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Chapter I

Barcelona, year of the Lord of 1519.

The smell of the port of the most important city in the Mediterranean reminded him of home. That nauseating smell of urine, sweat, sour cereals, wine, fish, oil, blood and rotten wood that forced him to vomit overboard before the sailors tied the crossbars.

He had already disembarked the entire passage, mostly soldiers, men returning with bags laden with gold, the best way to recruit a new line of settlers willing to cross an infamous sea in search of fortune. As they were still called, some "Indians" had come ashore with them, tied by the ankles to a chain of shackles and lacerated by the lashes given during the crossing. Only eight had resisted the navigation of the more than fifty that they captured on the beaches of La Hispaniola, and by God that for the survivors it would have been better to perish at sea.

The captain yelled at him to get off, to stop his ship one damn time before he had to set it on fire. The man, wrapped in a frayed robe with which he had cleaned the remains of vomit, clung to the starboard railing and began to descend a ladder set for him and three other wretches to leave the Graciosa. He felt his body rip apart as he slipped onto the mainland. No one approached. No one showed any mercy for those four debris. The first ones disappeared through the alleys of the Born beset by the screams and spitting of the sailors and the troops that guarded the port. He knew that the few days of life that those bastards had left would be spent after some prostitute relieved them. As he lowered the last rung of the rope ladder, he heard two soldiers say that the newly emperor, Charles I, would be received in a week at the Monastery of Saint Jerome of the Murtra. He would have wanted to approach, talk to them, but they looked at him disgusted and threatened to beat him if he didn't disappear immediately. The man knew that only the remnants of his habits kept him alive.

"God, give me time," he pleaded.

"He must have eaten a lot of Indian asses," and laughter followed him until he lost sight of them. As he walked the streets surrounding the port, the views were rescuing from his memory images of another era, of another life that he hardly remembered ever living.

Twenty-six years ago, he had left that same place, a quarter of a century that had changed his life and that of all the people he loved. Twenty-six years dried his skin and soul. Twenty-six years accumulated in the superb hump that embarrassed his habit of a friar. He walked glued to the walls of the houses, with his face hidden and his gaze low, hidden under his jesuate hood. There were only a few days to go before Easter, and the heat, without being as intense as that of his beloved Ahíti, made him sweat under the parched robe. As he passed in front of a tavern, he felt a hot, stinky liquid thrown at him that warmed his clothes and stuck to the grime accumulated after more than forty days of sailing, but he didn’t lift his face, he didn’t show them his black gums, his rotten teeth in what had been a mouth capable of giving Mass, the first of the New World, nor dared to get rid of the filthy robe so as not to show his purple arms, infested with pestilential pustules. It wasn’t necessary - the hood, his shabby hair and the blood that sprouted from his scalp were enough to arouse the disgust of every Christian he came across. Scurvy.

The friar continued walking, leaving behind the port of Barcelona and headed inland. He had to cross the whole city before reaching the mountain where everything began and where he was to end if Our Lord gave him enough strength. He grabbed the wooden case that hung on his chest with trembling hands. He felt the rope from his neck, the only pain he endured with joy after everyone else had fried his heart and faith long ago.

The people of the city would turn away to let him pass, and the mothers would run to protect their children from the monk's illness. The sandals, shattered by thousands of steps, peeled off his sore feet and made him fall on several occasions. In all, he had to get up alone. Passing in front of a fountain, he tried to approach to drink water and adjust himself a little, but he barely had time to even see his rotten face in the water when he was chased away by the neighbors. He remembered those streets, not their names, but how they were twenty-six years ago, when the people of Barcelona huddled in them to dismiss them as heroes. Now he was an outcast in his own land. The monk smiled, "Like my brothers," he thought, and that shared pain helped him reach the edges of the city.

"God, give me a little more time," he whispered.

He painfully lifted his head stuck to his shoulders, hunched over by the hump that had sprouted grotesquely from the top of his back as a result of his shame, and saw it, the Monastery of St. Jerome of the Murtra. Now he just had to find his way. He remembered the date, April of the year 1493. The decorated roads, and the monastery, all the Catalan nobles welcomed in their chambers, and the kings of Aragon and Castile certifying the end of the war against the Moors, the beginning of a new era. It was all there since he began, and if Our Lord would allow him to do so, his penance would end there.

Seeing a group of soldiers at the foot of the hill indicated the beginning of the road. They wore the same uniform of the imperial guard like the couple who had chased him away from the port. Since then, the monastery hadn’t received a visit as important as the one that was about to arrive, and the army had been clearing the roads of assailants for several weeks to safeguard the most powerful man in the world.

He made a detour behind some rocks to avoid the soldiers and began his way up to the monastery. The sun had dried up his habits, but he felt the sweat and urine thrown at him as he passed in front of the tavern slip through his sore legs. He touched the case again, it was still in place, and that gave him the strength to undertake the last meters of ascent until what had been, for a good part of his life, the only house he had. He seemed to perceive the scent of the white flowers of La Murtra and he relaxed. While trying to place one foot in front of the other at each step that he knew would be the last, he saw a group of novices who collected their rigging and ended the day of work in the vineyards of the monastery. He approached them with his last strength and fell.

When he woke up, he did so in one of the monastery's cells. He remembered the smells and knew he had succeeded. As soon as he opened his eyes, he saw a monk watching sitting on a wooden chair at the foot of his bed and tried to talk to him.

"Brother, you are very sick. You must rest.”

“Prior...”

"Do not speak, I beg you," said the man, and he plunged back into a deep, heavy, nightmare-laden sleep.

When he woke up again, it was night. The same monk dozed hunched over his belly in the chair. He hardly had any strength. He felt his dry lips. The pain in his mouth, which sleep had made him almost forget, struck him again. He saw a small mud canti at the foot of his bed and reached out his hand to catch it. He was bare, clean, his arms had been bandaged, which prevented him from the unpleasant sight of himself, and he drank. He couldn't close his mouth, and water ran down his chest wetting his legs and bed. The jesuate woke up.

"How are you, brother?” he asked, and he lit a small oil lamp that he had under his chair.

“Molt bé,” his voice, now almost forgotten, frightened him.

"You are Catalan. I must apologize. I don't understand your language, but most of the brothers do. Wait." The monk lifted his tremendous humanity from the chair and disappeared from the cell with the lamp, plunging it into a new darkness.

He returned after a few minutes accompanied by two monks with obvious signs of having been awakened urgently. He wasn’t sure what time it could be, but he calculated that between three and six in the morning, because until three the monks were obliged to attend the readings and at half past six they started their day again.

“Germà, ¿qui sóu?” asked the eldest of the two new brothers.

“Haig de veure al prior.” How could he be speaking a language that he had not used for more than twenty-six years? “És molt important.”

"The prior is resting, brother, tomorrow awaits a very intense day.”

“És important,” he insisted.

“You must rest, you have been in bed for four days and your effort is not advisable. In two or three days you will feel better, and you will be able to see the prior.”

"No, it has to be now, I won't be here in two or three days!” he said without abandoning his Catalan language. Then he put his hands to his chest and remembered that he was no longer wearing the wooden case. “Where is my case?”

"Calm down, brother. Your belongings are safe, the prior knows of your arrival, and your case rests in his hands.”

"Didn’t you open it?" The three monks looked at each other. They had no idea if it was open, but they knew that his few belongings, a wooden pagan figure tied to a twine along with the cross and a tube of the same material, were in the hands of the prior. The arrival of the sick monk had revolutionized the monastery almost as much as the imminent arrival of the emperor.

"Rest, Brother, we pray to you for Our Lord, tomorrow you yourself will have the opportunity to see the prior Friar Pere Benjamin.”

"What is your name, brother?" One of them asked.

The monk looked at them, and his disgusting smile took them back a few steps. He felt one of his teeth come off as he said his name.

“Fray Ramón Paner.”

"It's not possible!” the eldest of them cried out and went out in search of the prior. Fray Ramón had returned.

