli had brought paintings of these same wild-beasts – ‘deer that bore them on their backs and were tall as roof terraces’, and other monsters the size of jaguars that he had seen only from a distance but that ran across the battlefield in great numbers, seizing and devouring the Mayan soldiers. Both types of beast moved with terrifying, unnatural speed, flying over the ground and leaping through the air; and both, like the white-skinned beings themselves, wore armour made of a mysterious metal that gleamed like silver but was so strong that none of the Mayan weapons could penetrate it. ‘Their trappings and arms are all made of this metal,’ Cuetzpalli said. ‘They dress in it and wear it on their heads. Their swords are metal, their bows are metal, their shields are metal, their spears are metal.’

The artist had painted awe-inspiring images of the white-skinned beings with their strange beasts, and their terrifying metal war array. As Moctezuma studied the paintings and heard Cuetzpalli’s account, the suspicion that these beings must be gods, which he had all along entertained, began to solidify and take definite shape in his mind. Although Cuetzpalli had not had the opportunity to approach them closely, witnessing the battle from a hilltop, he had questioned a Maya chief who had negotiated with them for some days before the fighting began. This chief, Muluc by name, had described the beings as ‘very white. They have chalky faces; they have yellow hair, though the hair of some is black. Their beards are long and yellow, and their moustaches are yellow.’ 

The description accorded perfectly with all ancient testimony concerning the bearded, white-skinned god Quetzalcoatl whose return, it had long ago been prophesied, would take place this very year – the year One-Reed. Indeed Quetzalcoatl’s full name was Ce-Acatl Quetzalcoatl meaning ‘One-Reed Quetzalcoatl’. Moreover, there was a venerable tradition that ‘years with the sign of the Flint come from the north, those with the House from the west, those with the Rabbit from the south, and those with the Reed from the east.’ It was therefore a matter laden with meaning that these white-skinned gods, whose description answered so closely to that of Quetzalcoatl, had entered the Yucatán from the east, across the eastern ocean. Also, the place where they had arrived and given such a fearsome demonstration of their supernatural powers was Potonchan – the exact spot from which Quetzalcoatl was said to have made his exit long years before, and to which he had promised he would return to begin the overthrow of the devotees of Hummingbird, the war god who had driven him out. Quetzalcoatl has appeared! Moctezuma thought. He has come back! He will come here, to Tenochtitlan, to the place of his throne and his canopy, for that is what he promised when he departed.

‘In the year One-Reed,’ the prophecy said, ‘a king will be struck down and made a slave.’ 

Certain now that he himself must be that doomed king, Moctezuma found it increasingly difficult to disguise the awful, mind-numbing, gut-wrenching fear that was overtaking him like some deadly curse, shrivelling his heart and loosening the sinews of his knees. 

That same fear, inspired by the earlier omens, had led him to initiate a holocaust of two thousand female victims on the pyramid sixty days before. The great sacrifice had produced its desired effect. Hummingbird had appeared to him and promised to fight at his side, and in return Moctezuma had sworn to the war god that an even larger harvest would follow – a harvest consisting entirely of virgin girls. He’d felt confident he would be able to keep his word because Coaxoch, his greatest general, had then been in the field commanding an entire army with a full complement of four regiments, each eight thousand men strong, dedicated to the sole purpose of seizing huge numbers of additional victims. But what Moctezuma had not known that night, what he could not even possibly have imagined, was that Coaxoch’s army of thirty-two thousand fighting men would be annihilated the very next morning by a superior Tlascalan force – demolished so completely by the Tlascalan battle-king Shikotenka that barely three thousand demoralised survivors had limped back to Tenochtitlan. Nor could Moctezuma have predicted the puzzling escalation in fighting that erupted soon afterwards, much closer to home, with the rebel forces led by Ishtlil, the treacherous prince of Texcoco. This flare-up had so preoccupied the five remaining Mexica armies that there had been scant progress in the further search for sacrificial victims. 

Deep in his roiling guts, Moctezuma knew he need look no further to explain why, despite all his efforts and his desperate need for reassurance and advice, Hummingbird had not reappeared or even sent him a single unambiguous sign. It was obvious the war god would remain remote until he received the large basket of virgins promised to him. Henceforward, Moctezuma resolved, he would once again devote four full regiments of his best men exclusively to that sacred task.

When Cuetzpalli’s report was complete, Moctezuma spoke gently to him. ‘You have suffered fatigue,’ he said, ‘and you are exhausted from your long journey, so you may go now and rest and when I have need of you I will call you again. But know this. What you have said to me tonight and what you have shown me has been in secret. It is only within you. His glance took in Teudile and Namacuix and he made his voice stern: ‘No one shall speak anything of this. No one shall let it escape his lips. If any here present lets any of it out, they will die. Their wives will be killed by hanging them with ropes. Their children will be dashed to pieces against the walls of their houses and their houses will be torn down and rooted out of their foundations.’

As he stood to leave, Moctezuma’s eyes fell on the boa constrictor in the pit. He noted with interest that the agouti had proved too large to swallow and the serpent’s gullet had burst explosively open. 

Both creatures now lay dead.


Chapter Four
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Wednesday 21 April 1519, night

Guatemoc sat alone on the roof garden of his townhouse in the royal quarter of Tenochtitlan, gazing up at the starry sky. In the midnight depths of the darkness, the glittering Mamalhuaztli, the seven bright stars of the Fire-Sticks constellation, were setting and would soon enter their period of invisibility when they would be seen no more until the late summer. 

Strange, Guatemoc thought, how the stars came and went – now seen, now not seen. They were as inscrutable and mysterious as Temaz, the goddess of healing and medicines, to whom he owed his astonishing recovery from the terrible wounds inflicted on him two months previously by Shikotenka, battle-king of Tlascala, and also from the deadly cotelachi poison he’d been given while he lay convalescing in the royal hospital. His uncle Moctezuma had, of course, denied any direct involvement in the plot, had ordered the royal physician Mecatl to be flayed alive for administering the poison, and had presented the doctor’s skin to his nephew as a token. Even so, Guatemoc and his father Cuitláhuac, whose loyalty to Moctezuma had hitherto been unshakable, both knew perfectly well that the Great Speaker had been behind the whole scheme. 

Ah Temaz, Temaz … Guatemoc couldn’t believe how lovesick he had become! He was sitting out here actually sighing under the night sky! He was missing her, longing for her sweet touch, remembering the uncanny healing warmth that had poured from her fingers into his wounds, bringing him back to life. More than fifty days had passed since their first encounter in the royal hospital, when she had come to him to expose Moctezuma’s plot. Then, after he’d been taken to the safety of his father’s estate at Chapultepec, she’d materialised thrice more to give him further healing and to speak to him of impossible things – of the return of Quetzalcoatl, the Plumed Serpent, the god of peace, who, she said, would overthrow Moctezuma. Even now, so many days later, though he had not seen her again since that last extraordinary night, her words still echoed in his ears: ‘You must not, Guatemoc, you must not place yourself in opposition to Quetzalcoatl. A war is coming and you must be on the right side. You must be on the side of peace.’

‘Peace?’ Guatemoc had been genuinely puzzled. ‘I am a warrior, my lady. I can never be on the side of peace …’ Besides, ‘What sort of god of peace would resort to war in the first place? Surely if he wishes to rid the world of Moctezuma, he will find a way to do that by peaceful means?’

‘Moctezuma is evil,’ Temaz had insisted, ‘and sometimes evil overwhelms good, and when it does it can’t just be wished away peacefully. It has to be fought and it has to be stopped, and that’s what Quetzalcoatl is returning to do.’

‘So Quetzalcoatl, then, is a god of war, just like our own war god Hummingbird?’

‘No … Yes!’

‘Which is it to be, my lady? Is this Quetzalcoatl of yours a god of peace? Or is he a god of war? He can’t be both!’

‘Then he is a god of war! But his fight is against Hummingbird himself, the wicked ruler and authority of the unseen world, who contaminates and pollutes everything he touches with evil and darkness, whose puppet Moctezuma is, just as the physician Mecatl was Moctezuma’s puppet in the plot to poison you … So the question you must ask yourself, Guatemoc, is this – will you, too, be Hummingbird’s puppet in the great conflict that is to come, or will you fight on the side of the good and the light?’

