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Dedication

	For my son Adam,
born in the New World to parents born in the Old.

	With thanks to
Adnan Aydin, Daniel J. Langton and Steven Radecki
for their help and support.

	
[image: Map]

	
“Here it was again, that most ancient of road forks. The choice of one course or the other had nothing to do with power, money, knowledge, love or age. It was a purely internal matter. Every child older than six knew the fork, and knew what the good guys did there and what the bad guys did there. The fork was a familiar one the world over, and the good guys and the bad guys, whether dressed in chaps, togas, overalls, ponchos, chain mail, crinoline, leopard skins or pinstripes, all separated there.”

	— Kurt Vonnegut Jr., Player Piano

	
BOOK ONE

THE CASTAWAY AND THE SLAVE

	
One

	April 1511

	All through the night the reef had waited for them, and now it had them.

  There was a sudden crack of planks splitting in half, the noise of the rock biting into the ship, then the wind rushing in through the broken ribs. The rigging snapped, chain links ground apart. The mainmast doubled up on itself and came down smashing onto the deck. Canvas ripped from one end to the other, and the topsail flew away in the night. The prow reared up, shook, stuck in the grip of the stone. The sea flooded into the hull.

	They all heard them, the sounds that meant no hope. Crawling, pushing, wrestling the ropes and barrels that trapped them, the men reached out toward the only lifeboat left whole. They fought to be first.

	Captain Valdivia’s voice raged against the gale. “We can still float her, you bastards. I say we can!” He called the first mate. “Santiago, cut the mast loose. Send Felipe and two more below deck.” But they all ignored him, as though their names didn’t belong to them anymore.

	Santiago Alvarado crossed himself, holding onto a spar. “No, Señor Don Capitán. We couldn’t float her if she grew wings.” He looked over his shoulders. “The boat, Señor Don Capitán!”

	Captain Valdivia cursed, his hand welded to the wheel. “Stay back, damn you. Mind your places!”

	The men heard only their own fear. They put their hands to the capstan and struggled against the rope to lower the boat. “Mother of God, deliver us from evil. Queen of the Sea, save our lives.” But the sea had no ears and no heart, the sea had only a mouth.

	The boat hit the water. The men held onto the rope until their hands bled. The keel cracked, timbers fell apart. Muskets and crossbows slid down the half-sunken deck. Like yellow hail the twenty thousand gold coins of King Ferdinand of Spain pelted the waves. Off plunged the fine steel breastplates, the letters and reports to His Honor the Governor of Hispaniola, and Juan de Córdoba with his good sword on, and Diego García with the name of his woman slurring in his mouth.

	The ship groaned out loud beneath them. At last Captain Valdivia let go of the wheel and tumbled toward the gunwale.

	“Find me the lookout,” he begged. “Get the son of a whore into my hands.” But the lookout lay crushed under the mast and had paid already for looking the other way when out of the water the Víboras had lashed out, true to their name of Viper Rocks.

	The men fell, jumped, slipped into the boat — without sail, without oars and without food or water. The wounded screamed in pain, trampled.

	Someone was crying out from the twisted shadows of the ship. “Don’t leave me behind. For the love of God, help me!”

	Gonzalo Guerrero reached out with both hands and felt the wet, desperate grip of Jerónimo de Aguilar. He pulled Jerónimo down, as their weight sank the boat further and the others fought and shoved to keep their places. Aguilar crouched in his sliver of space. In a frenzy he kissed the prayer book he’d salvaged from his hammock. The keel came apart. The night sounded like wood and iron.

	The fallen sails had covered the stern, a shroud for the burial. Captain Valdivia looked up at the wheel that was spinning as if under a ghost’s crazed hand. The pride and sweat of his whole life, his pretty Esperanza with the gilded figurehead was shuddering her last in the waves.

	Slowly the laden boat drifted into the black nothing. It pitched and it scratched along the edges of the reef. The men threw out their hands blindly, feeling for the hard stone blades. Then the sea pulled them into its void.

	Gonzalo Guerrero crossed his arms, his fingers clawing with cold and with fear at his sodden shirt; and like all his nineteen companions he thought, That’s all I’m left with now, my life and my shirt.

	✶      ✶      ✶

	Five days. The sea was smooth now and the wind was gentle, that tropical wind smelling of spice that drove them toward a point it alone knew. Five days they’d lived like steers packed in a slaughterhouse, close enough to hear the next man’s thoughts knocking against one’s skull. They’d laid the wounded on the bottom, on the others’ feet. They wailed and begged continuously. The bilge water had turned brown with blood and vomit. During the night the wind froze them, during the day the sun scorched them. Those who could sleep woke up screaming, maddened by the endless rocking of the boat, their tongues cracked with thirst and their stomachs shrunk with hunger.

	Once in a while someone started to rave and tried to walk out of the boat. “I’m going to Prudencio’s tavern for some wine. Who wants to come with me?” Captain Valdivia raised his voice and quieted the man down. He could still keep some order among his men, who were no longer his men but the sea’s. He’d threatened to throw overboard the next man who started a brawl: they all needed the extra room.

	Most of the time they lay coiled against the sun, in attitudes of orphans helping one another to sleep. Then someone would burst into fevered talk, about how beautiful Castile looked at harvest time, about how they were all going to live and to remember. They would start trying to catch fish with their hands.

	“Let’s hope the currents take us eastward, into the sight of baptized eyes,” Leon Sandoval kept saying.

	Santiago Alvarado the first mate cursed him. He was a big, quarrelsome man with a thick beard.

	“Damn your soul, boy, can’t you even recognize the cardinal points anymore? We’re drifting to the west, away from known land.”

	“And what is to the west, in God’s sweet name,” Leon broke out with a fit of cough. “The stars at night make no sense. No one’s had time to name them yet.”

	Captain Valdivia was holding in his lap the head of the dying helmsman. He looked at nothing.

	“Maya,” he said through swollen lips. “I spoke to Don Cristóbal Colón seven years ago, when he returned from his fourth voyage.” He seemed to smile. “He told so many lies he made me want to have a ship… To the west of Cuba, he said, is a land called Maya.”

	Leon lay back and moaned in his teeth. “Maya” was just a name, a single outcrop of syllables against an entire breadth of dread. They still belonged to the unknown.

	Felipe del Castillo grumbled something to himself, his forehead matted with blood. “That old madman, talking about Paradise as though he’d seen with his own two eyes Adam and Eve running about naked!” His face twisted. “Lord God, we’re here on account of a fool, we die because of an old man’s delusions!”

	Captain Valdivia forced him to go back to his corner. The sun pressed down on the bare heads, on the parched mouths. The boat stank like an open coffin.

	“Paradise,” Felipe murmured. “He called it Paradise.”