Fray Ramón lay down again in the cot and covered his face with his hands, then placed them on his chest, joined by his palms, and began a strange song in an unknown language that the two monks didn’t know what to attribute it to. It took him what seemed like an eternity for the old monk to appear through the cell door, who this time brought with him several oil lamps that some novices carried that illuminated the steps of the prior.

Friar Pere Benjamin, prior of the monastery, opened his eyes, reddish from the lack of sleep when he saw the monk hunched over his hump on the cot. Despite the bad illness, he pounced on him and hugged him. They hadn’t been brothers for nothing. They were also witnesses of the most important meeting in history.

"Brother Ramón," the prior sobbed, "we all thought you dead, but what happened to you, what have you been doing?”

"I need confession, father," he said in Catalan.

The monks looked at each other, and the novices, who had stood at the cell door, could not avoid a murmur of surprise. Then, all eyes turned to the prior, sitting in front of Friar Ramón.

"I don't have time, brother, I beg you. I know I won't see the sun rise again.”

"Leave," the prior ordered.

He brought the chair to the head of the bed and uttered the words prior to the confession. They had four hours before morning prayers.

"Do you have my case?" The prior nodded. “Well, in it you will find what you need to know. Do as God tells you.”

"I will do so," replied the prior also in the Catalan language. “Start, brother.”

"Father, I have sinned, I am a murderer," the prior Friar Pere Benejam looked at him with more curiosity than reproach.

"How can you say that, Brother Ramón?”

"Father, I am guilty of destroying the work of God, by desecrating his great creation, and shedding the blood of his children in the Eden of our ancestors.” Friar Ramón Paner began the confession for which he had crossed half the world.
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Chapter II
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Barcelona, Monastery of San Jerónimo de la Murtra, year of the Lord of 1519.

“Jesus naboria daca! Jesus naboria daca!”

“Brother, you are going to wake up to the whole monastery, I beg you, take the herbs and rest.”

“¡Jesús naboria daca, Guaticabanú!”

Brother Bertrand ran sanctimoniously through the cell. That old man from the Indies, and who, at first had awakened his piety, began to drive him crazy with his delusions. The rest of the monastery rested the barely five hours of sleep they were allowed while he ran up and down with the remedies prepared by the herbalist brother without any success. He had a hard time recognizing in that older man who entered the rot the idolized friar companion of the Grand Admiral. He had been with them for three days, and even though no one ventured that he had survived the first night, it seemed that dreaming of Beelzebub, or whatever he dreamed of, kept him alive. Two nights earlier, he began to curse in a strange language that not even Friar Pere Benejam, the prior, nor the librarian had heard of.

Friar Auberto had made it known that the tongue of the old man was the same one that the Prince of Darkness had used to tempt Our Lord Jesus Christ in the sands of Israel, and the fear of the hoax had penetrated with such force that no monk dared to relieve Brother Bertrand. Only the prior entered the cell to care for the monk's condition.

"Brother Ramón, take your herbs, they will do you good." Fray Bertrán helped him sit up, dried the sweat of his forehead and, overcoming the disgust that his foul mouth gave him, he approached the bowl to take a sip of the infusion prepared by the herbalist.

He seemed to calm down, and Friar Bertran sat down again in his chair. The screams did not awake any brothers, or if they had, they had been careful not to come. He stretched his legs and crossed his arms over his belly. He observed the meager flame of the oil lamp, dropped his chin on the flesh on his neck and fell asleep. In just a couple of hours, the bells would ring at the beginning of the day and the task before the arrival of the emperor was arduous. May the Lord decide to take the friar first.

In the early hours of the morning, Friar Ramón Paner seemed to recover his lucidity that dwindled to madness at sunset, but in those first hours he was again the great interpreter of the Admiral, the first connoisseur of the Taino language, the first priest to baptize an Indian of the New World. Those hours were used by the prior to discuss with him the writings that had been given to him, but also to make sure that everything heard in confession of the newcomer was true. Fatigue accumulated in twin bags under the eyes of Friar Pere Benejam, who looked like they were going to swallow the basins and, after them, the rest of their features. The brothers blamed it on concerns about the visit of the Great Emperor Charles, but it was the words heard in their mother tongue from that blackish and bloodthirsty mouth that kept the prior on vigil. That is why he came every morning, after lauds, to greet Friar Ramón Paner and try to convince himself that everything that stored his memory was the result of invention.

"Good morning, Brother Ramón," he greeted him.

“Bon dia, germà,” he returned the greeting in Catalan.

"Tonight you cursed in that strange tongue that frightened all your brothers.”

"The chubby one should stop dozing and walk a little," Friar Ramón smiled at his occurrence, and the prior returned it to him. He couldn't even imagine Brother Bertrand exercising to lower his belly.

"You are right, but it is thanks to your care that you remain among us, brother.”

"You must let me leave, I beg you, I want to go back to them," said Friar Ramón Paner, without leaving the Catalan, as he grabbed the hand of the prior, which felt icy, and sighed.

“Descanseu, germà.”

He left the cell. Friar Bertran was waiting outside, and he couldn't help but smile briefly when he commanded him to continue with the care of Brother Ramón. He was tempted to send him to Barcelona with any excuse to force him to walk. Perhaps when Friar Ramón died, as a tribute to the monk who had taken the Gospel farther in all of history.

It didn't go beyond that night. Brother Bertrand found him cold when he went to give him the concoction that seemed to have lengthened his agony three days longer than God himself would have wanted. Engaged in the preparation of the emperor's visit, and in the accommodation of many of his guests, the whole monastery felt the death of the brother, and a rosary of crossings ran like wildfire through every corner of the Jeronimo house. At morning Mass, the prior highlighted the life of Brother Ramón, a man who had taken the Word farther than any other known human being. He had converted the first men of the New World to faith and that in such a work entrusted by the Father he had given his own life. An example for the rest of the brothers and novices. He also announced that his body would remain in wake for a single day instead of the usual three, as neither his condition nor the emperor's visit made it advisable. He finally ordered each and every one of the Jeronimo brothers to pray for the salvation of the soul of one of his most illustrious friars, to the honor of his order and his monastery, and concluded the homily. His body would be buried in the cemetery with the rest of the friars and his memory honored in each of the prayers for ninety days.

After Mass, the prior returned to his cell. Along the way he encountered several pairs of soldiers. They had arrived at the monastery during the last days. Now, he watched them stir and search every corner in search of enemies of the Great Emperor, who he should certainly have by the hundreds, but the presence of armed men in the monastery did not help to soothe his conscience. He greeted a brother walking down the hallway and opened his cell. He made sure no one had entered it and locked the door from the inside. He carefully set aside the cotton blanket that covered his bed and recovered the writings of Brother Ramón, whose mere presence burned him as the greatest of sins, without knowing a single letter of what the monk had written on them.

They consisted of forty-six chapters, numbered at the top left of the sheet only the first twenty-six. Those that Friar Ramón Paner himself had acknowledged in confession to have delivered, according to the express mandate of Don Cristóbal Colón, to his son Hernando. The other twenty were a mystery that the late monk had not wanted to uncover.

Friar Pere Benjamin looked around. The light that filtered through the window of his cell fell right on the table on which rested some copies prepared by the library brothers for review. He carefully picked them up and kept them. Afterwards, he deployed on the wood worn for the hours of study the first of the scrolls that he had taken out of the case.

"I, Fray Ramón, poor Heremite of the Order of St. Jerome, write what I have been able to understand and know of the belief and idolatry of the Indians, and how they observed their gods, by order of the illustrious lord the Admiral, viceroy and governor of the islands, and mainland of the Indies, of which I will deal in the present letter."

Friar Pere Benejam continued to read, and his mind was filled with words he had never heard, Indian words, names and places that were so strange to pronounce that even when he read them, he was not able to know if he named them correctly. He read the first nine chapters, which ended with an explanation of "How they say the sea was made”, by those Indians whom he named "taynos", and left them again, with extreme care, on his bed.  Then he observed the rest of the twisted leaves he had left all night between two wooden boards under his straw mat. The inward-coiled tips, the fine print, much tighter than the chapters he had just read, more diffuse and nervous wandering too. The question begged him again, why had he only given Don Hernando the first nine; what did those leaves that seemed to look at him defiantly with their spider scrawl scattered around his bed contain?