‘Lady Temaz,’ Guatemoc had replied, ‘if you are asking me to fight against Moctezuma, then I will tell you now I am ready to do so! He is a weakling and a fool and, besides, he sought to murder me! But if you are asking me to fight against Hummingbird, my lady … well, that is quite another matter and by no means so easily undertaken.’

‘The time will come, Prince, when you will have to choose,’ Temaz had said. ‘I can only hope you choose wisely.’ He remembered how she’d pressed her fingers one more time against the wounds that scarred his naked belly, sending more healing warmth into his body. ‘I will see you again,’ she’d said, straightening, relinquishing the contact. 

And then …

Well, then he’d kissed her, a passionate kiss, deep and filled with hunger – his hunger, her hunger – which could only be satiated in one way, which should have been satiated in that way, except that at that precise moment the Lady Temaz had turned to smoke in Guatemoc’s arms and disappeared, leaving him embracing empty air.

What just happened? he remembered thinking. Who is she? A goddess, as she claims? Or something else?

He’d touched his lips again, glowing, alive, tingling with sensation. But when he brought his fingers away he saw they were smeared with red.

He’d frowned. What was this? Blood? He’d tasted his lips with his tongue. No! Not blood! Something else. Something familiar.

He’d found an obsidian mirror and examined himself. This red stuff, whatever it might be, was not confined to his lips but smeared all round his mouth. He’d tasted it again and suddenly he had it. Tincture of cochineal! Rare and exotic, yes, but quite definitely a woman’s lip paint.

Why would a goddess need lip paint?

He’d pondered that question back then, and pondered it still, but had not yet come to any definite conclusion. It remained possible that he had been healed by a goddess. But his intuition suggested another, even more extraordinary, possibility: that the goddess Temaz had all along been a human woman in disguise. A witch, perhaps, with some strange power to render herself invisible and visible at will?

Guatemoc sighed again. The thought that he might have been duped would ordinarily have plunged him into a rage but, in this case, strangely, it did not. The single, unassailable truth was that this Temaz, whoever she was – whether goddess or woman, phantom or witch – had brought him the miracle of healing and saved his life.

He ran the tip of his tongue around his lips. Even now, after so much time had passed, he often imagined he could taste her sweetness and feel the hot, wet warmth of her tongue roiling against his.

And, on occasion – was it also his imagination, or something more? – he was overtaken by a strong intuition that she was present, invisible, watching silently over him. He felt the hairs rise on the back of his neck. Was now one of those times? 

‘Temaz,’ he said softly. ‘Sweet goddess. Show yourself to me.’

There! What was that? A disturbance of the air? A hint of form emerging out of shadow? Was tonight the night the goddess would return to him? Guatemoc sat forward eagerly, his eyes probing the darkness. ‘Are you there?’ he asked, surprised by the tremor in his voice. He stood, walked hesitantly to the place where he thought he had seen her, reaching out with his arms. ‘I have longed for you,’ he said – but then immediately felt foolish because there came no reply and the night air was still again, the shadows just shadows and empty of substance.

Enough! He was behaving like a callow youth.

It was time to put this nonsense behind him. Tomorrow, he resolved, he would begin to involve himself in affairs of state again. Moctezuma would resist, but Moctezuma’s days were numbered. If Quetzalcoatl was indeed about to return, then a true warrior must step forward to confront him. 

As to women … well, women were as plentiful as the fish in the sea. Guatemoc had held himself aloof from them long enough because of his foolish loyalty to Temaz.

Might as well be loyal to a dream!

He was ready to move on.


Chapter Five
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Thursday 22 April 1519


The great lord called Cortés, wearing the gleaming metal jacket that these Spaniards called a cuirass, was seated under an awning on the same grand and ingenious folding chair that Malinal had seen him use for his diplomatic encounter with the defeated chiefs of the Chontal Maya. But time had passed since then, and the man in front of Cortés today, seated cross-legged on a mat on the ground and thus obliged to look up at him from a position of inferiority, was no Maya. Instead this was a plain and stocky middle-ranking noble of the Mexica, Pichatzin by name, whom Moctezuma had appointed as provincial governor of the coastal town of Cuetlaxtlan. In her five years as a sex slave of the Mexica, Malinal had attended a number of dinner parties in Tenochtitlan at which Pichatzin had been present before he was sent to rule this far-flung outpost of the empire. But, since his rank amongst the pipiltzin – the noble social class – was too low for her ever to have been given to him as a lover, it was not certain he would remember her. For the same reason, she knew none of the five other relatively low-ranking nobles accompanying him as an entourage, who were presently obliged, for want of space, to stand outside the awning in the full glare of the afternoon sun. In addition, Pichatzin had brought along an artist who was also squatting in the sun and working industriously on a series of paintings. 

Cortés’s own entourage consisted of red-bearded Puertocarrero, who Malinal knew all too well, and the lords Alvarado, Escalante, Ordaz and Montejo, whose names she had memorised. Though standing, they had all found a place under the shade of the awning. The boy Pepillo, who was never far from Cortés’s side, except when tending to his injured pet dog, sat on the ground clutching a pen and a sheaf of papers, ready as always to keep a record of his master’s doings. In addition the interpreter Aguilar was present; however, since he spoke only Castilian and Maya, while Pichatzin and his entourage, like most Mexica, spoke only Nahuatl, he presently had very little to do. It was obvious from the repeated use of sign language and frustrated smiles that the two groups did not understand each other at all well.

Spying on the meeting over the steam rising from the cooking pots, and between the bustling figures of the other serving girls in the makeshift kitchen of the Spanish camp, Malinal saw the chance she had been denied until now to prove her worth to Cortés. In her first extraordinary glimpse of the white men on horseback twenty-eight days before, it had been the eye of Cortés himself that she had caught as he rode past her, clothed from head to foot in shining metal armour, to join the great battle outside Potonchan. The very next day she had been presented to him as a peace offering by her stepfather Muluc, the ruler of Potonchan, who had of course survived the fighting in which so many thousands of the Chontal Maya had died. Along with her had come heaped jaguar skins, bales of costly cloths, a chest full of precious jade objects, some gems, some small items of gold and silver, and nineteen other women – all of them, like Malinal herself, offered as slaves to be used for any purpose the Spaniards saw fit. ‘You said you returned to us to meet the white men,’ Muluc had reminded her, ‘so now you’re going to get your wish – and good riddance to you. I hope you’re as much trouble to them as you’ve been to me.’ Her mother Raxca had wept but had raised no objection as her repulsive husband got Malinal out of the way permanently and placated a powerful enemy at the same time – thus, he gloated, ‘killing two birds with one arrow.’ 

Malinal had found it hard to conceal her joy. After she and her friend Tozi had narrowly escaped sacrifice at the hands of Moctezuma himself, she had walked all the way from Tenochtitlan to find these white ‘gods’, only to be diverted from her quest by Muluc – yet fate had now conspired to make him the very instrument that would put her into their hands! For a moment everything had seemed to be moving smoothly towards its foreordained conclusion but, soon after she had been marched from the regional capital Cintla back to Potonchan, and delivered to the Spaniards, Malinal’s sense of being swept up in some divine scheme was again rudely shattered. The special connection she had felt with the Spanish leader as she’d watched him ride into battle, the way he had turned his bearded white face towards her, the way his eyes had seemed to fix on her and root her to the spot, had filled her with hope and a strange yearning. Yet, when she had been brought before him in Potonchan, he had accepted her from Muluc as a gift of less importance than the jade, gold and jewels (which themselves had seemed to please him very little), paid her no special attention, rejected her attempt to speak to him through Aguilar and finally given her to his friend Puertocarrero.

Thereafter she had seen little of Cortés during the twenty-three further days the Spaniards had remained in the lands of the Chontal Maya. He had spent much of his time away from Potonchan, often in the company of his cruel but handsome second in command Pedro de Alvarado. She soon learned from servants who Muluc had sent to work for them in the palace that the Spaniards were ransacking all the towns of the region for gold – which seemed to obsess them as much as it obsessed the Mexica, though it was of little interest to the Maya. It was even said that Muluc and the paramount chief Ah Kinchil had been tortured to persuade them to surrender stores of gold the white men believed they had hidden – but of course they had none to give. She neither knew nor cared if these reports were true; the two chiefs had conspired to ruin her life and, in her opinion, deserved whatever bad things came to them.