	Gonzalo Guerrero looked at the black fin that had been following them for two days and nights. He was a tall, well-proportioned young man with a handsome broad face and hair the color of dark copper. He’d always been content with his looks. Work had made him strong, and women found him pleasant. He watched the sea around him.

	At the other end of that sea wide as the breath of God there was Palos de Moguer, where he was born and from where, when Gonzalo was barely five, Christopher Columbus had sailed to search for the Indies. By now his uncle would be pulling the nets in by the cove. His sister would be sewing, with supper ready. By now his parents’ grave would again be growing with poppies.

	It was a tough sea, stingy old cheat. It called him in the nights; it told him to come, to come. He had listened for hours to the same tale, told and retold in Palos, the tale of the mad Italian who had nagged three ships from the sovereigns of Castile and had gone off to find another world.

	The strange animals, the strange people old Don Cristóbal had brought back from that other world. The fever, the dreams he’d stirred. They had haunted Gonzalo’s childhood, then his adolescence, then his manhood. He pulled in fish and he thought endlessly of, “some day, some day.” He went to bed hungry and in his sleep the Queen of Cathay wanted to marry him.

	In 1502, when the Admiral had set out on his fourth voyage, Gonzalo had begged his father to let him go with him. He was sixteen, and for his last expedition Don Cristóbal had enlisted boys, some as young as twelve. His father had refused. Gonzalo, mingled to the crowd that watched the Admiral walk down the pier for the last time, had thought of jumping after the ship.

	Then his father had died, leaving him with nothing to keep him in Palos anymore. He had strained long enough at the bit, yearning to escape that hencoop of oppression and toil. Finally the day he’d turned twenty, old enough for the law, he’d gone out of the house, bought a second-hand breastplate and signed up for the next caravel due to sail for the Caribe. His sister had cried while she sewed the image of the Virgin of Seville in his good coat. His uncle hadn’t said anything, except that he wanted him back by next year’s Easter, to help out with the herrings; and Gonzalo had promised.

	So he had endured the four months at sea that it took to reach that other world. Four months of nightmares on a filthy hammock, of cockroaches and lashings and womanless misery, always with the vision of Eldorado burning the sense from his mind: to be fed gold in bowls at breakfast and supper, to be awash in gold like the sunset!

	Not that he knew where this gold was to be found. No one knew. He thought of streams where he would pan under the natives’ benign eyes, or of marketplaces where they would trade cloth and axes for the precious metal. He imagined the day he would return home with a hatful of nuggets the size of duck’s eggs. “Uncle, buy a new boat. Sister, no more scrubbing laundry in the river for the Countess Moncada.” He had stepped off the gangplank walking like a prince.

	Then had come the brutal awakening. There was no gold in the Caribe, certainly not enough for a hatful. The bright yellow light had gone out for him as it had for countless others, beginning with Don Cristóbal himself. For three years he had followed ship after ship to island after island: to Hispaniola, to Darién, to Jamaica, to Cuba. There was no gold anywhere, no silver and no gems, no palaces of the Queen of Cathay. There was nothing but mosquitoes, alligators and snakes — green hell.

	The sole property that could be acquired was the islanders, a people as simple as the air that was their only clothing. They laughed and wondered at the newcomers, they brought them food and drink and women; and they could be driven to abject terror by the mere noise of the guns, by the mere sight of the horses. It had been the islanders who’d paid in full for everything that wasn’t there.

	What Gonzalo had seen in the Caribe had been enough to sadden him for the rest of his life. He’d always thought the Spaniards went to Mass every Sunday and paid their taxes to the king. Here, where there were no churches and the king was many thousand of miles away, the Spaniards did something else. They hunted the natives down, burned them alive, tortured them to make them say where they’d hidden the gold they didn’t have; they raped little girls and they hanged old women.

	On Hispaniola an adventurer named Hernando Cortez rounded up men and women with his dogs and worked them to death by the hundreds in his estates. Because the population of the islands had been almost wiped out in less than ten years since the New World had been found, black slaves now had to be shipped in from Africa, to be worked to death in their turn.

	Left on their own, the petty governors sent from Spain with nothing more than a title on a piece of paper passed the time making war on one another, while the gallows kept sprouting everywhere now for this, now for this other “traitor to the Crown,” rows of black gallows all along the coral shores of Paradise.

	Gonzalo had felt caught in a trap, betrayed by everything he had ever held dear. He knew he didn’t want to go home empty-handed; but he knew even more that he was sick at heart of having to bear daily witness to the nightmare that the New World had become. It seemedthat every evil from which he had tried to escape had been carried to the islands in the hold of the ships and was now flourishing tenfold.

	Not knowing what to do, he’d kept risking his life on land and sea for nothing more than his sailor’s pay, a pound of salt pork every week, and an allowance of hopes gone insane. When yet another war had broken out, this time between Diego Nicuesa and Vasco Nuñez de Balboa, he’d signed his name on Captain Valdivia’s roll only because Captain Valdivia paid a few maravedí more than other captains. All he wanted was to get away long enough to decide once and for all. Now he was drifting to his death, having found nothing, not even an answer.

	He turned his head away from his companions. The sea was so close, and waiting with its terrifying smile.

	✶      ✶      ✶

	Ten days. The ship’s cook, whose ribs had been broken by a falling spar, was dead. They waited for the sharks to lag behind, then cast him overboard. During the night two more men died, simply gave up. There was more room now, but the empty places meant it all would soon be an empty place. Wounds festered. Their skin had begun to wrinkle and crack like that of old men.

	Captain Valdivia had stopped shouting. He was a hard, graying man who now cursed himself under his breath for wanting to cry. But Leon Sandoval used his good eyesight to scan the endless water for signs of land. Once a cormorant flew over, making him cry out that the coast must be near. He was a boy of fifteen.

	Hallucinations taunted their minds. On the ninth day the bosun flung himself into the sea, claiming he’d seen a vineyard full of ripe Málaga grapes. Before they could pull him back in, the sharks found him in an instant. But that day it rained, and they gathered the rain in their hands, in their boots, in anything they could get, sobbing at the wet bliss in their throats. They held up their faces with their mouths open, drinking until they retched.

	Jerónimo de Aguilar spent his every waking minute reading from his prayer book and praying for the salvation of his soul. Gonzalo could hear him whisper Latin in his teeth, hurrying to repent.

	Jerónimo was a thin but not delicate man, with soft hands and the skittish manners of a schoolboy. To his parents, who kept a butcher shop in Écija, his religious vocation had come at first like a catastrophe, for he was the son who must follow in their footsteps. When he had made his decision to sail for the Indies, they knew he lusted not merely for gold but also for heathen souls to convert to Christ. However, they had reasoned in giving him their blessing, if there was gold in the heathens’ lands, a rich priest would be even better than a rich merchant.