He turned his eyes to the sky through the window and saw that the sun was reaching noon, which meant that in a couple of hours they would come to pick him up for the pre-lunch prayer. He went back again to the leaves that were spread across his bed and realized that he could not read them all, so he grabbed one of those leaves, one of half of them, and stretched it out on his table. As he had done with the previous ones, he placed a weight in each corner so that it would not roll up at half-reading and fixed his sights on the letter of the friar who had taken the word of God further than any other. Again, he was overpowered by all those Indian words that he was unable to understand, places of impossible pronunciation, and strange names among which one stood out by the strength of the stroke of Friar Ramon every time he named him, Caonabó. He identified him several times among the many words that saturated the writing, and uttered it aloud, "Caonabó," opening and closing his mouth as he named the ‘a’es and ‘o’es of his name. He looked up at the sky, took air, and began that scribbled page with that name:

"The cell was a few steps from the viceroy's house, just after the church that had been erected at the foot of the jobo and in which we gave the first mass in those lands. They untied the Indian's ropes, and a growl put all the men on alert.

"Let me help you," I said in his tongue.

"Thank you, bohíque," Caonabó thanked me with his voice muffled by the hood, calling me with the name of one of his sorcerers.

I helped him get up and accompany him inside the cell. It was hard for me to see in that Caonabó, the same beast that killed five men with its own hands. The Indian shook the dust and he limped into the cell. I followed him, while asking him to lower his head and remove the hood in the shade of the dungeon.

The Indian, who stood on the roof with his black hair, dirty and tangled by days in the cloak, dripped blood from the multiple wounds that had caused him the punctures with which he had received on arrival in the city. He thanked me with a smile that he had removed his hood, turned his back on the door and laid his gaze in a window at the back of the cell.

The men then began to pass in front of the cell to see the Indian and threw stones and spit out the gate fence, but he did not even move from his position. The nobleman explained how he had used his great courage to capture the Indian, until after days the novelty of the Indian's presence dissipated, and the people forgot him.

The days went by until one afternoon, shortly after that brave sun set, the viceroy arrived with his brothers and ordered them to join me in my search and the nobleman so that we could explain what happened.

"Once we befriended the Indian and his relatives, the nobleman wore a cloak and a shirt, and we girdled a belt with which we tied him to the horse wrapped in a toga, and so we brought him here thanks to the skill and courage of the nobleman," I ended my story with the few words that he remembered from the viceroy's mouth and that praised the virtue of the nobleman.

Don Cristóbal Colón smiled pleased at the correctness of his plan, without a single mention of the Indian Boechío or the beautiful Anacaona coming out of my mouth, and he grabbed a set of torches to go with all of us, with the nobleman at the head, to the cell of the Indian.

The viceroy sent the Indian to the cell, and a couple of men grabbed him by the shackles, throwing him on his knees at the feet of the viceroy, who together with the two lancers were the only ones who fit in the cell.

Caonabó got up and looked up in search of that of Don Cristóbal, who took a step back, out of the cell. Then, one of the men struck the Indian’s kidneys of with the rod of his spear and collapsed. After the blow, Caonabó, put his knee on the ground and stood up again without losing the gaze of Don Cristóbal. The flames of the torches shone in the Indian’s eyes, who seemed to have regained the strength that saw him that distant morning in Santo Tomás, and I took a step back hiding my body behind that of the two Columbus brothers. The Indian rose completely in front of the viceroy, who hid behind the two lancers, and fixed his gaze in the eyes of Don Cristóbal. The same soldier who had already beaten him grabbed the spear with both hands and beat him until he knocked the Indian down again. He joined in the beating the second lancer kicking him where the rod of the first left space. Caonabó waited for the viceroy's two men to finish their work, spit out a stream of blood from his mouth and went back to plant his knee to rise before the incredulous gaze of the two soldiers. Then he grabbed the nobleman, who had remained silently absent from the brawl, the whip of the spear with both hands and unhinged from the many grievances based on blows that the Indian fit while trying to stand up without intention of returning any.

Finally, when the viceroy saw that the nobleman was going to turn the spear from the cane to the tip, he commanded him to leave the cell. Caonabó lay in the corner covered with his hands and wrapped with the chain of shackles that had lacerated his ankles, wrists, and apparently, the desire to fight. I thought that at any moment he would rise up and strangle the nobleman with the same handcuffs that he had put on him, but the brave warrior had curled up in a corner with the only will to get up every time the conquense’s beatings stopped to catch air.

The viceroy ordered him to leave the cell with a hint of frustration and leave the Indian lying there when a voice, which I knew well, came from inside the cell.

"Bohíque, is he the one who sent you to capture me?" Caonabó's voice erupted wet and choppy.

"Yes, great Caonabó," I replied in his language.

"I have to tell him something," he replied also in the Taino language.

"He wants to tell you something," I translated to the viceroy.

Cristobal Colón looked in surprise and we entered the cell. Caonabó had stood upright on one of his legs, while making efforts not to rest the other on the blood-stained floor of the cell. The arms, chained by the shackles, fell inertly glued to his body: the face swollen, the head cocked, the eyes disappeared by the many blows, and the lips and nose burst. The light of the torch did not show all the wounds that the Indian might have, but it was enough to understand that he would not endure much in that position.

"My name is Caonabó," the Indian introduced himself, "king of Maguana, husband of Anacaona, sister of the great Boechío, king of Xaragua.”

"Ask him what he wants," the viceroy told me after translating Caonabó's presentation.

"A people without a king is like a flock of aimless birds, they flutter to exhaustion and die in the mouths of their enemies. I am the protection of my people, in my arms rests the sleep of their children, their women and their elders. My spear is the courage of our men and the protection of our villages, our ancestors, and our future. You have left my people at the mercy of my enemies, and you have an obligation to be the one to protect them for the duration of my confinement.”

I translated his words with both fear and surprise, and I saw how they were transfiguring the viceroy's face."

A knock on the door suddenly woke up the prior friar Pere Benejam, who startled him so much he hit the inkwell making it fall on the cobblestone floor of his cell. The scene he had read, skipping many of the words of Fray Ramón Paner, had plunged him into such a state of confusion and curiosity that the call from one of the brothers caused him to break it.

He picked up the disaster as he could, returned the sheet with the rest of the writings and hid them again under his garments.

"It's the sixth hour, prior," said the voice on the other side of the door, "the brothers are waiting for you for the reading that precedes lunch.”

He recognized the voice of the friar, Fray Bertrán, the most interested of the whole monastery in the opening of the refectory and the beginning of lunch. He smiled to himself and walked out. During the walk that followed the meal through the gardens of the cloister, and that forcibly had to be done in silence even in spite of the numerous pairs of soldiers who wandered inquiring with a thousand questions, the image of that huge Indian, beaten and outraged in a cell, did not depart from his memory. He thought of Friar Ramon Paner and understood that everything he had told him in his confession was of such magnitude that he, in all his years, could never match. The brother had attended the creation of the New World, a world that by order of Doña Isabel de Castilla had been vetoed to non-Castilians, which excluded him from following in the footsteps of Fray Ramón without an explicit permission from his superiors in the order. A permit that would not have been necessary because he lacked the courage of Fray Ramón and because, although he had a vessel at the foot of La Murtra waiting for him to embark him to La Hispaniola, he would never dare cross those seas. He recited a prayer for the soul of the brave brother and returned to the protection of the monastery walls.

He attended in the hours before Vespers to the affairs of the monastery and everything related to the visit of the emperor and used the rest of the day like any other until in the night, once the last prayer was concluded, again he entered his cell, unfolded the memories of the frayle on the straw bed, and ordered them. Some experiences that Fray Ramón had confessed to him that he had never told any other man in life, and that began with what his "brothers", as he had called them during confession, had told him even before they arrived in the Indies.