When not hunting for gold, Cortés’s other favourite activity – to which he showed great dedication – was destroying the idols of the gods kept in the temples and preaching to the people of Cintla and Potonchan about his own strange and incomprehensible religion. Since everyone was terrified of him, he won many converts.

On the occasions when he was not preoccupied with these activities, Malinal several times asked Aguilar’s assistance to approach Cortés and speak to him. From the very first day, however, the Spanish interpreter had been unhelpful. She’d made him understand she was fluent not only in Maya but also in Nahuatl, the language of the Mexica, yet for some reason she couldn’t grasp, he was obviously determined not to let her talk to Cortés.

Then she’d found out why.

One evening Cortés had made an announcement to the assembled army, which Aguilar had been required to translate for the benefit of all twenty of the female slaves who would be accompanying them; he’d said that the Spaniards had concluded their business with the Chontal Maya and would soon be moving on to the lands of the Mexica. They would go first by ship to the coastal town of Cuetlaxtlan – everyone must be ready to embark in just three days’ time – and from there they would strike inland to Tenochtitlan, the Mexica capital. This they would seize by force, take its emperor Moctezuma ‘dead or alive’, and help themselves to the vast hoard of gold his empire was reputed to have amassed. 

Reputed? Malinal had thought, even as her heart soared. Reputed! If she’d been allowed to talk to Cortés she could have told him weeks before that it was not just a matter of ‘reputed’. The Mexica were the richest people in the entire world, Tenochtitlan overflowed with gold and Moctezuma’s treasuries were stuffed to bursting point with it.

Clearly Aguilar had acted so strangely because he knew Malinal was fluent in Nahuatl – which he spoke not a word of – and could see she was already learning Castilian. The foolish man must have feared, since it was inevitable the Spaniards’ lust for gold would sooner or later lead them to the Mexica, that she would then usurp his privileged place at Cortés’s side. While not actually lying to his master about the fabulous wealth of Tenochtitlan, the interpreter had therefore done all he could to divert and delay this important intelligence and to prevent Cortés from discovering how indispensable Malinal might prove to the Spanish cause. 

Perhaps Aguilar had even hoped the slaves would be left behind when the Spaniards continued their journey! But there was no way Puertocarrero or any of the other officers who’d been given women were going to do without their all-purpose cooks, cleaners and bed companions, and Cortés had made a point of confirming they would accompany the army in its advance on Tenochtitlan.

So once again, Malinal realised, she had been reunited with her fate. Very soon Cortés would meet the lords of the Mexica and find he was unable to talk to them. When he did, no matter how Aguilar might try to block her, she had resolved she would be there to take her rightful place in history.

Three days later, as Cortés had promised, they left Potonchan. Then had followed a sea voyage in the great boat, named the Santa Luisa, owned by Puertocarrero. This vessel was so much larger and grander than any Malinal had ever seen or dreamed of, that she had at first been overawed, even a little terrified, by its mountainous size and by the cunning way its wings of cloth caught the wind and drove it forward across the foaming waves. 

Moreover, the Santa Luisa was only one of eleven such boats under the command of Cortés, with his own Santa Maria being the largest and most magnificent of them. All these ‘ships’, as the Spaniards called them, had sailed together along the coast of the Yucatán after departing from Potonchan and again, since they were on different vessels, there had been no opportunity for Malinal to speak with Cortés. What soon became clear to her, however, was that they were travelling faster than a man could walk and that they kept this speed up, hour after hour, day after day, and night after night, soon leaving the lands of the Maya behind and moving ever closer to territories settled and governed by the Mexica. 

Finally, on the morning of the fourth day at sea, Cortés ordered the fleet to drop anchor off the coast a few miles north of Cuetlaxtlan and immediately began to disembark the larger part of his army. Within hours camp had been pitched high up on the sand dunes, Pichatzin and his entourage had arrived to find out what was going on, only to be frustrated by a seemingly insuperable language barrier, and Malinal, slaving over the cooking pots, had seen her opportunity to catch Cortés’s eye again, as she had on the day of the great battle outside Potonchan.

Then, as he’d thundered by on horseback, she might still have been persuaded that he and his fellow Spaniards were gods, but she knew better now. Indeed the smell of Puertocarrero’s farts alone had been enough to convince her that she was dealing with men, like any other men – with all the weaknesses, follies and stupidities of the male sex. To be sure, they looked very different from the Maya or the Mexica, and their language – which Malinal had already begun to master – was quite unlike any other she had ever heard. Admittedly, also, their customs and behaviour were strange. Although most of them never washed, with the result that their bodies were filthy and stinking, they were unusually disciplined and determined, and their weapons, their tame animals and their ships were extraordinary. Nevertheless, when all was said and done, they were men, and nothing more than men, and as such, no matter how fearsome and alien they might seem, they could be understood and manipulated.

Malinal checked her cooking pots one more time. The stew was ready. She ladled two generous helpings into the bowls she would offer to Cortés and Pichatzin, told the other girls to serve out the rest, and made her way across the sand to her destiny.

‘Surely there must be some common ground between the Mexica and the Maya?’ Cortés asked Aguilar. ‘Something you can use to communicate with these savages?’

‘No, Hernán,’ Aguilar replied. ‘Their languages are not like French and Italian, with many shared words. They are utterly different. I can’t make myself understood at all.’

‘Well we have a problem then,’ said Cortés. ‘If we can’t speak to the Mexica, we can’t negotiate with them or impress them with our arguments, or learn their minds. It will make them harder to defeat.’

‘Nonsense!’ said Alvarado, who was standing with Puertocarrero beside Cortés. ‘The language of the sword is plain. We need only speak to them in that and they’ll understand us well enough!’

Cortés laughed wearily. ‘I wish it were so simple, Pedro, but in my experience the tongue is a mightier weapon than the blade.’

As he spoke, Cortés saw the tall and very beautiful Mayan woman he had given to Puertocarrero approaching them across the sand; she was holding two steaming bowls of the afternoon meal he had ordered the kitchen to prepare. He had first seen this striking creature on the day of the great battle outside Potonchan, standing with a group of other observers atop one of the low hills that overlooked the plains, and he’d recognised her the following morning when the barbarian Muluc had brought her as a tribute. She had made an impassioned appeal to speak to him then, but Aguilar had persuaded him – against his own instincts – to ignore her. Now, noting again the elegance of her stride and the seductive curves of her body, Cortés reflected that he should have claimed her for himself. But rebellion was brewing amongst the Velazquistas – as he called the faction of conquistadors still loyal to his rival Diego de Velázquez, the governor of Cuba, who he’d betrayed by sailing from Santiago without permission two months before. His own friends outnumbered them, but they had to be kept sweet, and this decorative sex slave had been an easy way to satisfy Puertocarrero, who loved women at least as much as he loved gold. 

She stooped under the awning, ignored the lustful stare she received from her master and brought the first bowl straight to Cortés, her eyes fixed on him. There was intelligence in those eyes and something else – some urgency, some attempt at connection, some message she seemed to wish to communicate. ‘Gods!’ Montejo muttered to Puertocarrero, ‘you’re a lucky man to take that one to your bed.’

‘Her tongue struggles mightily with my blade each night,’ agreed Puertocarrero. There was a general outburst of lewd sniggers from the Spaniards, but Cortés refrained from joining in. He sensed that the woman somehow knew she was being mocked. She turned to Pichatzin, stooping to offer him the second bowl. Then, as the Mexica reached out his hands to take it from her, she spoke some words to him in what sounded like his own language. His eyes widened, his thin lips narrowed, a beat of silence followed and then he replied. There was, Cortés thought, anger in his tone. The woman addressed him again. Her voice was husky, deep and rich, but at the same time soothing and gentle. Pichatzin relaxed and in a moment there was a smile on his face. He spoke further to the woman and she answered with a musical chime of laughter. 

Cortés turned to Puertocarrero. ‘It seems your woman is quite the diplomat,’ he observed. ‘What’s her name?’

Puertocarrero shrugged. ‘Malinal … or something such.’

‘And this Malinal,’ Cortés addressed Aguilar, ‘she is Maya? She speaks the Maya tongue?’

‘She is Maya,’ Aguilar replied. There was something evasive in his tone. ‘She came to us with the other Maya slave women. You’ll recall she made a scene when they brought her. Since then she’s many times asked to speak to you – some nonsense about you being a god – but I didn’t think you’d wish to be bothered with the babble of a serf.’