	So far, for Jerónimo the rewards of both profit and proselytizing had been slim. He had spent whatever money he had in preparing a lawsuit against a man who wanted to cheat him out of a piece of land on Hispaniola. The lawsuit was the reason for his voyage aboard the Esperanza. The documents he was bringing with him for this purpose had now been lost in the wreck.

	As for the spreading of the Gospel that was so dear to his heart, all the islanders of the Caribe had already been converted, more often than not at sword point, and they now flocked to Mass, though some of the friars said it was only to get some respite from their labor. Even so, now that the Lord was calling him to His presence, Jerónimo had at least one good deed to bring before His judgment. With eloquent pleas he’d been able to persuade an old cacique to accept confession, before the man was burned at the stake for arguing that Mary could not be both a Virgin and the Mother of God.

	Against the glare of the sun, Gonzalo eyed him closely. He’d never been fond of Jerónimo. There had been many times during their voyage when his piety had galled him. It had an answer for everything; it made Gonzalo wonder what was is that made some people so vulnerable to that sort of unblinking faith. Fear, certainly; of the elements, of illness, of all that could not be explained. Of all these things Gonzalo too was afraid, like all men. But he also loved whatever justice could be done on earth and now instead of somewhere else and later. For the sake of justice he could become fearless. Once he had protested the punishment of a shipmate whom everyone knew was innocent, and he had ended up sharing the man’s appointed lashes.

	After his father’s death he had saved up what little money his uncle gave him and he had spent it to have a priest teach him to read and write. He had seen how easily those who handled a quill cheated those who didn’t. If he could even the odds, it was worth going without bread and wine and everything else.

	It was taking too long to die, he thought. Once God makes up His mind, He should at least be quick. A sound like a sob came from him. Jerónimo looked at him with a haunted look.

	“Brother Guerrero,” he said. “I pray for you too. Take heart, for soon we will all be in the glory of the Saints.”

	✶      ✶      ✶

	Thirteen days, and Christ’s own passion had lasted only one. By now some were so dry they could not weep or urinate. One of the officers burned out in a single night. The helmsman and Luís Gallego lingered on, dwindling like candles.

	During his last hours Luís begged Jerónimo to confess him and absolve him of his sins. Jerónimo looked terribly sad.

	“I’m not a priest yet, brother Luís. I took holy orders when I was a boy, but I have not the power to absolve you.” He helped Luís join his hands. “Confess to God and to Jesus. In His mercy He will hear you.”

	Luís’ lips quivered. His eyes stared out with a grief beyond words. With that grief that no one could soothe, he went.

	They didn’t throw the three bodies overboard because the sharks were all around. They had to leave them where they lay, their faces covered with their shirts, horrible to feel at night when the flesh of the living turned as cold as the flesh of the dead. Death had become their only deity. Hurry up, they prayed, hurry up you old whore. And when the coast smiled, they felt almost as though they’d been cheated.

	It was Leon the boy who sighted it. His mouth was too dry for him to shout. He started waving his arms with inarticulate sounds. From the water it looked truly like the piece of Paradise in old don Cristobal’s tales: green and wild, tangled with trees and brush, skirted in pink beaches and humming with herons.

	Captain Valdivia crossed himself. “O Blessed Mother of God, we thank Thee.”

	As if welcoming them, flamingos rose high, long red wings flapping. Gently then the current nudged the boat into the lagoon.

	Gonzalo could not take his eyes off the shore. Relief as fierce as pain gripped him. He crawled over the gunwale and let himself fall into the water. It was clear as new glass and warm as milk. He floated, arms outstretched, his blunted senses savoring the rebirth.

	They tumbled out of the boat and onto the sand. A few of the men had to be carried and put in the shade. Jerónimo sank to his knees and kissed the ground. Others joined him in whispered prayers to God’s infinite and infinitely incomprehensible mercy. For a long time they just sat, pressing their hands on the comforting firmness of the earth. Then the well-known endeavors of survival flooded back into their minds, sent trickles of forgotten energy through their limbs.

	Captain Valdivia began dividing the men to their tasks. “Felipe and Leon, you two seem strong enough to go searching for fresh water. I need others to make a grave for the dead. The rest of those who can walk will look for food.”

	Gonzalo reached into his boot, pulled out his good knife. “Who else has daggers?” he asked. “We can tie them to branches, use them as spears. If the savages can survive, by God so shall we.”

	“We’ll build a raft, sail back to Hispaniola,” said Ponce Noriega the gunner.

	“Yes, but where are we?” wondered Pedro Mendez.

	Captain Valdivia took off his soiled shirt. “That we will find out later. To your tasks, now. Stay within earshot if you can.”

	Up in the palm trees the brown jays chattered like gossips, curious about the strangers. The air was hot in the long afternoon of the Caribe. The men worked slowly. Each movement was painfully tiring, but they were held now by their new hope. They dug a shallow pit in the sand, placed the three dead bodies in it and covered them with more sand. With twigs and dry seaweed Jerónimo fashioned a cross and planted it on the grave.

	In the shallows there were sea urchins, abalone and crabs; on the beach, turtle eggs and a dead bird. The men wobbled, fell, crawled back up, maddened by their hunger and their clumsiness. Then they gathered around with whatever they’d been able to find and started to scrape, cut, break and divide the food, their mouths open in anticipation.

	“We look like old women making supper,” Gonzalo said. “Old gypsy women in Granada.”

	Before sundown Felipe and Leon were back with the news of fresh water they’d found not too far away. The water was a bit brackish, but clear. They had gathered some in large waxy leaves, and the others fell onto it. Like a nurse Jerónimo fed small pieces of mussels to Alonso Carrera, who was too weak to sit up. They ate the turtle eggs with the soft shells and all. The seaweed provided the salt they all craved.

	Then Rodrigo Gutierrez told the others to watch, for he was going to piss. They clapped their hands at the feat and bet on who’d be next. Life, wayward and drunken, had resumed its place among them.

	The night came slowly, spreading long layers of blue over the ocean and raising clouds that looked like tall baroque ceilings. They lay down on the sand next to each other, and sleep took them quickly. Now they could speak again the word that helps a man’s heart to beat: mañana, tomorrow.

	
Two

	Gonzalo woke up in a sweat, his mind still plagued with demons. But there was sand under him, softer than any bed he’d ever lain upon. A toucan blinked his staring eye at him and flapped away. The dawn was fresh, soothed him like a linen handkerchief. So many things to do today that he’d come back from the dead, he thought.

	Many were still asleep. He looked around, scavenging for leftovers. He couldn’t wait to return to the reef, where yesterday he’d spotted a lobster’s nest. If only they had a cooking pot, he thought, and some olives and some onions, they could made pescado en escabeche just like his mother used to make. He laughed softly to himself.