He adjusted the lamp so that it would unfold its light on the reading table, spread on it the first of the scrolls and began with the first of the letters of those writings full of strange words, confusing names and places that he would never have the courage to visit, but that he knew, from the very moment he pronounced the name of Caonabó,  they were going to forcefully occupy a space in the depths of his soul.
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Chapter III
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Ahíti Island, Yaguana, capital of the kingdom of Xaragua, fifteen years before the kingdom of evil.

The screams made the cuaba axes that flittered in front of the king's caney tremble. The city of Yaguana in full was overwhelmed with each sign of pain of its queen, Hatuana, first wife of the great king of Xaragua, who waited patiently for the outcome, rocked in a hammock by her servants. Hatuana had broken waters when the sun was at its zenith; however, the night began to take over the Yucateque and she had not yet given birth. The king sighed. Everything was prepared in the batey to celebrate the birth of their second child, but the birth had become complicated and the most they could do was wait.

Tradition marked that inside the caney only women could remain: the queen herself, her sisters, the maids, and the sisters of the king. And a single man, the bohíque Hativex, who was armed with two maracas ran inside the great house in a dance solicitous to the eternal lord of Coiaibay so that he didn’t take the little one to his world of mystery, while asking the rest of the gods, including the great creator Jocabunagú for the good end of childbirth. He called with his hoarse and monotonous song to the lord of the living spirits and invoked all his cemíes so that the prayer would take effect. The eldest of the queen's sisters helped the midwives, who had already noticed that the creature was standing.

Hativex gave up his songs for a moment and returned to inhale the drug that brought him closer to the world of spirits more quickly. He changed the maracas for a drum and began to beat it to the rhythm of the new trance. He was aware that they would need all the help that the spirits could give them.

Hatuana felt her womb tear and only saw blood-tinted cloths pull out of her crotch. She screamed again in pain in an internal jolt that almost rendered her senseless. The pains were inconstant. Suddenly, an intense sting led her to despair, and after a few moments, she remitted. She was not afraid, the birth of her first child had not been easy either. So she waited patiently for the last attack to lose its intensity to call one of her maids and ask her to bring her the lock that closed the door of the caney. The women looked at each other in amazement as the maid brought the thick wooden branch to the queen. Hativex, absent in his monotonous screams to the rhythm of the drum, and who perhaps should have saved himself the last shot of cohoba, was the only one who didn’t guess what was coming his way. The lock flew from Hatuana's hands to his head and left him drained without even giving time to a single more stanza of his singing.

"I was going crazy with her damn screams and that drum.”

The restrained laughter of the women turned into laughter when between three of them they threw the bohíque out of the house. King Totumao and the others turned to the house upon hearing the door cracking, and when they saw the priest lying unconscious on the threshold of the caney, his laughter swept away the tension as the wind ripped off the dead bushes.

It was already a closed night when the cry of a girl broke the wait. The second son of Hatuana and Totumao, a sister to the firstborn Prince Boechío.

The king had to wait a long time before he was allowed to enter. Hatuana rested on a woven cotton blanket, wrapped by another with less thickness. Her face was disjointed from the effort, but in her eyes Totumao saw the brightness that had forced him to make her his first wife, the only valid in the line of succession, the most beautiful and courageous of all, the mother of his heirs and, without a doubt, the only one for whom he would have been able to kill. Next to her rested a bunch of black hair on a shiny skin on the fire from the cuaban torch. Despite being only a newborn, the girl had her eyes open, and the king felt her beautiful and fragile like a flower.

"Her name will be Ana," he told his wife.

"No, her name will be Anacaona," Hatuana corrected.

"Anacaona," the king repeated, and smiled, "the beauty of a flower and the purity of gold.”

He walked over and stroked the mother's cheeks with the back of his hand as he whispered in her ear something so intimate that it made her blush, then took the baby in her arms and took her outside. The silence was made in the batey, the large square in front of the house, and the king proudly showed his daughter, raising her to the starry sky of paradise.

"Friends, brothers, gods, spirits, great Jocabunagú, this is my daughter, Anacaona, the golden flower! Bless her and let the party begin.”

He had not yet returned the baby to his mother when the drums, the tambourines of snail shells, the harps of cabuya tied to a zucchini and the fifes and flutes of brave reed began the party, the great areíto in which he would dance, drink and eat until well into the next day, or several more.

King Totumao was awakened by a ray of sunshine that slipped through the branches of the roof of the caney after a long night of celebration. He got up and went to see how his wife and daughter were doing, before going to the waters of the lake to empty his belly and take a bath. Along the way he met Maniocatex and Guarda, the Nines of Bahoruco and Barahona, two young men of soft features and athletic bodies to whom he would have entrusted his life if necessary. The three of them still returned after the bath with time to sit at the large table erected in the center of the batey, next to the ground that had been marked with cabuya ropes for the great ball game that was about to begin.

Totumao entered his caney and saw that Hatuana had joined to breastfeed Anacaona. He walked over and kissed her on the neck, stroked her hair and sucked in her scent, then ran the fingertip of her index finger over her daughter's pink face and walked out. Outside, he heard the hubbub accompanying the newly arrived fishermen and couldn't help his stomach twitching when he saw the shark they were beginning to gut to roast.

The sun hit the island of Ahíti, from the green waters of the south to the rough waters of the north, and its inhabitants retreated, as every day after lunch, they dozed quietly in their hammocks under the shelter of any shade that refreshed the after-meal. After the siesta, the dances and poetry recitals resumed. Throughout the afternoon, people from all over the territory did not stop arriving attracted by the birth of the king's daughter, and to participate in the ball championship, which they celebrated until dawn.

Music and hunger woke the king in the morning. The great championship was about to begin. He kissed his two women and took in his arms the little Boechío, too young to participate in the game, but whose arms and legs promised a good future as captain in the Yaguana team. Totumao came out of the caney, and the music greeted him with thunder, screams and claps that ripped from the four corners of the great square. The batey was overflowing with participants and animators from each of the twenty-six territories that made up the kingdom of Xaragua, the largest of the five on the island. At one end of the square, he saw the tables overflowing with fruit and asked for a higuero to be brought for the long day. His wife Hatuana had promised him that if she felt strong enough, she would come to see the games, and that filled him with joy, in addition to the hope of repeating the triumph of his team as in the last tournaments.

The rules were simple; the copey ball was tossed in the air by the bohíque, Hativex, who had already recovered from the blow of tranca with which the queen had rewarded him. Once the ball was in the air, it could not touch the ground before scoring and each of the players had to use their bodies, without using their hands, to move the ball and get it through the hoop of the opposing team. Whoever got two goals won the match and entered the next round. The boundaries of the field were delimited by rows of stones, and the centre of the field was adorned by two figures carved from limestone. Everything was ready for Totumao to give the starting cry.

The three strongest teams in the competition were, by tradition, those of Bahoruco, with Maniocatex at the head, Barahona, with Guarda as captain, and Yaguana, who trusted Guarix to lead them to the final triumph, but the Yaquimo team could not be ruled out, who were said to have prepared thoroughly for the tournament. They would soon prove it, because it was one of the two teams that was already running around the court trying to beat their rival. Competition costumes were simple, ribbons under the biceps and thighs for single men and women, and skirts tied at the waist for married women.

Yaquimo took the lead with the priest's first throw; he opted for a well-known tactic: strong men in the rear and skilled women in the front. Women who at the stroke of the thigh and hip threw the ball with precision, and who in each movement left the defenders more aware of their curves than of the game, a tactic that all teams used without major problem. The king noticed one of Yaquimo's fronts, a woman with moon-white skin on which two rosettes stood out on her breasts and an incipient hair on her pubis. The cries of encouragement towards the beautiful Caiarima were felt in all men, who did not lose detail of their movements, wherever the rubber ball was. The laughter and screams, every time his marker tried to snatch the ball, reached the queen's caney, who suffered from not being able to see the game. It was Caiarima herself who was in charge of scoring the two goals that gave the triumph to Yaquimo, and it was also she who was in charge of receiving the compliments of the team captain, with whom she disappeared as soon as Hativex certified her triumph.