 ‘That was a mistake,’ Cortés snapped, putting steel into his voice. ‘Make no such decisions for me in the future!’

Aguilar’s shoulders slumped: ‘Yes, Don Hernán. My apologies.’

‘It seems she speaks the language of these Mexica,’ Cortés observed. ‘Find out, therefore, if she truly does, whether she is fluent and where she learnt it.’ Leaning forward in his chair, with the Mexica officials also looking on eagerly, he watched and listened as Aguilar and Malinal held an animated conversation that lasted for several minutes. 

‘Spit it out, man!’ Cortés said to Aguilar the moment they fell silent. He couldn’t hold down the impatience and rising excitement he felt. 

‘She is of the Chontal Maya,’ said Aguilar. ‘But she claims to have complete mastery of the Mexica language, which she says is called Nahuatl. She claims to have lived in the Mexica capital city – this Tenochtitlan of which many have spoken – for five years and learnt it there.’ Aguilar lowered his eyes and added: ‘She also says she knows much about the Mexica that will be of value to you—’

‘Things I might have learned weeks ago if you’d done your job properly …’

‘Yes, Don Hernán. I can only apologise …’

Cortés nodded. ‘Very well, but let’s learn from this. In future you will tell me everything she says.’ He bounded from his chair, walked into the sunlight and paced restlessly. ‘The two of you will work together,’ he said to Aguilar. ‘When the Mexica speak, Malinal will translate their words into Maya and you will put them into Castilian for me, missing nothing out. When I speak you will translate my words into Maya and Malinal will put them into Nahuatl. Tell her! Tell her now this is the plan. Tell her if she accepts she’ll do no more menial kitchen work. She’ll be elevated to a place of honour amongst us.’

‘By all means she accepts!’ growled Puertocarrero. ‘I’ll give her a good slapping if she doesn’t.’

‘Fie, Alonso! That won’t be necessary. This is clearly an intelligent woman of some breeding. Any fool can see that! I would prefer she worked happily with us of her own free will.’

As Aguilar and Malinal talked, Cortés observed them closely, and he was happy to see a broad smile break out on her face and hear her laughter. Damn, but there was something about this girl that touched his heart! ‘What does she say?’ he asked.

‘She says, yes, of course,’ Aguilar replied. ‘She will be honoured to serve in any way that pleases you.’

Once introductions had been properly made by Malinal, Cortés had a much better idea about who he was dealing with. Pichatzin was the servant of that powerful king or emperor whom the Chontal Maya had spoken about with such reverence, whose title was the ‘Great Speaker’ and whose name was Moctezuma. It seemed this Moctezuma ruled vast territories and huge numbers of people from his splendid capital city Tenochtitlan, which stood on an island in a lake somewhat less than two hundred miles inland from the place where the Spanish were presently camped. There was no doubt in Cortés’s mind that this must be the same golden city Saint Peter had promised him in his dreams as his reward for punishing the Chontal Maya at Potonchan. As to Pichatzin, he had been appointed a year ago on Moctezuma’s orders to be the governor of the good-sized town called Cuetlaxtlan, lying a few miles further south down the coast and identified as such by Juan de Escalante in an earlier reconnaissance. Now Cortés learned Cuetlaxtlan had been conquered and settled more than seventy years earlier by Moctezuma’s race – the fabled Mexica, about whose great wealth in gold and treasure he had already heard so much. However, the majority of the inhabitants of this region were a subject people called the Totonacs, who were ruled by the Mexica and paid tribute to them. 

Through Malinal, Pichatzin then asked Cortés what the Spanish wanted here, why they had come across the ocean in their ships and what their plans were.

‘We have come,’ Cortés lied, ‘because the fame of your emperor the great Moctezuma has reached us even across the ocean. I desire to see him and trade with him, and to this end in a very short while I propose to march with my men into the interior of your country and make my way to Tenochtitlan.’ 

Pichatzin replied that this would be unwise without the permission of Moctezuma, who commanded a standing army of more than two hundred thousand men. ‘Allow me to send a message to my emperor,’ he said. In the politest possible language, but nonetheless with a clear undertone of threat, he advised Cortés to keep the Spanish in their camp until they had received an answer.

‘If Tenochtitlan is two hundred miles away,’ Cortés objected, ‘this going to and fro of messages will surely take a long time.’

‘Not so long,’ said Malinal. Speaking directly through Aguilar, without reference to Pichatzin, she explained that the Mexica had excellent roads on which the journey could be made in six days – or sometimes less at a fast march. However, messages travelled very much faster than that. There were relay posts on the roads, separated by intervals of just five miles. A messenger would leave at once running at top speed. When he became tired he would stop and hand the message on to another runner, who would do the same at the next relay post – and so on. In this way Pichatzin’s message would be carried very quickly to Moctezuma, reaching him in less than twenty-four hours.

‘So we can expect a reply in two days and two nights?’ Cortés asked.

Malinal put the question to Pichatzin. 

‘Yes,’ he replied. ‘In two days and two nights you will have the Great Speaker’s answer.’

‘If we wait,’ said Cortés, ‘my men will need food, water, better shelter than we have now. Can you provide us with these things?’

‘The Great Speaker is generous to his guests,’ Pichatzin replied. ‘I will see to it you have everything you need.’

Pichatzin proved true to his word. Within hours of his departure, hundreds of bearers arrived bringing huge quantities of fresh food and drink and the promise that at dawn the next day a gang of labourers would be sent to build temporary dwellings for the Spaniards. Meanwhile, though far from comfortable, and plagued by swarms of tiny biting insects, the camp occupied a good defensible position on the dunes. Francisco de Mesa, the grizzled and enormously competent chief of artillery, had already set up cannon around its perimeter to protect against any surprise attack.

All in all, Cortés decided, things could be very much worse. 

With night already well advanced, he dismissed his captains and, despite some grumbles from Puertocarrero, summoned Aguilar and Malinal to his tent for a private meeting. If he was to take on the military might of the Mexica empire, then the brute force with which he had won his battles against the Chontal Maya would not be enough. Above all else, he needed to know Moctezuma’s weaknesses if he was to defeat him – and, in this, some intuition told him, Malinal had been heaven-sent to help.

It had been a long day for Pepillo, an exciting day that seemed lifted from the pages of Amadis de Gaula, that great romance of adventure and chivalry, of brave knights and monsters and of savage, exotic kingdoms, that Cortés kept in his travelling library and had allowed Pepillo to read. The Mexica ambassador and his entourage, so colourful, so barbaric in their bright feather cloaks and headdresses, with their lip-plugs of turquoise, with thin rods of gold and jade passed through their ear lobes and noses, with their strange weapons of wood, flint and obsidian, and their mellow, fluid language like a river running over stones and a breeze sighing through trees, had seemed unutterably alien, more alien even than the Maya, as though they were creatures not of this earth but of another realm entirely. How wonderful, then, that the slave woman Malinal not only spoke Maya but also spoke Nahuatl, the language of the Mexica, and therefore could work alongside Aguilar to make communication possible between Cortés and the dangerous savages whose lands he very soon intended to enter.

‘You may go, lad,’ Cortés had told Pepillo as he’d ushered Aguilar and Malinal into his tent to talk long into the night, and Pepillo, though curious, had been pleased enough to be set at liberty. Poor Melchior was still suffering from the whipping Vendabal had given him at sea, the stripes of his wounds open and raw. Indeed, since that day on board ship, Pepillo had feared for Melchior’s life. So he ran helter-skelter through the darkness to the shelter behind the kitchens where he kept the pup, crouched down beside him and loosened the chain that held him fast. ‘Come on, boy,’ he said, ‘let’s get you exercised.’

Melchior rose stiffly and a little unsteadily and nuzzled Pepillo’s hand. He was well fed on scraps here by the kitchen, and gaining weight, but his injuries pained him. Before taking him out onto the dunes to stretch his legs, Pepillo removed yesterday’s blood-caked bandages, cleaned the dog’s wounds, gently smoothed in the salve made from pig fat infused with herbs that Dr La Peña had given him, and finally applied new dressings.

It was a fine, cloudless night, the bright stars glittering, the moon – past full – flooding the sky with its pale light, and a soft breeze blowing in from the ocean carrying the sound of gentle waves lapping against the beach.