	He saw that Captain Valdivia was awake. “What shall we do today, Señor Don Capitán?” he asked.

	“We’ll move to the other end of the beach,” Captain Valdivia answered, “closer to where the drinking water is. We’ll build some sort of shelter. We’ll wait for our strength to come back. One thing at a time.”

	Gonzalo saluted. “Aye aye, Señor Don Capitán. One blessed thing at a time.”

	Leon pulled himself up on his elbow and eyed the jungle behind them. He looked like a baby, his pretty face still soft with sleep. “What about savages, Señor Don Capitán? They are bound to be somewhere in the land.”

	Captain Valdivia stood up. “So they are. What sort of savages, I don’t know. I wish to God I had my pistols with me.” He touched Santiago on the shoulder. “We move camp. Into that thicket of palm trees, here we’re too exposed.”

	With the sun the parrots woke up. Alligators slid ponderously down their trails, oblivious to the ragged men walking in single file along the surf so that the waves would erase their footprints. They made a hole in the ground and lined it with mangrove leaves, to keep in it drinking water for those who couldn’t go get it themselves. They found sapota fruit and scooped out with delight the sweet sticky flesh. Then again they spread out in search of food. When the morning grew ripe they returned with their catch.

	They sat down to eat and to drink. Hummingbirds whirred by, shimmering like Venetian glass. The men were hungry, intent upon the vital motions of picking up and chewing food. They didn’t notice the sudden silence that had congealed the air around them. Then a sound like the bellowing of a bull echoed across the beach, chased away the gulls. They froze, the unswallowed morsels turning woody in their mouths. Gonzalo bent down slowly over the knife he carried in his boot, then looked up. To be surrounded he expected, but never by so amazing a breed of natives.

	They were a small race, like the islanders, and like the islanders they had eyes as black as obsidian. But the islanders were as plain as plucked birds, while not an inch of these people seemed to have been left to artlessness.

	Their foreheads were flattened and their hair bound with bright feathers. Their faces were tattooed and their bodies painted red and black. They wore good cotton breechclouts and mantles. Some were clad in jaguar skins draped over their shoulders. No less wealth and skill showed in their weapons — flint knives as painstakingly honed as Toledo swords, strong spears and spear-throwers, large three-pronged shells whittled to razor-sharp edges and looking like havoc. Any Spanish nobleman on his Sunday stroll would have admired such fierce finery.

	Between the two crowds the astonishment hung heavy. Both groups stood hunched over, like hunters trying to guess the power of the unknown beasts they’d come upon. Felipe crossed himself.

	“Holy Lord Jesus, we’re dead,” he whispered.

	One of the painted warriors lifted to his mouth a conch shell, and again the deep bellowing sound reverberated in the air. Ponce tried to stand up, but didn’t have time. With cries and clattering of weapons the natives fell onto the castaways, seized them two to a man and forced them out into the open.

	Captain Valdivia struggled and shouted. Alonso Carrera had to be dragged, more dead than alive. It took three to subdue Alvarado the first mate. They grabbed hold of his hair and pulled him up from the ground. Another throng of warriors ran to the boat moored on the beach, looked inside, found nothing. They smashed stones through the bottom and sank it. A third group scattered the food and gathered up the two daggers that lay on the sand. They yelled like wildcats.

	Not after all he’d been through, Gonzalo thought as he tossed in the hold of his captors. He was a good head taller than any of them, and if starvation hadn’t taken the sinew out of him he could have thrown them back as they came. Stunned, drained of strength, he and the others let themselves be herded away from the beach and into the jungle.

	“Tell them who we are, Señor Don Capitán,” Leon begged. “Tell them we just want to go back to Hispaniola.”

	“Where are they taking us, what do they want with us,” Pedro kept asking, limping on his right leg. The warriors shouted over their voices. They would not let them speak to each other.

	“We’re Spaniards, we’re Castilians,” Santiago roared. “Take your filthy heathen hands off me.”

	The trail they’d taken wound deeper into the bush. Clouds of butterflies swarmed around them like splinters of rainbow. Hot and humid as a huge cocoon, the jungle crackled with a thousand secret sounds and smells.

	They hadn’t looked in his boot, Gonzalo thought. But it was just one knife, and they were so many. How long had they been walking? The man who marched him on wore a strange bracelet, a full jaw with all the teeth in it. Gonzalo couldn’t tell whether it was a human jaw, and he didn’t want to tell.

	“Filthy savages, shit eaters, “Santiago was cursing.

	The trail was narrower now, forcing them to walk single-file. They stumbled through red knots of enormous cedar roots, then bent low under yokes of tough, tangles leaves. Petulant macaws scolded the intruders. Monkeys hung hidden and high like hairy acrobats, howling.

	Then the jungle parted. They were before a large white road raised on a solid bed of stone, running straight and level between banks of cactus and lanky trees. Two stone markers covered with complicated signs stood at the point where the trail joined the causeway. The warriors drew their prisoners along, unmindful of their amazement. The last time they’d seen a road as handsome as this one they were still in Spain. What place was this? Where had God in His wisdom cast them?

	The causeway was as smooth as if it had just been built, unmarred by wheel ruts or hoof prints. Small groups of men stopped to stare at the captives. They carried packs of some dried brown leaves, the bulky loads held by tumplines. Merchants, slaves? Gonzalo wondered. Both categories were unknown in the islands of the Caribe. The mystery of this land gnawed at his soul.

	The road fanned into a glade. The jungle thinned out and another miracle appeared, a town. Strong houses with palm-thatched roofs gathered in wide circles. The ground was paved around enclosed in gardens. The shutterless doors were graced with brightly colored curtains and garlands of red pods drying in the sun. The smoke of cooking fires carried unknown aromas.

	Women ground corn in their metates like in the islands, but dressed in the prettiest gowns, not naked and unkempt like the islanders. The children played with what looked like mice grown to the size of cats, leading the animals on leashes. To the strangers walking into the town everything looked the same and everything looked different.

	Then they saw the temple, taller than the tallest tree, a massive pyramid cut across by a steep stairway. The cell on top looked small and stark, the single doorway was ominous as hungry mouth. The thatched roofs below cringed in its shadow just as the narrow houses of Spanish towns stood humbled by the soaring mass of the cathedral. The prisoners couldn’t help gawking, as if in a daydream. Those were the first stone buildings anyone had ever seen in the New World.

	“Where are we, Señor Don Capitán?” Melchor Herrera asked. “Is this Egypt? Is this Cathay?” His guardians pulled him on, silenced him with their shouts.

	“Could it be, Señor Don Capitán?” whispered Felipe. “Are these the people of the Khan, the ones Don Cristóbal couldn’t find? Are we in the land of Cathay?”