"It's time for the Nahua to be put on," Totumao said, whose laughter kicked off the next game.

The results lacked surprise, but not emotion, especially when, with a draw to a goal, the Yaguana team saw the ball bounce three times in its hoop without having just crossed it, although in the end the four expected teams prevailed and reached the semifinals, the host Yaguana, Bahoruco, Barahona and the new favorite of the spectators,  Yaquimo, with his cute scorer Caiarima, who unfortunately for most of those present had followed the orders of Totumao playing the last two games with the skirt that linked her to the captain.

The Yaguana team wore their red ribbons, the colors of Totumao, while Bahoruco mixed the dye of the jagua with mud and its ornaments were black as the night, a reminder of its border with the kingdom of Maguana and its terrible warriors. They came to them in the face of attacks from the Southern Caribs, even knowing that the price of their services, women, cattle and cloth, was almost worse than the looting. The Maguanos were said to have captured so many Carib attackers that from the hot lands of the south, they had had to send more than a hundred women as payment for the release of the prisoners. They also said that the king, Caonarix, had fallen in love with one of those savages and had children with her.

The sports day had ended and the turn of the dances and poetry of the areíto began. Totumao was exhausted after the whole day of emotions and retired to rest next to his wife. Little Boechío had to be dragged by the maids to go to bed, and the four slept in the peace of one who trusted that victory couldn’t escape him.

The first match would pit Barahona's team against Guarix, and the king's heart was divided. He wanted Guarda as his own son, but Guarix was one of his trusted men and the captain of his team. From very early on, shouts of encouragement were heard from the home team. The earth had been swept away, and everything fortold a magnificent day of play.

Hativex arrived drenched in sweat to kick off the game. He rubbed his body with leaves to dry himself and marked the beginning after invoking the spirits, giving thanks to the great Jocabunagú, and condemning to darkness the cursed god of evil Juracán.

The first match lasted until noon, with dozens of plays that made the spectators scream and tested the nerves of the participants and gave as winner the local team of Yaguana. After them, the teams of Yaquimo and Bahoruco faced each other; the latter was proclaimed winner of the match after converting the goal of the victory Maniocatex, when the shadows of the afternoon already began to take over the Yucateque. The final was decided, Bahoruco would face the locals of Yaguana.

The next morning, they were greeted by a pleasant surprise, the arrival of a canoe with emissaries from Tahuarí, the king of Marién, who warned of his presence to pay his respects to the birth of Totumao's second son, so they decided to postpone the match until his arrival and liven up the wait with a great party that was received with enthusiasm.

When the entourage of the kingdom of Marién arrived at the beaches of Xaragua, everything was ready. The aroma of food on the burning rocks of the kitchens reached the travelers along the decorated road to the center of the capital, before they even saw the buildings of Yaguana. Everyone had come out of their bohíos in the city and chanted hymns to the rhythm of the music of the drums, tambourines, harps, flutes and maracas that waved in a welcoming symphony, which made the visiting king give a sincere smile. His expert nose recognized in the distance the delicious meat of the lambí, the exquisiteness of the lobsters and shrimp reds simmering, and the poultry meat, which he anticipated would be served on large casheba cakes.

Totumao received him sitting in his dúho, next to his wife and the little Boechío and Anacaona. At his side, Hativex, custodian of the great cemíe of Xaragua, and the captains of Yaguana and Bahoruco representing the two finalist teams. Totumao waited for Tahuarí to arrive before them, stood up and gave him a hug that lifted him a couple of palms from the ground before the laughter and screams of those present. A group of servants filled the visitors with juices, and the king himself accompanied them on a quick walk through the main streets of the capital. Tahuarí thanked Totumao for the attentions, and the two kings entered the caney until lunchtime.

At last, at noon the two kings appeared, and they all ran in search of a good place from which not to miss any dishes. It was the servants of Totumao who were in charge of starting the banquet with figs loaded with cut fruit accompanied by cassava cakes, followed by shrimp stewed with chili, lobster, turtle meat, roasted crabs, turkey thighs and large strut ribbons of macabíes, dangerous for children for their thorns, but delicious wrapped in the casabe cake. Totumao laughed and watched sideways every reaction of Tahuarí, enthusiastic about the dishes that seemed to have no end, while his son Guacanagarí, just entered adulthood, was more attentive to the young women who served them than to the delicacies that seemed to delight his father.

The children ran between the legs of the elders, who took them out with blows as if scaring flies and played to imitate the games of the adults with early fruits that served as balls. The music changed hands when the first group of musicians stopped to refresh their throats with sweet griffo juice. The stragglers arrived with their hair tangled and approached the event embraced, to the cheers of the rest of the diners. A gentle breeze refreshed the morning, of which the great sun was the owner, and the most daring birds defied the stones of the children in certain incursions to collect the crumbs scattered by the crushed earth of the esplanade.

It was Hativex who first understood what was about to happen. A spark that ignited his deep black eyes and that urgently sought the complicity of the priest of Tahuarí. He also knew and nodded with a gesture of understanding. A group of birds had suddenly taken flight and were flying in nervous circles over the neighboring hill. Hativex waited a few seconds before getting up and snatching a drum from the musicians. He grabbed it tightly between his legs and began to beat it with all his strength. He was joined by Iguaca, the priest of Tahuarí, until the boom of the two bohíques got all the attention of the party:

"Juracán! Juracán! Juracán!" They both shouted crazily.

Totumao grabbed his son Boechío, and Hatuana, aided by his maids, took charge of Anacaona. King Tahuarí's entourage organized to help fill large baskets with food and ordered the young men to collect as much water as they were able to carry. On the outskirts of the city was hidden a grotto of sufficient size to accommodate all the inhabitants of Yaguana, but not the hundreds of displaced people of the other Yucatecans or the guests of the kingdom of Marién.

The women were the first escorted to the great cave, and with them also departed the group of elders who still retained the ability to walk with all the children they had managed to gather. Guarix ordered to take the disabled in hammocks to the cave, while some men collected in the houses as many hammocks and cotton blankets as possible.

Soon, the cries of the children began to intermingle with the uproar of the birds, which squawked over the sky in search of a safe place to take refuge, mysteriously warned by Mother Nature. Suddenly, as if the sun had died, the bad omens filled, and the sky turned black as night. The wind began to blow furiously in a macabre squeak, and the first drops of rain attacked at ground level, like the arrows of the cannibals, pushed by the evil of the god. Juracán took over the world, and the last men, loaded with large vessels filled with water, reached the cave with their hair tangled and their bodies soaked and stinged by the arrows of raindrops.

In the cave some firebrands had been lit that illuminated the bodies crowded inside as perverse dancing shadows. The only one who had not taken refuge in the great cave was Hativex, who had run to his cenote, the eye of the great Jocabunagú, armed with all his cemíes and sacred objects to put on his side the only god capable of calming the evil Juracán.

Outside, the strong wind and rain ripped off a large jobo and threw it against the mouth of the cave. Lightning lit the cave and plunged it into the gloom at will, threatening great thunder that made the earth tremble. Hatuana caught her husband's attention and showed him little Anacaona, asleep in her arms as if she were in the quietest of nights. A slight smile caressed the king's face, aware that even in the blackest darkness was always entrusted by a shining star.

He accurately remembered the last step of the god Juracán on the island. Luckily, it had not been primed then in them, but the neighboring kingdoms of Maguana and Higüey had been razed, and not one of their huts was left standing. So he chose his best men to help in the reconstruction, but now, sheltered in the interior of the earth, he did not even know if the rest of the island was also being swept away by the cold breath of Juracán. Some nervous laughter took advantage of the spaces without thunder to sneak through the corners of the cave, while the elders showered their descendants with kisses, sure that it would be the last time they would see them in this life, and their tears mixed with the furious drops of rain that entered like hungry mosquitoes inside the cave.