Pepillo left Melchior off the leash and the two of them walked side by side, the lurcher occasionally stopping to sniff the sand or cock his leg and piss against a clump of sturdy grass. Before Vendabal had whipped him, the dog had been an irrepressible ball of energy, enthusiasm and curiosity, but now there was something cautious, something tentative, about his manner. Not fear exactly – Pepillo did not think that Melchior felt fear the way he himself felt fear – but a new understanding of the random cruelty and wickedness of the world.

After a little time they came to the edge of the dunes overlooking the moonlit ocean – the ocean that stretched away from here in an unbroken expanse encompassing the islands of Cuba and Hispaniola until it reached the shores of far-off Africa and Spain.

Africa, whence his best friend Melchior had been brought as a slave, only to die in the New Lands in that last great battle against the Maya.

And Spain, where Pepillo himself had been born, but which he could hardly remember now, only knowing, in a distant sort of way, that he had been orphaned there, and taken in by the Dominicans and brought across the ocean to start the new life that finally had brought him to this time and this place. 

He rested his hand on Melchior’s floppy ears and scratched his brindled head – his new Melchior who could never replace the great friend he had lost, but who yet had become his only true companion in this strange and terrible world.

The lurcher’s ears suddenly shot up and a low whine vibrated in his throat. Off in the distance, in the heart of the camp, could distinctly be heard the snarls and growls of two dogs fighting. They would be two of Vendabal’s war dogs, set against one another in a pit for the men to lay wagers on. Very rarely the hounds in such contests would be allowed to battle it out to the death, and Cortés tolerated this, claiming to be persuaded by Vendabal’s argument that it toughened the animals up, but more often they were whipped apart before too much damage was done. They were, after all, valuable and irreplaceable weapons, and not to be lightly squandered.

Pepillo sighed. Since the voyage from Potonchan he’d felt Vendabal’s evil eye increasingly focused on Melchior. The fact that Cortés had refused to give the dog over to become a member of the pack had merely served to heighten this unwelcome attention.

But what would the next move in the game be? 

Pepillo shuddered and sighed again, and Melchior, sharing his misery, nuzzled up against him.


Chapter Six
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Friday 23 April 1519, night


After Cuetzpalli’s departure from the House of Serpents, Moctezuma gave firm instructions to Teudile that if there was any further word concerning the whereabouts of the white-skinned beings, it was to be reported to him immediately. ‘Tell me even if I am sleeping,’ he insisted.

That night passed without sleep, day followed, and then a second restless night and another day. The Great Speaker felt himself falling ever deeper into despair. He wandered the halls of his palace in torment, sighing, filled with weakness, talking to himself, saying: ‘What will happen to us? Who will outlive it? Ah, in other times I was contented, but now I have death in my heart! My heart burns and suffers as if it were washed in chilli water. Where can I go?’ 

Food was offered to him but he could not eat it. The time for his afternoon rest came, but when he closed his eyes he was haunted by visions of white, bearded faces and weapons of gleaming metal, and fearsome beasts, and again he could not sleep. Lost in the deepest gloom and sorrow, he picked at his dinner, leaving it largely untouched. Even the most delicate dishes, in which he had once taken such delight, failed to awaken his senses. Tobacco tubes were brought to him but, as he inhaled the smoke, he imagined he smelled the sulphurous fumes of fire-serpents and vomit rose in his throat. 

Finally he retired to his chamber where he was greeted by four naked girls from his harem. They were young and beautiful, they quivered in their fear of him, their tepilli parts became moist when he touched them, yet they failed to arouse even the slightest reaction from his limp and useless tepulli. Sad and dejected, he sent them away, determined to face the night alone.

At last he slept, but it seemed only a moment had passed before he awoke again to find Teudile standing over him holding a lantern. An expression of deep anxiety lurked in the cadaverous hollows of the steward’s face. ‘Lord,’ he said in a shaking voice, ‘forgive me for disturbing your rest, but in this I obey your command. Relay messengers running for a night and day have brought a report from your servant Pichatzin, governor of your city of Cuetlaxtlan in the conquered territories of your subject people the Totonacs. It seems the boats of the gods appeared there yesterday and the white-skinned beings have descended from them and made their camp upon the land. Pichatzin met and talked with them. They wish to see you, sire, and for that purpose they have stated their intention to march to Tenochtitlan …’

With a horrible groan, Moctezuma sat bolt upright in his bed. He was filled with such terror that he felt certain he must die of fear, and only with the greatest difficulty was he able to compose himself. ‘Meet me in the audience chamber,’ he told Teudile. ‘We will study Pichatzin’s message together and I will decide what must be done.’

Cloaked in the spell of invisibility, Tozi had been following Moctezuma around his palace for hours. The ability to magnify others’ fears had been added to her witch’s repertoire on the night of the holocaust at the great pyramid, when all her other powers had also been mysteriously enhanced, and she’d sent fear to Moctezuma often enough in the sixty days since then to wear the murdering bully down and deeply undermine his resolve. 

There were risks.

Her friend and ally Huicton, who walked the streets of Tenochtitlan in the guise of a blind beggar (but who in reality was neither blind nor a beggar but a spy for Moctezuma’s enemy Ishtlil, leader of the rebel faction in the vassal state of Texcoco), had warned her that powerful magicians protected the palace and posed real dangers to her when she entered its halls. ‘If you encounter such a one in your invisible form,’ Huicton had said, ‘you might be snuffed out like the flickering flame of a lamp, or else imprisoned in some sorcerous realm from which you can never escape.’

‘Their strength cannot match mine,’ Tozi had replied, not boasting but simply expressing the quiet confidence she felt in her own magical skills.

Huicton had looked at her with disapproval: ‘Never be too sure of yourself. In this world of the strong and the weak, there is always someone stronger than ourselves.’

And perhaps what the wise old spy said was true, but Tozi judged the risk worth taking to fill Moctezuma’s nights with chilling dreams and his days with nameless dreads, gradually eating away at his self-confidence and plaguing him with uncertainty. Her purpose was to render him weak, timid and ineffective, so he would be unable to put up a fight when the time came – as it soon must – for the return of Quetzalcoatl, the god of peace, who would usher in a new age free of human sacrifices, free of torture, free of slavery, free of pain, free of suffering. 

Now, on her first visit to the palace for five days, she listened with growing excitement to the news that Teudile brought Moctezuma in his bedchamber – news deemed important enough to wake him from his tormented sleep. Her senses quickened as she heard the steward speak of the ‘boats of the gods’ and of the ‘white-skinned beings’. And, as she witnessed Moctezuma’s reaction, all the while feeding him more fear, she knew in her heart the time had come.

A little later, after Moctezuma had dressed, the two men met again in the audience chamber, where they made reference to other intelligence Tozi had been unaware of until now, most notably that a great battle had been fought outside the Mayan town of Potonchan – the home town of her friend Malinal! – less than thirty days previously. Since the white-skinned beings had been armed with Xiuhcoatl, fire-serpents, the characteristic weapons of the gods, and had been served – as the gods were – by wild creatures they had tamed, it was therefore obvious to Tozi that they could be none other than Quetzalcoatl himself and his divine companions. No wonder they had been victorious! Having defeated the Maya, they had then moved on in their great boats to Cuetlaxtlan where Pichatzin had met them.

Like many official Mexica documents, the codex containing Pichatzin’s report was illustrated with detailed paintings, which Moctezuma and Teudile now pored over intently. Unknown to them, protected by the magic spell of invisibility, Tozi studied the paintings too. 

The first showed the leader of the tueles – gods – as Tozi was certain they were. He had the appearance of a man, very handsome, white skinned, with a full beard and bright eyes of uneven sizes, and he wore a jacket of shining metal. ‘This must be the god Quetzalcoatl himself,’ Moctezuma exclaimed. ‘He has come to seize his kingdom from my hands.’ Tozi could only agree. Enthralled, she gazed at the painting and had no doubts. It depicted Quetzalcoatl returned to earth to usher in a new age of peace and harmony, when humans would no longer be offered as sacrifices to the gods, but only fruits and flowers.