	Captain Valdivia shook his head, as if forcing himself out of a haze. “I don’t know... Lord God, I don’t know anything anymore.”

	The warriors prodded them toward the temple. Women gathered their children, people flocked to look. A stir of voices ran through the houses.

	As the castaways neared the temple, the carvings that covered its walls stood out. They looked like the jungle turned to stone — a writhing mass without order or pause, a suffocating malignancy where jaguars, eagles and snakes tangled in every inch, bristling with fangs and feathers, painted in a brilliance of tremendous colors. No islander could have produced such demonic masterpieces. Jerónimo clutched his prayer book in his hands. What monstrous idols were hidden inside that hill of stone, challenging the one true God?

	They were pushed into the courtyard. Here too sculptures swelled all over the walls like barnacles of nightmare. Smoke rose from great braziers of carved stone. Along with the incense there was a stronger smell, one that reminded Jerónimo of his father’s butcher shop back home. It was a smell like rotting entrails that made one weak in the knees.

	The crowd around them babbled in its unknown tongue, pressing forward to see. The children pointed in amazement. Exhausted, the castaways dragged their feet, heads hanging. In a corner of the courtyard, in the sloping shadow of the temple, there was a wooden cage. The upright poles were planted in the ground. The painted warriors opened the door and pushed the prisoners in.

	The floor of the cage was strewn with corncobs and potsherds. They heaped up on the ground, their hearts pumping fear through their drained limbs. The crowd quieted into silence. Eyes behind the bars looked at them with sadness. The warriors ordered everybody out, and the courtyard was empty.

	The afternoon was already waning. Shadows welled up among the stone snouts thrusting from the walls. Gonzalo pulled himself up and tried to make out the shapes around him. At the far end of the enclosure was a doorway cut through by a blade of light. Next to it was a basket full of stone knives, and fans made of iridescent blue feathers. Under the fans was a pile of bones. He squinted, pressing his face against the bars of the cage. The bones were long and white. He couldn’t tell to what they’d belonged. The pit of his stomach felt hollow with nausea. Yes, perhaps this was Cathay, he thought, but no bejeweled Queen from his dreams would come down those stairs and marry him.

	“What will they do to us, what will they do to us,” Melchor kept whining.

	Santiago shoved him away. “Keep quiet, God curse you. Keep quiet I say!” Melchor fell back on all fours and began whining again.

	“We’re not dead yet,” Captain Valdivia said. He sounded so different from the man who used to spew out orders aboard the Esperanza. “They didn’t kill Marco Polo when he came to this land. These are not savages. But how in the name of Jesus will I talk to them? They don’t speak any language I know.”

	There was silence. Jerónimo bent his head and joined his hands. “O Lord, look down upon your children. Do not leave them in the hands of their enemies.”

	As if to answer his prayer, a sound of soft footsteps came from the doorway. Two boys approached the cage. They brought food in clay plates and vessels that were long and narrow, made to fit through the bars. There was fowl meat, corn soup, flat corn cakes and a thick brownish liquid that smelled like strong vinegar. The boys bowed to the prisoners and left.

	Gonzalo took one of the dishes, sniffed the delicious aroma of roasted fowl. “God bless you for being right, Señor Don Capitán.” He handed him the dish and for no particular reason he said, “You’re a good man, Señor Don Capitán.”

	They shared the meal, but there was enough to fill everyone. Only Alonso Carrera refused to eat. He was skin and bones, wasted past the point of return. The brown liquid turned out to be some sort of mead and it tasted awful. But it put warmth in the belly and it eased the mind, so they all drank some.

	Rodrigo Gutierrez chewed noisily and in a hurry. “If this is Cathay, there must be gold. Think of it! Think of us going back to the world and saying, We found it, we have the bearings of Eldorado.”

	“And what would you trade?” Gonzalo scoffed. “Your underwear?”

	Rodrigo broke another flat corn cake in two and stuffed it into his mouth. “For gold? I’d trade my head.”

	They were drinking the last of the mead when the door opened, making them start. Someone was coming, and what a delegation. It was led by a short, stocky man whose dress revealed him beyond all doubts a lord of the place. Sunbursts of green feathers fell from his headdress almost down to his knees. His chest was covered by a breastplate of jade and turquoise. His ears were pierced by topaz plugs. He carried a staff carved in the shape of intertwined snakes, and a small bunch of red flowers which he smelled from time to time.

	Behind him walked attendants waving fans. Further behind were four old men whose stark appearance made the greatest contrast with the others’ colorful attire. They wore plain white robes hemmed with small seashells. Their hair, unkempt and unwashed, reached down to their waists. They were followed by two warriors carrying lances. Beyond the walls of the courtyard the crowd buzzed.

	Captain Valdivia stood up and wiped his mouth on his sleeve. He wouldn’t want to meet the Great Khan of Cathay with a greasy face. The feathers fluttered and the jewels flashed in the last of the light. It all looked like the stuff of dreams.

	The four old men resembled hermit monks, lean with fasting. Their cheeks were crisscrossed with cuts, their lips torn, their earlobes frayed. Their old leathery skin was all a maze of scars, unexplainable and unpleasant to look at, and their eyes had an almost frantic look, as though they lived under a constant threat of doom.

	The lord stopped before the cage and peered at the captives. He had a hard, mask-like face plowed with tattoos. His mouth curved haughtily downward as if passing forever a final judgment. Inside the cage no one dared breathe too loud.

	The lord kept his flowers under his nose. “Baax u kabaob?” His voice was deep, and he spoke without curiosity. “Tuux cahal a ex?”

	Captain Valdivia put his hand on his heart, as though he were standing in front of His Honor the Governor of Hispaniola. Not knowing what he’d been asked, his voice was weak and uncertain.

	“We are Castilians, subjects of the Christian king Ferdinand of Spain. We come from—”

	“Baax u kabaob?” the lord thundered.

	Valdivia pointed at his men. “Spaniards,” he said. “Castilians.” The lord’s retainers started a brisk parley among themselves. “Matàn c’ubah thaan. Baaxi Castilàn? Tuux Castilàn?”

	“Castilian, yes. Castilian,” Captain Valdivia repeated, nodding.

	They were all no less confused than before, no less alien to one another. The lord tossed away his flowers. He put his arm through the bars of the cage and fingered Valdivia’s beard. He marveled at the hairy growth on the stranger’s face, uttering his surprise for the ones behind him. But when he tried to touch José’s curly hair, José stood back, insulted.