"At least Caiarima is married!" a voice shouted from the bottom, and the laughter erased for a few moments the putrid breath of the evil Juracán.
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Chapter IV
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Ahíti Island, Niti, capital of the kingdom of Maguana, two years before the reign of evil.

"What is the name of that tree?" The old man asked the group of young people. “Come on, tell me, what is that tree called and why? I have explained it to you a thousand times!” The one chosen to answer was Manicatex, the younger brother of Caonabó, king of Maguana, to whom the old Jayuya devoted most of his patience.

"Jobo?" Manicatex replied somewhat insecure to the laughter of others.

"Jobo, yes, jobo! But why is it called that? What about you?" said the old man, pointing to another of the young men. Manicatex breathed a sigh of relief.

“He was one of the guardians of the cacibajagua grotto.”

"Come on, come on, go on, continue with the story," Jayuya urged.

"The one on the mountain?" He asked.

"Of course, which one isn't! Do you know another story? I am too old for this," complained the teacher turning his back on his students, who took the opportunity to push themselves and return some elbow of pending games.

“On the mountain of Cauta there were two caves, Cacibajagua and Amayauna. From Cacibajagua were born our ancestors who populated the island.” The boy looked around for approval. “There was a soldier guarding the cave and fell asleep.”

"When did he sleep, where, what was the name of the cavekeeper? That's no way to tell a story!” He was interrupted by Jayuya.

"Macocael," he muttered.

"Well, go on," the old man folded his arms behind his back and began to walk among the young teenagers who attended to the story sitting on the ground.

"Macocael fell asleep while standing guard, and the sun took him away and transformed him into a stone that he put on the door of the cave, but some brave men managed to escape and went fishing, and the sun caught one and turned him into a jobo.

"Into a what? Shout so I can't hear you. And, and, and! What a way to speak.”

"Into a jobo tree!" The young man shouted, which sparked the laughter of everyone else.

Suddenly, some fanfare at the gates of the city silenced the students. Jayuya turned to music, like all young people, and decided to end the class. The boys ran in all directions and disappeared from the sight of the old man in less than it takes to drop a string of mature bananas.

Jayuya, like almost everyone in Maguana, knew the reason for the uproar. For several days the arrival of a retinue from the neighboring kingdom of Xaragua was expected with Boechío at the head, the son of the great Totumao and who they knew was very sick.

Caonabó was also warned, listened to the words of his men, and prepared to receive them. He opened his arms and a couple of maids ran to tighten the black-tinted ribbons that pressed under his shoulders, then half-opened his legs and did the same with those that adorned his thighs. He grabbed a spear of cigua wood, the most resistant he knew. The shells and seeds of his necklaces made noise, and he went out to the door of the caney.

He remembered well the city of Yaguana, capital of the neighboring kingdom of Xaragua. His father explained to him that before its destruction it was one of the most beautiful cities on the island, larger even than Niti, clean, with straight streets, with a large square in the center for the ball game and the dances of areíto. The only time he saw it, none of it was left. The cursed god Juracán had plucked every last stick from the last bohío, and the whole city was a mix of woods, gray hair and torn fabrics that stirred with the last breaths of the evil one. His father then sent a group of warriors to help rebuild the houses and him as chief when he was still a little less than a child. He never set foot in that city again.

The bohíque joined the reception, at a sufficient distance to perform his dances and jumps without disturbing any of the warriors of Caonabó, who looked at him from the sidelines at the first beat of maracas. Closing the welcoming procession, about fifty young people adorned with cacatica flowers sweetened the howls of the bohíque with their virginal songs.

The meeting took place at the entrance of the city of Niti. Boechío was amazed from his bunk that King Caonabó himself in person came to receive him and he was glad for it. He invited him to travel the short stretch on another bunk, but the king of Maguana declined the offer, forcing Boechío to imitate him and access the capital on foot. Caonabó studied it along the way. He was much younger than him, but in his ways, it was noticeable that he had been instructed to occupy the position he represented.

After the distribution of offerings, ceramics and pieces carved in caobán and palm wood, the entourage stayed in the huts prepared for them. Afterwards, Caonabó invited Boechío to take a bath in the calm waters of the Jínova waterfall, just a few minutes along a path that departed from the capital. On the shore, tied to a large mango branch that hung over the water, Boechío saw several ropes with knotted crossbars at their ends which children, and older adults, used as a pain reliever for the hot afternoons inside. It was Boechío who, sitting on a rock with half a body in the water, decided to start the conversation.

"Great Caonabó, thank you for your hospitality," Caonabó nodded with a wave of his shoulders. “I guess you want to know the reason for my visit.”

"Your father is dead," Caonabó replied directly.

"You knew?" A hint of sadness accompanied the words of the young Boechío.

"No, but your presence could not mean anything else, especially after the news we had about your father's illness.”

Caonabó remembered well when he died and had to assert himself before his subjects, unhappy that a son of Caribbean blood ruled over his brothers of Taino blood. It had not been easy to accept. No one in Maguana ever forgave the great king Caonarix, his father, for falling in love with a Caribbean and resulting in it the one chosen to rule the kingdom. The color of his skin, darker than the rest of the islanders, did not help him to be respected either, until his courage and his command skills confirmed him as the great warrior and chief who now received Boechío.

"You are the first one to whom I come to pay my respects and offer you my friendship," Boechío continued.

"You are welcome in my kingdom, great Boechío.”

Caonabó knew that not only did the relationship of neighboring kingdoms influence the order of presentations that Boechío had initiated. Their warriors, chosen after hard trials of initiation, were the best, the last bastion to which everyone went to protect themselves from the attacks of the savage peoples of the south. That made it, without ruling over the greatest territory or being the most inhabited people, the kingdom with which no one else wished to antagonize. Caonabó couldn't stop his chest from inflating under the clear waters of the lagoon.

"How long will we have the honor of you remaining among us?"

"Not much, great Caonabó, because I wish to present my credentials to all kings.”

"I had planned to leave for Samaní in the coming days, if you are satisfied, I could accompany you and take advantage of my presence to introduce you to the king of Maguá, the great Guarionex.” The offer caught Boechío by surprise.

"It would be a great honor for your company," he replied.

"However, I must warn you something; I do not travel in those," and pointed out the bunk with which they carried the king of Xaragua. Boechío nodded with a smile. The reports he had of Caonabó fell short; he resembled a warrior more than a king and it was certainly much better to have him as an ally than as an enemy.

The afternoon fell on them as they enjoyed the lagoon. Boechus had managed to relax after the long journey when Caonabó, accompanied by some of his men, suddenly got up, gave orders in reference to his guest, and set out into the jungle. Boechío was carried to the caney prepared for his stay, on the edge of the bohíos of the rest of the entourage, and quite a distance from the center of Niti, which he imagined to be a great city, but about whose organization Boechío had no idea how it was managed. Some servants of Caonabó provided them with fruits and juices to lighten the wait, and it was not until the sun was about to melt into the nocturnal black that Caonabó appeared with his men. They arrived armed with long strings of birds that roasted empuyadas, after fleecing and seasoning them, in a large barbecue raised in the central square. After dinner, they took advantage of the embers to light some cohibas prepared by the bohíque Maguano, and that earned him public recognition for the high quality of its leaves.

Boechío studied everything around him. That city was so different from his Yaguana that it never ceased to amaze him. He had hardly seen huts, and the clearing where they had lit the fire for dinner was not even bounded by rocks or ropes of cabuya. Caonabó did not use a dúho, but rested sitting on his heels in the same position as his men, and the women, far from mingling with them, he watched from several steps back. He tried to think about what his father would have done in such a situation, should he talk to Caonabó, should he seal some kind of pact before future Carib incursions? He had prepared similar offerings for the rest of the kings he was to visit, but Caonabó's coldness had dismantled his security. Boechío had expected a simple but abundant reception, like the one he would have dispensed to any illustrious visitor.

"You’re not a talkative person," Caonabó interrupted him, as he dug through his teeth with a bird's ossicle.