Then Teudile turned the page and another figure appeared – a woman whose thick black hair had once been much longer, and whose beauty shone out like the sun. It was all Tozi could do not to gasp with the joy of recognition, for again there could be no doubt. The artist was skilled and this woman standing beside the human manifestation of Quetzalcoatl was none other than Malinal herself …

Moctezuma’s jaw dropped open. ‘I know her,’ he said. He seemed dazed, shocked, unable to take his eyes off the painting. ‘Her face haunts my dreams …’

Because I have made you dream of her, thought Tozi. Because I have made you see her again and again as she lay before you on the sacrificial stone. Because I have made you remember how you were forced to release her. Because she is the one chosen by the gods to destroy you …

Teudile was reading the pictographs. ‘She is a woman of our land,’ he told Moctezuma, who still stared fixedly at the image as though confronted by a ghost. ‘Her name is Malinal and she is of the Chontal Maya, but it so happens she speaks our Nahuatl tongue. It was through her, Pichatzin tells us, that he was able to talk to the white-skinned ones who have amongst their number one who speaks the language of the Maya.’

‘I know her,’ Moctezuma repeated. ‘And you also, Teudile! You know her too!’

‘Forgive me, lord, but I do not think so.’

Moctezuma frowned: ‘You speak true,’ he said. ‘I had sent you on a mission to Azcapotzalco that day. Had you been present, matters might have turned out differently. It was last year, Teudile, the year Thirteen-Rabbit, and this Malinal was summoned to serve as my interpreter when I received the message of the Chontal Maya concerning the first appearance in their land of a number of the white-skinned beings. Once she had performed her task, since the matter was sensitive, I naturally ordered her strangled, but Ahuizotl cheated me. After I had left the room, he took her to join his kept women in Tlatelolco. You know the story now, I think?’

‘Yes, lord. I regret I was not there to prevent his treachery and wickedness.’

‘It is not your fault, Teudile. It seems this Malinal is favoured by heaven. Four months after Ahuizotl flouted my order for her execution – I suppose he had had his fill of her – he placed her beneath my knife on the stone of sacrifice, but Hummingbird himself intervened and commanded her release. I obeyed and now she appears again as the tongue of the god Quetzalcoatl who has come to fulfil the prophecy and reclaim his kingdom. I feel the hand of doom upon me, Teudile, and here is what I want you to do. You must go to Cuetlaxtlan. Go at once! Do not delay a single moment. Do reverence to our lord the god Quetzalcoatl. Take him rich presents. Say to him: “Your deputy Moctezuma has sent me to you. Here are the presents with which he welcomes you home to Mexico.”’

The steward seemed aghast. ‘My lord,’ he said. ‘Will you allow me to offer some words of caution?’

To Tozi’s surprise, Moctezuma agreed: ‘You have always advised me well, Teudile,’ he said in a small voice. ‘You may speak freely.’

‘Sire, we do not know for certain these white-skinned strangers are gods. You would be wise to learn more about them before welcoming them into our lands.

‘Did we not hear enough from Cuetzpalli two nights ago? They have fire-serpents! They defeat armies of tens of thousands. Wild beasts obey their commands! A woman of our land is twice saved from death to become their voice. Of course they are gods!’

‘It seems they are gods, sire. It is very likely they are gods. But it is not yet certain. Let me go to them as you have commanded. I will study them closely – their food, their clothing, their manner of behaviour, their weapons, their wild beasts, and I will bring you back a full report. Then you can decide …’

Moctezuma fell silent for a long while. ‘Very well,’ he said at last, slowly nodding his head. ‘You are right.’ He leaned over the codex again and turned the page back to show the white-skinned bearded countenance of the leader of the tueles. ‘Present yourself to him, Teudile, and discover with absolute certainty if he really is the one our ancestors called Quetzalcoatl. Our histories say he was driven out of this land, but left word that he or his sons would return to reign over this country and to recover the gold, silver and jewels they had left hidden in the mountains. According to the legends, they are to acquire all the wealth we now possess. You must order the governor of Cuetlaxtlan to provide him with all kinds of food, cooked birds and game. Let him also be given all types of bread that are baked, together with fruit and gourds of chocolate. Give these things to him so that he and his companions may eat of them. Notice very carefully if he eats or not. If he eats and drinks what you give him, he is surely Quetzalcoatl, as this will show that he is familiar with the foods of this land, that he ate them once and that he has come back to savour them again. Then tell him to allow me to die. Tell him that, after my death, he will be welcome to come here and take possession of his kingdom. We know that he left it to be guarded by my ancestors and I have always considered that my domain was only lent to me. But let him allow me to end my days here. Then he can return to enjoy what is his.’

Another long pause followed, during which the steward also remained silent, watching his master expectantly. Finally Moctezuma added: ‘Do not go with anxiety, or fear death at his hands, since I swear I will honour your children and give them my wealth and make them members of my council. If by chance he is desirous of eating human flesh, Teudile, and would like to eat you, allow yourself to be eaten. In such an event I assure you that I will look after your wife, relations and children—’

Teudile blinked. ‘I must allow myself to be eaten, sire?’

‘Yes, Teudile. That is my wish.’

How entirely typical of Moctezuma, Tozi thought. The coward doesn’t hesitate to put others forward to die for him, but he trembles and weeps like a terrified child every time he imagines any threat to himself!

The steward remained calm. ‘Your will, sire. I am ready to offer myself … But if I am eaten, I will be unable to bring you back any report. May I propose, therefore, that I take captives with me to the coast and sacrifice them there in the presence of the white-skinned beings and offer their flesh and blood instead?’

The Great Speaker brightened. ‘Ah yes, of course. Very well, Teudile. Let it be as you suggest.’

‘Now, as to the matter of presents, lord. Even if the leader of these strangers is a god, we cannot be certain he is Quetzalcoatl. Perchance he is the lord Tezcatlipoca taken human form, or perchance he is Tlaloc? In addition to many other rich gifts, let me therefore take the finery of each of these gods from the royal treasure house and we shall see which he prefers.’

‘A good plan, Teudile. You advise me wisely.’

‘And one more suggestion, sire. Allow me to take with me some of our great magicians to put the strangers to the test …’

Moctezuma brightened further: ‘You advise me well, Teudile. With the help of our sorcerers, we will learn what sort of beings the strangers truly are.’ Tozi was watching the Great Speaker closely and saw that a look of cunning had entered his small, darting eyes. ‘Perhaps after all they are just men,’ he mused, with a new note of hope in his voice. ‘Just white-skinned, bearded men … Therefore take Tlilpo, take Cuappi, take Aztatzin, take Hecateu. Let them try their wizardry upon the strangers to see if they can work some charm against them – perchance to put them to sleep or terrify them with visions, or direct a harmful wind against them, or send serpents, scorpions, spiders and centipedes to bite them, or cause them to break out in sores, or injure them in some other way so they might take sick, or die, or else turn back whence they came. While you must pretend to the strangers that you have come amongst them only to serve them, let our sorcerers do everything in their power to kill them!’

‘It will be done as you order, lord,’ said Teudile. ‘I will begin preparations at once, but it will take a little time to gather the wizards and the captives and the finery of the gods and to make everything ready for the road.’

‘You will work through the night, Teudile, and you will depart our city no later than noon … It is not so very far to Cuetlaxtlan. How long do you suppose the journey will take you?’

‘If we make the greatest possible haste, lord, I believe it can be done in five days and five nights.’

‘Our runners traverse the same route in a single day and a night, Teudile! I understand, of course, that you cannot run, that your embassy must transport much baggage … Nonetheless, I expect you to reach Cuetlaxtlan in four days and nights, or I will have your skin.’

‘Yes, lord.’

‘When you arrive, spend a further day and night with the strangers and discover if they are gods or men, then return here and bring me your report …’

‘All will be done as you command, lord.’ 

The steward was already backing out of the audience chamber, bowing with each step, the hems of his star-spangled robe brushing the floor, when Moctezuma stopped him with a movement of his finger. ‘One more thing, Teudile,’ he said. ‘If word of the strangers’ victory at Potonchan, or of their presence now at Cuetlaxtlan, or of your mission to learn the truth about them reaches anyone here in our city, even the highest nobles of the land, then I will bury you under my halls, your wife and your children, your parents and all your kin will be killed, and your house will be razed to the ground.’

‘Your will, my lord,’ said Teudile, his face ashen.

Silent and invisible, Tozi followed him from the audience chamber and made haste to the place where her friend Huicton awaited her.

What Moctezuma wished kept secret, it was their duty to reveal.