	The lord motioned the four old men to come forward. The old men answered him at length. Stubborn and resolute, they held their own against him in as if they, though dressed so humbly, wielded a power even greater than the lord’s. Over and over they spoke with great reverence a word sounding like “chaac.” They seemed to use the word almost as a weapon to convince him. Their tongues wagged like myna birds’, pressing and warning, until the lord could oppose them no more. Inside the cage the captives were taut with impatience. Santiago swore under his breath.

	At long last one of the four old men stepped closer, squeezing his eyes at the strangers. He pointed at Captain Valdivia. “Halach uinic?” he asked.

	Captain Valdivia motioned he didn’t understand. The old man pointed at Santiago, at José, at Jerónimo, at Gonzalo. “Halach uinic? Halach uinic?” He had a wide mouth with only a few teeth in it, and a scraggly beard that gave him the good-natured look of a goat. He pointed at each man and asked each man the same question.

	Gonzalo drew his breath in. “I think he’s trying to find out which one of us is the leader, Señor Don Capitán.”

	Captain Valdivia blinked. “Yes...” He pointed at himself. “Halash... unic. I’m the one.”

	Pleased, the old man nodded. He touched Captain Valdivia on the shoulder, then he touched at random Santiago, Martín, Rodrigo and Melchor. He turned to the other priests and indicated the five captives, nodding each time to mean that the priests must remember well each of the ones he had chosen.

	“Why does he want us?” Melchor said. “Ask him why, Señor Don Capitán.”

	“Quiet down, Melchor. Maybe they just want to talk to us. They seem to have no ill intentions.”

	The lord had a few more words with his retainers, then walked away with his procession. The old man tarried by the cage. He pointed first at the food left in the platters, then at his own mouth, inviting the captives to finish their meal. He looked like an innkeeper plying his customers with his fare, and that made them smile. Captain Valdivia bowed his head as he joined the others on their way out. Only the two warriors remained, hunkered down at some distance from the cage.

	Inside the cage the men sat back around the dishes, relaxing their strained souls.

	“It’s as I said,” Captain Valdivia reassured them. “They seem to have no ill intentions. We’ll have to be patient... We’ll have to behave properly with these people. They will understand. They must see we’re no threat to them.”

	“But why did that old bastard point at us?” Melchor wanted to know. “You I understand, Señor Don Capitán. But us, uh? What about the four of us?”

	Santiago grabbed Melchor by the shirt. “Stop asking your damn questions,” he growled. “Stop sounding as though we’ve been picked out for a hanging.”

	“I guess we’ll know soon enough,” Gonzalo said. “In the meantime, I see no harm in putting some flesh back on our bones.”

	They finished their meal. Clearly they would spend the night in the cage, so they set about looking for a better way to share the littered space.

	“Alonso needs water,” Jerónimo said. He glanced at the guards, mustering his courage. “We need water,” he called. The two guards craned their necks.

	“Look, he’s dry,” Jerónimo said. “We all need to drink.” He mimicked picking up a glass and drinking. “Water. Agua.”

	“Haa?” one of the guards echoed. He moved his hands up and down.

	“Haa, haa,” and he walked to the doorway.

	Jerónimo was struck by the similarity between the two words. “I wonder whether these people might be descendants of the Romans,” he said, “whether they might speak some corrupt dialect of the ancient.”

	Melchor shook his head. “I say they’re Egyptians.” He pointed at the temple. “I’ve seen buildings just like these in the northern parts of Africa.”

	The guard returned with a stone vat and a ladle made from a hollowed-out gourd. Like the dishes, the vat also fit perfectly through the bars of the cage.

	“Haa,” he said, his tattooed face betraying no emotion.

	Jerónimo cleared his throat. “Gratias agimus,” he thanked the guard. But the man showed no signs of understanding his Latin, and walked back to his companion. The water was mixed with ground cornmeal, which made it cloudy and sweetish. The dry gourd added its own papery taste. They all drank their fill.

	Night was falling. Even its texture of silence was different. Gonzalo curled up on the ground. There was nothing else he could do but sleep. The strength he gained now would pay off when he’d need it. But sleep would not come, and in its place a hundred ghosts tormented him. He forced himself to listen to a distant bird call. It was regular as a belltower’s clock, as a heartbeat; and because it stayed the same, he needed it now that nothing familiar was left except fear.

	✶      ✶      ✶

	Four long days passed, so uneventful that their nerves itched with peace. Romans, Egyptians or God knew what else, the natives seemed to have forgotten about the captives in the cage. Even the guards got bored, walking around with nothing to do. The only distractions came with the meals — good meals of meat and fish, cassava bread, fruit, and always the liquor. They wondered at their treatment. They could see the two guards munching simply on flat corn cakes and pod-like vegetables.

	“Say what you will about these people,” Captain Valdivia praised, “except that they let their prisoners starve.”

	Often during those four days the guards looked up at the sky, then hung their heads in disappointment. It became irksome not to be able to do anything except sit and think. Perhaps a king of these people was expected to come and see the strangers. Perhaps a council was debating their fate. Perhaps they would spend the rest of their lives penned up inside that cage.

	“I would mind my doings with that cacique,” Pedro warned. “He looks like a real son of a whore.”

	“And the four old buzzards,” Santiago said. “They don’t smell any sweeter to me.”

	Some voiced what they wished would happen, others what they feared would happen. Gonzalo hardly listened. He sat looking at the sculptured walls around him with the same concentration with which he’d stared at his first alphabet letters. Most of the time he slept, tamed by the heat and the fatigue, and dreamt he was somewhere else.

	At sundown on the fourth day everything changed. The gate opened, and the four old men came in, now followed by attendants who carried bowls full of some blue paste. The guards opened the cage. Captain Valdivia stood up first, tidying up his torn clothes. The old men motioned him out first, then the other four they’d chosen four days before. They mimed the gestures of daubing the strangers’ faces and bodies with the blue paint.

	Captain Valdivia didn’t understand, but nodded to show goodwill. Melchor began asking again his testy questions, addressing directly the four old men.

	“What do you want from me? Where are you taking me? Tell me, bones of Saint Peter!” The old men bobbed their heads, took Melchor by the hand and led him out.

	Santiago was the most hostile. “I’m not going. I don’t follow savages around.”

	Captain Valdivia glared at him. “Santiago, you only have one life to worry about. Don’t play games with God.”

	The old men marched them on with their frail motions. “Yan c’bin, yan c’bin.”

	They filed out of the cage. Gonzalo watched them go with his heart in his mouth. If they let them go, he swore, if they let them free, he would never set foot out of blessed Spain again.

	The guards closed the cage. Captain Valdivia held himself straight. The small procession disappeared into the distant doorway. At the same time the crowd was let in, men, women and children. The women wore white shawls and carried their smaller children astride their hips. The children were naked and plump and beautiful. They all stood as quiet as the faithful in church.

	Gonzalo sat back in his corner, pressing his hands together. He kept his eyes on the doorway.