"No, it's just that...”

"It doesn't matter," he threw the bone into the fire and gave his cigar a hard suck before continuing, "I prefer it that way. I don't like to lose strength in pretending to be something I'm not.”

"And what are you?" Boechío asked with surprise. Caonabó sucked his cigar again before sucking a long puff of intoxicating smoke.

"A warrior.”

Both remained silent for a few minutes, immersed in the magic of the night, in their cigars, in the music that the soft wind ripped from the treetops, in the screams scattered behind the green wall that marked the beginning of the jungle and surrounded the anarchic Yucateque, in the moans of pleasure that were born in the darkness, in the sizzling of the fire that illuminated their faces, in the expressions of the men, and in the women who watched them pending any desire of the two kings.

"And you, what are you?" Caonabó then asked.

"I try to be a worthy successor to my father.”

“And spend your life with women’s games like him?”

Boechío pointed to it with the embers of his cigar.

"I would prefer that you did not speak like that about my father," he said without anger, with all the calm he was able to collect in his body.

"Your father, like the rest of the kings, has always come to us to fight for your women, your mothers and your daughters, while you have wasted your time feasting and playing instead of preparing to face real bloodthirsty men. Totumao, like the others, was a coward.”

Boechío jumped up and threw his cigar in Caonabó's face, who didn't even make a gesture to dodge it. He ran to the fire, grabbed a stick whose outer end rested on the ground, and lifted it into a large flame that pierced the sky with burning sparks. Afterwards, he unloaded it with all his strength on Caonabó's head.

He received it without moving from his position. He easily crossed his arms over his head and endured the onslaught with a loud crack against his wrists. Boechío took the opportunity to throw a knee against his jaw, and the king of Maguana rolled chased by the blind blows of the young monarch.

The warriors of Caonabó began to pull their king, and Boechio's servants looked at each other as astonished as they were terrified of what they saw.

Caonabó dodged again and again the attacks of Boechío, who unsuccessfully tried to wound him with the burning stick.

"Are you afraid of death?" Caonabó shouted at him as he dodged the embers in certain somersaults.

The two men's fighting gasps soon occupied the night in the face of the silence of everyone present. Boechío vented an anger that he did not know how to have on that damn savage who had insulted him in the cruelest way he remembered in his entire life. One of Caonabó's men threw a spear at his king at the right moment when Boechío unloaded a strong blow on him, causing both woods to thunder when they met. Boechío, much less corpulent, received the intensity of the blow against his young arms and stumbled in the retreat. Caonabó jumped up and passed over the young king placing himself on his back, then threw a fist that crashed into the back of Boechío's neck and left him senseless.

The king of Xaragua fell flat on his face on the Maguana ground illuminated by the fire that crackled with absolute tranquility. Caonabó raised his arms in victory and launched a cry that further terrified all of the servants of Boechío, unable to decide whether to flee through the jungle, face Caonabó's men or rescue their king from the terrible blow he had just received.

"Pick him up and take him to my caney. Tonight he will be my guest.”

Immediately, they picked up Boechío and took him to Caonabó's hut, where they laid him in the king's own hammock. Two of his servants ran after them and took over the care of the young lord.

"And you," he turned to the men of Boechío who were still perplexed and frightened by the incredible scene they had just experienced, "you can get some rest. Tomorrow your king will be well and will have sealed a covenant that will last a lifetime. Your king is a brave man, never forget him!”

The flames of the fire were fanned with new sticks, and Caonabó's body glowed, soaked in sweat, like the skin of a shark satiated on the reef, full of triumph.

Boechío woke up in the morning with a severe headache. His first reaction was to reach for the back of his neck, which caused intense pain in his shoulders and back. A maid of Caonabó approached.

"Quiet, great Boechío, your pain will subside as soon as you rest a little more.”

The voice of that young woman was as sensual as it was strange. Who was it, what had happened? Suddenly, he remembered, that savage had insulted him and hit him on the head leaving him senseless! He tried to get up to continue what had not ended in the night when the maid placed her hand on his chest and laid him back in the hammock.

"Please stay calm.”

He overcame with his voice all resistance from Boechío, who lay down. The young woman, far from pushing her hand away from the king's chest, rubbed it with manatee fat with the other hand and began to spread the oil film on his body. Boechío looked at her with more desire than surprise, and a strong erection strained his sore body.

At the end, two new maids entered and accompanied him to the lagoon that formed the waterfall. The two women sent by Caonabó were cleaning Boechío's wounds with mammon leaves and cocoa sebum when Caonabó arrived, alone, without an entourage.

"How are you?" he asked without saying anything else first.

The young musculature of Boechío tightened, and the two maids took a step back, frightened by the stories that morning had traveled throughout Maguana.

"Don't worry, I don't feel like fighting.”

"Take back what you said about my father!" Boechío shouted at him.

"You're not like your father," Caonabó smiled.

The king of Xaragua looked at him with more strangeness than hatred. The tensest moment of his entire young life hardly seemed like a joke to Caonabó, who gradually approached until he stood in front of him with open arms. Arms tied by ribbons above his strong biceps, two black ribbons that he also wore knotted on his knees and thighs. Boechío accepted the challenge. The two young men, naked at the foot of the lagoon, hugged and laughed.

The maids, reassured by the scene, resumed their cures, and Caonabó threw himself into the lagoon. He dived a couple of times before pulling out four large jaibas that he threw to shore. Then he went out, grabbed a branch and strung them. Boechío looked happily at the legs of the crabs pierced by the stick and imagined the taste once they boiled covered with banana leaves. Caonabó slapped, and the maids went on the run with the string of jaibas. After a few minutes, in which both remained silent, four young, unmarried women arrived at the lagoon, as indicated by their total nakedness, and who subjected the two kings to quotas of pleasure unknown until then by the young Boechío, rewarding the courage of the neighboring king under the permissive gaze of Caonabó.

When the sun reached its climax, they let the four women rest and ate the crabs caught by the king himself.

"At dawn, we will leave for Samaní. There we will find the great Guarionex," Caonabó told Boechío.

With the first lights of the morning, the entourage of Xaragua appeared before Boechío and Caonabó with two bunk beds. The latter looked at the young king with a sneer and let out a loud cry that made him walk back a couple of steps. Then, when the echoes of Caonabó's call had not yet been extinguished, twelve warriors dressed in spears and paintings on their bodies appeared.

"This will be our only company," he told Boechío. “Let your men go out, we will meet in Maguá.” Then he dismissed the double entourage among the laughter of his men.

The warriors began a brief dance full of screams that made Boechío's hairs grow up and set off on the run towards the Cumiti River, the first obstacle on the way. Boechío sighed nervously and threw himself after Caonabó, who was already running after his absent men to the pleas of his brother Manicatex, who was howling to go with them.
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Chapter V
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Ahíti Island, two years before the reign of evil.

When Boechío reached Caonabó and his men, he found them prostrated on the bank of the Cumiti River. Lying face down, with their arms stretched out in front and their palms turned to the ground, their heads in the direction of the river current, whose roar engulfed their prayers like the white foam that the rocks ripped from them. Boechío looked at them.

In Xaragua, the only one who performed rituals was Hativex, although his aging body allowed him fewer and fewer ceremonies. The rest complied with following the laws and respecting the bohíque.

Boechío decided to imitate them. He put his sandals aside and stretched upside down, to the right of the last of them. He placed his cheek in contact with the wet earth of the shore and stretched out his arms in the direction of the current. His hands were glued to the edges of the river, just like the men of Caonabó. A chill ran through his entire body. The ground was damp and cold. His genitals were trapped between his thighs and the wet earth of the shore, which produced a slight erection that surprised him. At this moment, the warrior on his side opened his eyes to observe him and smiled, knowing the secret that hid the earth and the reaction it caused. The current rumor prevented him from understanding the songs, but Boechío allowed himself to be lulled by them, parallel to the earth, to the rhythm of the water, to the language of the millenary rocks, to the language of the river, the language in which those men seemed to ask permission from the Cumiti to cross it.