Chapter Seven
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Monday 26 April 1519, afternoon


If Shikotenka, battle-king of Tlascala, had not seen it with his own eyes, he would not have believed it. A small army of white-skinned, bearded men had set up camp on the dunes three miles north of the Mexica coastal town of Cuetlaxtlan – the very town he had come here to reconnoitre and that he hoped soon to destroy.

‘What in the name of the gods are they?’ muttered sharp-eyed Chipahua, who was sprawled next to him under cover of the long dune grass. He was staring at the distant strangers with slack-jawed amazement, revealing jagged gaps in his front teeth where he’d been hit in the face by a Mexica war club two months before.

‘The gods themselves?’ wondered Ilhuicamina, whose own face bore the marks of a much earlier encounter with the enemy – in his case a wide, puckered scar where a macuahuitl had struck him, the ugliest part of the injury concealed by a prosthetic nose made of small jade tiles.

‘Then what are those?’ asked Acolmiztli, at forty-two, lean and sinister, he was the oldest man in the squad, but as formidable a warrior as Tlascala had ever produced. He was pointing at a herd of extraordinary beasts, tall as houses, that had just now emerged from behind a dune. In their lower parts these beasts somewhat resembled deer, though they were much larger than any deer Shikotenka had ever hunted. But out of the midst of their backs sprouted the upper bodies of white-skinned bearded men! How was that to be explained? Men seated on deer, perhaps? Or some sort of completely unknown hybrid entities? Anything seemed possible on this day of miracles and wonders.

Another oddity was that the men who stood on two legs on the ground, some busily performing various tasks, others just sauntering around, were decked out in shining, flashing silver that caught and reflected the rays of the sun! So, too, were those formidable man-beasts which now broke into a run, charged up the side of a towering dune and disappeared over its summit in the direction of the beach. 

‘They’re wearing some sort of metal armour,’ observed Tree. The big man had a belligerent scowl on his broad, stolid face, and now rose to a crouch, shaking his massive head, his long, tangled hair falling about his powerful shoulders. ‘I say we go grab one or two of them, find out what sort of creatures they are, see if they can fight.’

‘Don’t be so eager,’ Shikotenka hissed, pulling his friend down again. ‘I want to watch them for a day or two, get the measure of them, see how the Mexica are treating them …’

‘They’re licking their arses,’ said Chipahua dryly. ‘Just look over there!’ He gestured to the space between two dunes where wooden huts were being erected by teams of Totonac labourers and carpenters under the watchful eye of armed Mexica overseers. The sounds of hammers and saws could be heard faintly on the morning air, and there was a general atmosphere of industrious activity. Many of the white-skinned bearded men – if indeed they were human at all – stood around watching, seemingly on good terms with the Mexica supervisors. Soon afterwards, a long file of Totonac bearers appeared, carrying food baskets on their heads, which they delivered up as though they were sacred offerings. 

‘They’re housing them,’ said Chipahua, ‘they’re feeding them, they’ve put their Totonac vassals at their disposal … In short, they’re treating them like royalty.’

‘Or like gods,’ suggested Ilhuicamina.

Shikotenka thought long and hard. The month before, wily old Huicton, spy and emissary for the Texcocan rebel leader Ishtlil, had come to him in Tlascala and offered him an alliance against the Mexica. Shikotenka had turned the offer down, arguing that he had just destroyed an entire Mexica army of more than thirty thousand men, and that Moctezuma was unlikely to trouble him again for a very long while. But Huicton had disagreed: ‘I much regret to inform you that your victory will not be an end to the matter. There is another factor at work, one you may not even be aware of, but I have reason to believe that because of it you and your people will face more – not fewer – attacks from the Mexica in the months ahead. The same will unfortunately be true for Ishtlil’s people and for many others. So, despite your commendably proud and independent stance, the truth is that there has never been a time when an alliance would be more expedient or more worthwhile for Tlascala than it is today …’

Huicton had then gone on – and at great length! – to tell an incredible story. It seemed Moctezuma was convinced that the white-skinned, bearded god Quetzalcoatl, the fabled ‘Plumed Serpent’, was about to return from across the sea to overthrow him, and to abolish the sacrificial cult that honoured the Mexica war god Hummingbird. It was not just that this was the year One-Reed, in which it had long ago been prophesied that Quetzalcoatl would return; far more ominous had been – a few months earlier – the appearance amongst the Chontal Maya of the Yucatán of a small band of white-skinned, bearded strangers, who possessed the weapons and the attributes of Quetzalcoatl’s legendary demigods. The Maya had driven them off at great cost to themselves, but it seemed Moctezuma was convinced they would return in force, led by Quetzalcoatl himself. The Great Speaker’s whole focus now, therefore, was to gather victims – for some reason exclusively pure, undefiled virgin females – who were to be offered up in a spectacular festival of human sacrifice to feed and flatter Hummingbird, thus persuading the war god to fight alongside the Mexica to defeat Quetzalcoatl.

Although he could not understand the special interest in virgin female victims, Shikotenka was forced to admit that Huicton’s story was not entirely without merit. He, too, had heard rumours of white-skinned bearded strangers being sighted in great ships off the coasts of Mexico, but he refused to believe there was any such god as Quetzalcoatl, or that he would ever return.

‘With respect, Lord Shikotenka,’ Huicton had argued, ‘what you believe or don’t believe isn’t really the issue here. All that matters is what Moctezuma believes. He is mad, of course, you already know that – so please allow me to assure you that he does indeed most certainly believe, and fear in the depths of his black, demented heart, that the return of Quetzalcoatl is imminent. He will let nothing stand in his way; he will sacrifice thousands of virgins, tens of thousands if he can find them – Tlascalans, Totonacs, rebel Texcocans, and any others he can lay his hands on – to prevent that happening. It is for this reason, I urge you, before more lamentable harm and suffering is caused, to accept the alliance that my lord Ishtlil offers you and to join forces with him to bring Moctezuma to his knees.’

‘Tell Lord Ishtlil,’ Shikotenka had replied, ‘that I am grateful for his offer and that I regard him as the enemy of my enemy and therefore as my friend. Nonetheless, we Tlascalans have always walked our own path, and we do not resort to alliances and intrigues. Let us continue, therefore, to fight Moctezuma in our own separate ways – Ishtlil’s Texcocans in their way, we Tlascalans in ours – obliging the madman to divide his forces and do battle on two fronts. If the gods are with us, he will fall.’

It had been a proud statement of Tlascalan independence, but Shikotenka had already had cause to reflect deeply on it over the past month. Huicton’s warning had proved uncannily accurate. True, Shikotenka had destroyed one Mexica army consisting of four full regiments, but five other armies of the same size, twenty regiments in all – a total of one hundred and sixty thousand men – remained in the field, and it seemed that at least one of these armies had been tasked exclusively with the capture of virgin females for sacrifice, just as Huicton had predicted.

He’d been right about the raids on Tlascala too. Far from ceasing, they had intensified. Indeed, it was in an attempt to create a distraction that would draw Moctezuma’s forces away from the Tlascalan highlands that Shikotenka had conceived his plan to attack and destroy the coastal city of Cuetlaxtlan. This outpost of the Mexica empire, so important for the prosperous trade with the Yucatán, had been seized from the Totonacs some seventy years before; the Totonacs themselves were now vassals of the Mexica. Shikotenka had reasoned that if he could take the prize of Cuetlaxtlan, and slaughter its Mexica settlers, then the Totonacs might be persuaded to rise against their overlords.

That was why he was here now, with his four most trusted lieutenants, on this mission of reconnaissance to lay plans for a full-scale attack. But instead he found himself confronted by a war camp of white-skinned, bearded strangers, dressed in metal armour, allied with strange beasts, and waited on hand and foot by the Mexica’s Totonac vassals – clearly acting on the orders of the Mexica – as the gods themselves might expect!

So, yes, Huicton had been right to predict that Shikotenka’s great victory of the past month would not see the end of the Mexica’s quest for sacrificial victims, but – eerily – it now seemed that he had also been right about the return of Quetzalcoatl, or at any rate of beings who had the look of Quetzalcoatl. 

But here was the very odd thing! Quetzalcoatl was supposed to be the enemy of Moctezuma, and the enemy of the vile god Hummingbird whom Moctezuma served. So if these strangers had anything to do with Quetzalcoatl, then why were the Mexica feeding them and sheltering them, and why would gods camp out on these pestilential, windblown, fly-infested dunes?