	“What in the name of the Virgin are they doing in there?” Ponce snapped.

	A breeze was rising from the jungle, moving gently the treetops. The temple above them squared its blind bulk against the pink sky. Then lights flickered in the courtyard. Young men holding torches emerged from the doorway and began to climb the staircase, stopping in pairs at each side on each step until the staircase was a dark river between two banks of light. The prisoners in the cage pressed against one another to see.

	Out of the doorway came the four old men with Captain Valdivia and the others. They’d been stripped of coats and shirts, and they’d been painted with the blue paste. They walked as if drunk or drugged, their arms hanging at their sides. Melchor was held by two attendants.

	As they passed before the cage Gonzalo called softly. “Señor Don Capitán?” Captain Valdivia walked on, a strangely vacant smile in his glazed eyes. At that sight something broke inside Gonzalo. He started to shake.

	“What in hell are they doing?” Pedro cried out.

	Gonzalo looked desperately for something to climb on. He yelled away the spectators who stood in front of the cage, making them jump aside as though he were a dangerous animal.

	They looked small atop the temple. The four old men were white and sinister. There was a stone altar on the high platform. Why hadn’t anyone noticed it before? Gonzalo climbed on the poles of the cage, rattling them like a captive ape.

	“Can you see?” Leon begged. “Can you tell?”

	It was a round stone altar, he could see it well now, shaped like a mound. Next to it was the statue of an old man with a long nose curving upwards and cheeks pocked with stone tears. The four old men grasped Captain Valdivia by wrists and ankles and forced him down spread-eagled on the altar. Out of the dark cell a fifth man appeared, dressed in a wide dark mantle that made him look like a monstrous death’s-head moth. He held a flint knife high for all to see.

	Gonzalo began to shout savage sounds without meaning. Captain Valdivia’s body lay arched and taut, the blue paint hideous in the torchlight. With a motion so swift it only seemed thought of, the knife plunged in and across, cutting a wide furrow through his chest. The living heart inside stood out naked and whole as an almond in the shell. They could almost hear it beat across the distance. While it was still beating, the mantled executioner thrust his hand into the wound and tore it out warm and bleeding.

	Gonzalo reeled back from the bars, his mouth flecked with vomit.

	The four old men swung the body off the altar and tossed it down the staircase. It tumbled down with a sound of cracking bones. At the foot of the stairs two attendants armed with flint axes cut off the head, the arms and the legs and put them in baskets. They cupped the blood in their hands and smeared the walls of the temple with it. Inside the cage the captives had become strangers to their own voices. Pedro crouched motionless, in shock, and Ponce wasn’t even aware that he had soiled his breeches.

	On top of the pyramid Santiago Alvarado was howling and twisting. They had to call two more men to hold him down. He was still howling and twisting when the executioner lifted his heart out of his chest and placed it before the stone idol. Gonzalo had turned his back, battling the heaving inside his belly.

	By the time Melchor was laid on the altar he was already gasping his last breath. Rodrigo took hold of the executioner’s mantle and wouldn’t let go. Martín called out curses until the very end. The axes kept chopping with dull repeated sounds. The base of the pyramid had become a red pool reflecting the light of the torches. Back and forth the attendants went, plastering the walls with blood. The crowd stood watching in silence. The children looked bored.

	Once the baskets were full, the celebration moved down to the courtyard. The mantled executioner disappeared back inside the cell. The four old men remained kneeling before the idol. Fires were lit. The crowd came to life as if at the end of High Mass, began to walk around or to settle in groups. The sound of musical instruments could be heard. Dancers carrying drums stepped in with nimble motions, their bodies painted and their faces covered by masks resembling the face of the idol.

	Leon hung onto Gonzalo’s arm with his eyes wide, his voice hoarse.

	“Please let me out of here. Gonzalo, please let me go home.”

	The drums began a heavy dialogue with the night. The children scampered around the cage, peeking at the captives and giggling. Some of them while running and playing knocked down one of the baskets. Rodrigo’s head rolled out. The attendants chased it and picked it up by the hair. Jerónimo gave up trying to put together the words of the Hail Mary.

	Then the feast began. Vats of liquor were passed around, the voices rose, a woman laughed. The braziers began to smoke with the rich roasted smell. The hands and feet were collected and carried up to the four old men.

	“Mother, let me go home. Mother, mother,” Leon whispered in his lonely hell.

	Gonzalo stumbled here and there in the cage like a blind man. He felt the body of Alonso Carrera under his feet.

	“He’s dead,” Jerónimo said. “We must not let them know... He’s dead,” he said again. “Alonso is dead.”

	Women turned around to spy on the captives. Their black eyes were full of a wet, lustrous beauty. The men walked closer, growing free with the liquor. A small girl had fallen asleep against her mother’s back, a half-chewed morsel in her bowl. The dancers beat their drums and stamped their feet, shaking the copper bells tied around their ankles. Bats came flapping above the courtyard. The fat spattered and colored the flames.

	Gonzalo put his hand into his boot and felt for his knife. The coldness of the blade gave him a shudder of lucidity. He breathed in, shutting his ears to the noise and his soul to the horror. Rage came inside him. God was asking too much of him, and he would not be abused.

	“By the blessed womb of the Virgin,” he said, “I will not be a savage’s supper.”

	In the dark Jerónimo grasped him by the arm. “How can the Lord hear my prayers while you foul the holy name of His Mother? Kneel down, Brother Guerrero, and die like a martyr of the true faith.”

	Gonzalo pushed him away. “I’m not going to die. I’m going to leave this place. I’m going to live to ninety-nine years of age.” He turned toward the crowd, banged his fist on the poles of the cage. “Heathens, pigs, filthy demons,” he shouted. In the drone of the feast his voice carried no threat.

	He returned to his corner of the cage. He sat down and made himself into stone. His mind began to roll thoughts of escape — when, where, how. Kill the guards, take the four old men hostage. Then a shout, a strain of music, a whiff of the ghastly smell would bring him back to reality. It was a long night.

	Intoxicated with liquor, the dancers stumbled. Their gestures mimicked water falling from the sky and an abject prayer. They wanted rain, Gonzalo thought; they would not stop until it rained. He sank his head in his arms and didn’t look up anymore. After a while, exhausted beyond all endurance, he drifted off to sleep.

	He dreamt that thunder woke him up, and that he was wet with rain. He opened his eyes with a start. It was almost dawn. The courtyard was empty, except for the two sleeping guards. Wisps of smoke coiled up from the braziers, embers still glowed. For too short a moment it all hung like a bad dream in his mind.

	Jerónimo was sitting up next to Alonso’s body. He’d put his prayer book in his lap and his face was at peace, as though he’d finally given up his desperate monologue with God. Felipe crawled over to Gonzalo with a cooked ear of corn in his hand.