After a few minutes, Caonabó got up and his men imitated him, even Boechío. Then, they let out a scream that for an instant, erased the voice of the river and threw themselves into its whitewater. Like possessed animals, they crossed to the other side with ease, crouched down, stuffed their fingertips into the black earth of the shore, and painted their faces. With precise movements, they erased the outlines of a human face becoming shadows, animal reports of the jungle. One of the warriors, after painting his face, put his fingertips back into the earth and drew two diagonal lines on Boechío's face. Two black blows that pierced him from his nose to his cheekbones, and that the boy felt cold and rough.

In front of them stood a wall of thick vegetation. The lianas that fell from the tops of the cabimas mixed with the ferns at ground level, and among them a mixture of vines and climbing plants that built a green wall impossible to cross.

Boechío noticed that he had left his sandals on the other shore, too late to retrieve them again, he thought, but when he turned again and looked around, he was already alone. He barely managed to see how the warrior who had painted his face disappeared engulfed by the green wall, hanging from one of the vines that fell from the sky.

Those men weren't going to expect him, so he plucked up the courage he didn't know he had and got in. He managed to be guided by the striving gasps of the men advancing ahead of him. He got out of the bushes and climbed behind them as fast as he was able. He felt his dirty, wet feet, unaccustomed to stepping on anything other than the crushed earth of the playing field without the real shoes. Wet leaves and roots slipped between his fingers and made him slip down again and again. Stems hit him in the face, and harder branches marked his arms, chest and face. However, he didn’t let himself be defeated and, after a few minutes that seemed eternal, he reached the top of the small hill created by the river after thousands of years of coming and going.

His heart was pounding as if he had played a long ball game when he reached the top, but his surprise was even greater than his fatigue. All the men of Caonabó, with this one at the head, were waiting to cheer him for having been able to keep up. Boechío had passed a new test. He didn’t know why he needed to prove to that group of warriors that he was one of them, but that was how he felt in their company. He looked around. The meeting place was a small esplanade, clean of the lush vegetation of the ascent, impossible to see from the riverbank, but that the men of Maguá had to know well. Then, Caonabó approached and gave him a spear like the one they were carrying.

Boechío thanked him for the gesture and observed the ruler of the kingdom. A satisfied smile crossed his face. The eyes big and attentive, fast, scrutinizing any rumor coming from the undergrowth, but fixed on Boechío. The hard face, with the cheekbones even more prominent fruit of the paint that crossed his face, the small nose and the wide forehead, a rock support from which he descended, like the lianas from which Boechío had helped, a black mane that hid two pointed earrings in his ears. Two shark teeth that stood out under the black of their hair and that Boechío imagined that he would have torn off with his own hands.

"Are you ready?" He asked.

Boechío nodded, and the men began to walk in the direction of the mountains that marked, lost on the horizon, the natural border between Maguana and Maguá.

They walked all day barely stopping to drink water from the streams they crossed, or to pick some of the fruits that nature threw in their path. When the sun began to knead the retreat, Caonabó chose a plain and his men went into the jungle in search of small game to roast it on the embers of a fire that the king himself was responsible for lighting. Boechío watched them in amazement. A group of men like that would sweep any team in a ball game, even smiled to imagine them giving hip blows to the ball before the panic of the opponents, more aware of their own lives than the score. Caonabó asked him if he knew how to light a fire and Boechío had to admit that he did not. Those were not the tasks of a king, he thought, but he knelt next to him and imitated his every move.

Within a few minutes, from the dry branches rubbed by Caonabó emerged a small column of smoke followed by a fresh, young flame. Caonabó quickly fanned it by mixing some dried leaves at the base of the board, and soon set up a fire on which a turtle and several rodents roasted. With the help of fire, and their spears, they pulled the reptile out of its shell and chopped it, licked by the supper that the road had given them.

The rodents were skinned and gutted before being strut on branches that they laid on the fire.

Boechío had everything and everything for dinner, victim of a hunger that twisted his guts. Soon after, they covered the ground with large leaves to protect themselves from moisture and lay down. Far away was the sadness for the death of his father, the initiation he made to occupy the throne, the separation from his mother, consumed with pain by the death of Totumao, and from his sister, the beautiful Anacaona. He saw their faces drawn in the sky, announced in the invisible lines that formed the millions of stars that populated the night of the island of Ahíti. He remembered Caonaba's words about his father and felt the hot anger running through his body, an anger gagged by the events that had followed the offense. He knew that Caonabó had put it to the test before accepting it, a kind of judgment that would mark a relationship of friendship or a commercial transaction between kingdoms, friendship or protection in exchange for food, women and belongings. Boechío would never have done anything like this, his father would squirm from the Coiaibay, but he accepted Caonabó's tactics.

He couldn't help but remember the afternoon they left him, the last time he saw the great Totumao. His body weighed on a bed of logs carried by himself and his most courageous captains, Maniocatex, Guarda and Guarix, to the great cave where, with the help of the bohíque Hativex, they lowered him tied with ropes of cabuya. After him came the priest and, then, the heir himself, armed with the sharp axe. Between the two of them they laid the body of the great Totumao on the shore of the underground lake. Hativex anointed the body for the last time with manatee fat and drew the memory the king's life on the wall. He mixed the animal fat with the charcoal that he always kept safe from the humidity of the cave and drew the great Totumao sitting on his kingship. Afterwards, he began singing to the god of the dead, Maquetauri Guayaba, to launch his cohort of bats in search of the king's soul. Boechío remained silent next to his father's oiled body, kneeling, waiting for the signal that would finally free his spirit and set him free to rule.

The signal came at the end of the bohíque song with a dull blow of the canoe oar on one of the thousands of stalagmites that pierced the cave. Boechío opened his eyes and looked at the priest. Then, he grabbed the sharp axe with lambí shells and slammed his full force on his father's neck. It took several axes to cut off his head from the strong body, which he decapitated at the feet of his son while the head rolled to the bohíque as proof that the spirit had been released. Hativex picked it up and took it upon himself to bury it away from the body of the great Totumao. Then, the process of drying the bones and covering them with first-spun cotton would come to turn the great king into a cemíe worthy of remembrance.

It was a sad afternoon, certainly the saddest of his short life until then. He tried to change his thoughts, forget the dry snap of the edge of the axe against his father's body, and concentrated on his sister, who was already thirteen years old. Her face restored the peace necessary to let himself be overcome by sleep, and he fell asleep.

The sky dawned black, as if the night had refused to lose the battle it had waged since the beginning of time against the sun, possessed by dense and strong clouds that flew over their heads. Boechío got up and ran to protect himself under a large tree that raised its branches in the direction of darkness, but the rest of the men, aware of the danger of taking cover in the middle of a storm under a tree, stayed on their beds of green leaves, placed themselves in a fetal position, and stoically endured the onslaught of water and wind. When it subsided, they got up and started dancing. Caonabó grabbed Boechío by the shoulders and shook him until his screams joined those of the group. Then, still soaked, they resumed the march.

The great Totumao had expressed to him hundreds of times the deep love he felt for his land. He said that once a traveler had arrived from the south, not from the plundering Caribs, but from much further south, the only survivor of a canoe in which they traveled more like him, as he made them understand in a strange language. Totumao was a child then, but he could see it. He was smaller than them, with eyes stretched out to his ears, and sported a huge hoop between his nostrils. He was rescued from one of the beaches of Xaragua half dead and lived on the island until one day he disappeared. The Bohíques said that he was the envoy of the evil Juracán to inform where the Yucateques were located, and many feared him for it. But the truth is that his father told him that during the life of that foreigner, evil never appeared, which over time, dismantled the theories of the Bohíques. For this reason, Boechío also distrusted priests. He respected them because he preferred not to have problems with them. They even got the future right sometimes and knew remedies that could heal, prostrate a person for days or lead him to death. His father's words of love for the island had come to mind when he glimpsed the top of Mount Maco, from where he enjoyed the best view any human ever had of the island of Ahíti.
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