The whole situation was a riddle wrapped inside a puzzle enclosed within a conundrum.

‘I want to catch one,’ said Tree stubbornly. ‘I want to catch one and kill one tonight.’

Shikotenka thought about it.

Maybe Tree was right. When you were confronted by something you didn’t understand, the best thing was to get as close as possible to it.

That way, the truth would come out.


Chapter Eight
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Monday 26 April 1519, night


Pepillo pointed at himself. ‘I am a boy,’ he said. He pointed again – ‘boy’. He pointed to Malinal: ‘You are a woman.’ He spread his hands and looked at her expectantly.

Now it was Malinal’s turn. She pointed to herself: ‘Ne cihuatzintli.’ She pointed to Pepillo: ‘Titelpochontli.’ Then she softened her tone and added: ‘Noquichpiltzin’, which meant not just ‘you are a boy’ but rather, as a mother might say to her child, ‘my beloved boy.’ He was sweet, innocent and lonely, and she felt pity for him, understanding, as she’d discovered yesterday, that he’d lost his closest companion in the fighting at Potonchan, a friend named Melchior after whom he had named his pet dog.

Pepillo pointed upwards now and said: ‘Sky.’

Malinal looked up, wondering – did he mean sky? She made an expansive gesture towards the heavens with her hands, raised her eyebrows in query, and said: ‘Ilhuicac?’ Or did he perhaps mean a specific star? She selected one of the brightest, pointed to it, sighting along her arm and said, ‘Citlalin.’

Pepillo nodded, getting the distinction immediately, pointed at the same bright star and said ‘star’, then copied her expansive hand movement and repeated the word ‘sky’.

It was a cloudless night, and the two of them sat alone in the lantern-lit area in front of the kitchen, after the evening meal had been served and all the men had dispersed. Malinal no longer worked in the kitchen, but Cortés had ordered the boy to teach her Castilian – she in return was to teach him Nahuatl – and Pepillo had chosen this place for their classes because he kept his beloved Melchior nearby. The caudillo – the title meant military leader, as Malinal had quickly learned – was plainly a man who understood the power of language, and she was happy he had made his young page her instructor, rather than that envious snake Aguilar, with whom she was forced to work day to day. 

Delegations of Mexica officials constantly scurried back and forth between the Spanish camp and the town of Cuetlaxtlan. Their job was to carry the incessant demands made by Cortés for more food, more fresh water, more bearers, more labourers, more carpenters, more women to serve as bedslaves – more of everything! – to the wretched and overburdened governor Pichatzin, and to return with Pichatzin’s responses. These were usually affirmative, but always with qualifications, quibbles, excuses and prevarications. So it was a tedious, time-consuming task. First she must listen to Aguilar as he put the caudillo’s words into Mayan, next she must translate those words into Nahuatl for the benefit of the Mexica officials, and finally she must put the words of the officials into Mayan so that Aguilar could convey them in Castilian to Cortés.

Moreover, there was the complicating factor of Aguilar’s jealousy. His resentment at the privileged position Cortés had given Malinal was driving him – she was beginning to realise – to make deliberate interpreting errors that resulted in confusion and misunderstandings, which he then steadfastly blamed on her. Since the caudillo continued to favour her greatly, she liked to think he saw through Aguilar’s wiles, but still it was disturbing and meant she had to be constantly on her guard. How much easier everything would be if Aguilar could be got out of the way!

Fortunately Malinal had a gift for languages and had always been a fast learner. Indeed, her survival and success during her years amongst the Mexica had depended at least as much on those skills as upon her sexual prowess. She was finding Castilian easy to grasp, though tonight was only her second formal lesson. Of course, she’d already taken every opportunity to learn what she could since she’d been handed over with the other women after the battle at Potonchan, always carefully listening and watching and picking up vocabulary and snatches of conversation. And now, with her new role as interpreter, every minute of every day offered her fresh opportunities as she wrestled with Aguilar’s subterfuge and paid close attention to the words he and Cortés spoke to one another. It was amazing how constant jeopardy and uncertainty focused the mind, but Malinal had high hopes that her work with Pepillo would bring her on even faster in this new language, and she was pleased with the progress they’d made since their first lesson the evening before.

What helped was Pepillo’s sweet nature as did the fact that he was plainly as eager to learn Nahuatl from her as she was to learn Castilian from him. So they both entered into the process with enthusiasm, as though it were a kind of game, fun rather than a chore, and there was even some laughter between them.

But this laughter was tempered with the deep sadness Malinal sensed within Pepillo. Like her friend Tozi, who was about the same age, not more than fifteen years under the sun, it seemed that he had already seen too much of the cruelties of the world and grown old before his time. And, like Tozi, he had a good heart and a generous spirit. Unlike Tozi, however, this boy had no magical powers, no burning purpose, no thirst for revenge. He was just kind and decent and good – and damaged. More important almost than his role in her life as a language teacher was the other lesson he had already taught her, which was that these Spaniards, for all their formidable powers, were exactly like any other people – vulnerable, in need of love, and even capable, in their own way, of giving it.

‘Puertocarrero,’ Pepillo said suddenly.

Malinal looked up. She couldn’t bear the rough, barbarous, stinking creature, to whom Cortés had given her as a bed slave.

Pepillo then said something else, a short string of unfamiliar words, the meaning of which Malinal could not grasp. She gazed at him blankly.

‘Puertocarrero,’ he repeated, at the same time making the face of someone who has smelled a bad thing and she suddenly understood. Pepillo was trying to tell her that he knew she didn’t like Puertocarrero. He said the words again: ‘You don’t like him, do you?’

‘No,’ she answered, in halting Castilian. ‘Don’t like. Don’t like Puertocarrero.’

Much later, after Malinal had retired with a grimace to Puertocarrero’s hut, Pepillo untied Melchior and headed out past the guards and into the dunes. He was happy to see how the young lurcher was rapidly overcoming the effects of the whipping Vendabal had administered six days before, shrugging off the stiffness of the wounds, rebuilding his strength and day by day recovering more of his exuberant spirit. 

Pepillo often wished that he could be a dog, living in the now, reacting immediately to everything and quickly forgetting pains and woes, but unfortunately it was not so easy for him. The worst of it was he could not forget – indeed, he swore, he would never forget – the original Melchior, his best and only friend. Nor could he cast from memory how the two of them had followed that evil, murderous friar Gaspar Muñoz into the forest on the island of Cozumel, or what had happened after – their capture, their near murder and their rescue at the last moment by Bernal Díaz, Francisco Mibiercas and Alonso de la Serna. Pepillo shivered as other images streamed unbidden into his mind – the hatchet in his hands as he’d hacked at Muñoz’s skull, his own part in the disposal of the friar’s body and, a month later, the desperate fight on the summit of the great pyramid of Potonchan, the long-haired Mayan warrior who’d straddled Melchior, viciously stabbing him with a flint blade, Melchior’s death a few hours later, his burial, and finally Bernal Díaz’s kindly gift of the lurcher pup – the new Melchior, now off somewhere excitedly exploring the dunes.

Pepillo came to his usual spot overlooking the ocean. He sat down to watch the light of the stars and the waning moon reflecting from the waters, to listen to the soft sound of the waves lapping against the beach below, and feel the cooling southern breeze in his hair. Melchior ranged further and further every night, but sooner or later he always came back, appearing like a ghost out of the darkness, and Pepillo was content to wait here and think his thoughts and dwell in his memories.

They had made a long detour to the north of the camp and now approached it by way of the beach, moving silent as ghosts in the darkness. Shikotenka had chosen this route because a fair breeze was blowing from the south that would carry their scent away from the strange beasts resembling deer that some of the white-skins rode. The notion that the creatures might be hybrids had already been laid to rest when several of the white-skins had been seen to dismount from their backs, but extreme caution was still in order until the nature of the strangers and their animals was better understood.

Shikotenka led the climb up the side of the dunes from the beach. Like him, all his crew were skilled night fighters; the darkness held no terrors for them. They’d fought so many engagements together that they didn’t need to plan, didn’t need to speak – every movement, every action, was second nature to them, so perfectly coordinated that they were more like a single creature, united in single-minded intent, than five separate men.

Near the summit of the dune, sensing something, Shikotenka suddenly stopped, reaching back his hand to touch Acolmiztli right behind him, bringing the whole group to a soundless halt.
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