	“They left more food for us,” he whispered with a short high laugh. “I guess they want to fatten us for their next meal, uh?” He chewed absently on the corncob, rocking his head.

	Gonzalo looked away. He damned himself for falling asleep. Now there was too much light for an escape. He motioned his companions to come closer. “Listen to me. Tonight we get out of here.”

	“Tonight we will be spitted and roasted like the lambs of the Basques,” Ponce said.

	Leon the boy got up feverishly. “How will we get out? What do you have in mind?”

	Gonzalo touched his boot. “I have my knife. We’ll cut the thongs off those two bars there. We’ll climb the courtyard wall.” He pointed to his left. “That side of the wall. There are no houses behind it, remember? There’s just a sort of square leading out to the jungle.”

	Jerónimo shook his head. “This is madness, Gonzalo. They’re bound to find us, and you know it.”

	“Madness is waiting here to be butchered,” Gonzalo replied. “If you wish to stay, Brother Aguilar, believe that no one will force you out.”

	Leon took Jerónimo by the arm. “You will please come. We will all try together.” Jerónimo didn’t answer, but he looked resigned to following the others.

	Gonzalo turned to Ponce, to Felipe, to José. “Are you all with me?”

	Ponce shrugged. José said, “If you ask me, I’d rather die running than sitting down.” Felipe saluted smartly. “Are you our new captain, Gonzalo? Aye aye, Señor Don Capitán Gonzalo.”

	“It’s settled, then,” Gonzalo said. “José, I want you to hide the food they’ll bring us today. We’ll need to take it with us.” He touched Pedro, who seemed deaf and dumb to everything around him.

	“He’s cold. Give him Alonso’s shirt. Talk to him, tell him that if he doesn’t wake up we’ll have to leave him here.”

	Finally he went back to his corner and sat down, twisting his hands together. He looked up at the temple and breathed in deeply.

	“Keep your eyes and ears open,” he said, “for by the grace of God we’ll be out of here yet.”

	✶      ✶      ✶

	Everybody in town must be drunk. The guards walked around unsteadily, laughing once in a while. The stones emanated waves of heat like those of an oven. The blood on the walls dried and cracked, merging with the paint, attracting flies. Time had never moved so slowly. Gonzalo was a patient man, but nothing came easily anymore. Nothing he was doing now he’d ever surmised he would have to do. It was like watching someone else do what he did.

	“We’ll take the road due south,” he said, “the one we came here on.”

	He studied how the sculptures went up row after row all along the courtyard. “Look, it’s like a staircase. All we have to do is climb it.”

	“But once we’re out?” José asked. “Why due south?”

	“I don’t know why due south” Gonzalo snapped. “I like the way it sounds. Do you have a better idea?”

	José looked at him, lost. For a while nobody spoke.

	“Maybe we should try for the inland instead,” Ponce ventured. “The road will lead to other towns, there will be more people who can find us.”

	“But there are snakes and tigers in the jungle,” Leon countered. “I’d rather stay close to the sea. We need to find a boat if we want to sail back to Hispaniola.”

	Gonzalo ran his hand on his face. “It doesn’t really matter which way we go. We have no choice.”

	The air was hot and sticky. From the top of the pyramid the long-nosed idol sneered down at them silently. In the afternoon two of the old men came to the cage. They checked the bowls and dishes. They looked pleased to see them empty, though none of the captives had touched the liquor. They noticed Alonso’s body, and opened the door to take it out. As they stepped in, Gonzalo felt the urge to put his knife to their throat and drive it in as they had driven theirs into Captain Valdivia’s baptized flesh.

	Jerónimo looked in grief at the body being dragged out by the feet. He began to explain to the old men that it must be put in the ground and covered, his hands frantically shaping the grave. The old men shook their head in annoyance; their attendants kept him away from the door. Anguished, Jerónimo’s eyes followed the body as it trailed like a rag on the pavement, toward an unknown fate.

	The afternoon spread out golden and wide as a silk sheet. The muted buzz of the town beyond the walls of the courtyard was almost like the one that used to lull them to sleep on feast days back home. José sat with his back hiding the bundle of food he had hoarded in his shirt: ears of corn, flat bread and pear-like fruits with green leathery skin.

	Gonzalo looked at the sky, where soon, soon the first stars would come out. Here, the sun dipped to the west and slowly disappeared; here, shadows woke up like long-winged butterflies.

	Leon was holding Pedro by the arm. “Yes, I can walk,” Pedro was whispering, white-faced. “I’m all right now.”

	By the doorway the two guards shook the dust off the feather fans and spoke in their tongue full of unpronounceable sounds. Gonzalo could no longer sit still. His every limb tingled painfully. He told the others to eat some of the food for strength, but he himself could hardly swallow. The green fruits had a soft pulp with a bland, buttery taste. Then it was finally night, it was finally time.

	The two guards went to get the mantles they would sleep in. They shouted something to the captives, who pretended to be tired. After some time the two rolled themselves up on the ground next to one of the braziers and fell asleep.

	“Start walking ahead,” Gonzalo whispered. “Ponce, you stay with me. We’ll have to mind the guards.”

	The thongs were tough, made of some dried vine steadier than leather. But in the end the good steel knife was even tougher. To think he’d almost refused to buy it from that Arab seller because the man asked too much. Without a sound the cage’s door opened. He motioned the others out. In his sleep one of the guards called the same word twice.

	Five filed out silently, Leon helping Pedro along, José with the food bundle. Ponce and Gonzalo came last, their eyes on the guards, the knife ready. Suddenly Jerónimo turned around and motioned Gonzalo to look: the courtyard’s main gate was wide open and clear.

	Gonzalo stopped, considering that unexpected exit. Because he didn’t trust God, he’d have preferred to think it was a trap. His heartbeat rose so loud inside him that he feared it would smother every other sound he needed to hear. He stole up to the gate and peeked out in every direction. To his astonishment, he saw that ahead of him lay the safest and quickest way out. God too must be drunk asleep, he thought.

	He signaled the others to come. Bent low, close together, they slipped out of the courtyard. Behind them were only a few lights, which like fear’s own compass told them to walk in the opposite direction.

	Gonzalo led them as though by the flash of his dagger. He fled stone and sought bush, light-footed as a thief. The town was very quiet. No dogs barked, no watch bells rang at regular intervals as in Spain. Every time their boots cracked on a twig their breath thickened with panic. They cut a large half-circle between the last distant houses and the rim of palm trees that surrounded the houses, then plunged into the vast blackness of the jungle.

	“We’re

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	cover.jpeg
HEAEN

Fravia Sl
TpA !





Heaven_Map1_v5.jpg





