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Nights of the Witch

‘The Mexica … never at any point referred to themselves, or their city states, let alone their empire as “Aztec” … At the time of the Spanish conquest they were [rightly] referred to by the Spanish as “Mexica” – hence the name for modern Mexico.’

Colin McEwan and Leonardo López Luján, Moctezuma: Aztec  Ruler (2009)

‘The Mexica were the cruellest and most devilish people that can be imagined.’

Father Diego Duran, The History of the Indies of New Spain (first published 1581)

‘Take care that they do not escape … Feed them well; let them be fat and desirable for sacrifice on the day of the feast of our god. Let our god rejoice in them since they belong to him.’

Priestly regulations, c. 1519, for securing and preparing victims for sacrifice in the Mexica capital city of Tenochtitlan


Part I

18–19 February 1519


Chapter One

[image: missing-image]

Tenochtitlan (Mexico City), Thursday 18 February 1519

Moctezuma loved eminences, for to stand on any high place was to be reminded that he was the greatest and most magnificent of men, wielding the power of life and death over all he surveyed. Yet of the countless high places in his kingdom, none offered him a deeper and more abiding sense of ownership, or clearer evidence of his own importance, than the summit platform of the colossal pyramid on which he now perched, soaring three hundred feet above his glorious capital city Tenochtitlan, which in turn stood on an island in the midst of a vast lake at the centre of an immense valley surrounded by lofty, snow-capped mountains.

Moctezuma’s gaze ranged out to those mountains and volcanoes – there Iztaccihuatl and there Popocatépetl – crowned with snow and wreathed with smoke.

Lower down, old-growth forests of tall trees carpeted the slopes, giving way in the floor of the valley to a gigantic patchwork of farmed fields shining green with new maize. The fields marched in to the edge of the great lake, its shores embellished with his vassal states, Tacuba, Texcoco, Iztapalapa, Coyoacan, Atzcapotzalco, Tepeyac and many more, its blue waters alive with fish, dotted with the bright colours of floating gardens planted with fruits and flowers, woven by the wakes of canoes, traversed by mighty causeways.

Moctezuma allowed his gaze to follow the causeways from the south, west and north where they led into Tenochtitlan, passing thousands of houses, whole districts, entire neighbourhoods standing out above the lake on stilts connected by a perfect geometrical grid of intersecting canals filled with busy water traffic. These gave way to streets lined with noble stone mansions, where flowers bloomed from every rooftop, interspersed by market squares and pyramids and temples and imposing public buildings, beneath which the contours of the original island on which the Mexica capital had been built could still just be discerned.

Closer still, surrounded and protected by the city as the nest of an eagle safeguards its egg, lay the vast square of the sacred precinct, defined by its massive enclosure wall, oriented to the cardinal directions, measuring seven hundred paces along each side and decorated with reliefs depicting huge bronze, green and blue serpents, their gaping jaws set with long fangs and their heads plumed with crests of feathers. The wall was penetrated by four giant gates, one each in the midst of its north, south, east and west sides, opening onto the polished limestone paving of the grand plaza and aligned with the north, south, east and west stairways of the great pyramid. Measuring three hundred paces on each side at its base, the pyramid rose up from the centre of the plaza in four successive levels, painted respectively green, red, turquoise and yellow, narrowing to fifty paces on each side at the summit where Moctezuma stood in possession of the very heart of the world. ‘Come Cuitláhuac,’ he said. ‘See how inspiring the view is this morning.’

Obediently his younger brother strode forward to join him at the top of the northern stairway, the hem of his scarlet cloak flapping around his large bare feet. Moctezuma wore purple, a colour reserved for the Great Speaker of the Mexica empire alone, his feet were shod with golden sandals and his head was adorned with the elaborate diadem of the monarch, studded with gold and jewels and enriched with precious feathers.

They were both tall, gaunt men but, looking at Cuitláhuac, Moctezuma thought, was like looking at himself in a poorly made obsidian mirror, for every aspect of their appearance was almost but not quite the same – the same fine bone structure, the same high, flat brow, the same liquid brown eyes, larger and rounder than was usual amongst the Mexica, the same sculpted cheek bones, the same long, prominent nose, the same delicate chin and the same full lips turned down disapprovingly at the corners. In Moctezuma these features were just as they should be and combined to create an aura of severe beauty and divine charisma fully justifying his powerful name, which meant ‘Angry Lord’. But in poor Cuitláhuac they were all very slightly awry – distorted, twisted and roughened in such a way that he could never hope to appear regal or commanding or ever live up to his name which meant ‘Eagle over Water’ but which could, with the deliberate mispronunciation of a single syllable, be made to mean ‘Heap of Excrement’ instead.

He looks so much older than me, Moctezuma thought, which was gratifying because at forty-eight, Cuitláhuac was in fact five years his junior. Better still, he was loyal, stolid, unambitious, unimaginative, predictable and dull; in this ill-omened year of One-Reed, when dangers long prophesied threatened to manifest, such qualities made him invaluable. After Moctezuma himself and his deputy Coaxoch, now away on campaign in the mountains of Tlascala, Cuitláhuac ranked third amongst the lords of the nation and was a potential rival since he was of royal blood. There was, however, no danger he would ever seek to seize power for himself. On the contrary, Moctezuma could be absolutely certain of his brother’s steadfast support through whatever trials and turmoils lay ahead.

A shiver of apprehension ran down his spine and he glanced superstitiously over his shoulder at the tall, dark edifice that towered behind them. Dominating the summit platform of the pyramid, with its fantastic roof comb and brutal reliefs of serpents and dragons and scenes of battle and sacrifice, this was the temple of Huitzilopochtli, ‘Hummingbird’, the much-feared war god of the Mexica and Moctezuma’s patron deity.

War was a holy pursuit and by means of it, under Hummingbird’s guidance, the Mexica had risen in just two centuries from a wandering tribe of despised nomads to become the absolute masters of an enormous empire stretching from the eastern to the western oceans and from the lush jungle lowlands of the south to the high deserts of the north. After subjugating neighbouring states such as Tacuba and Texcoco and harnessing them to Tenochtitlan in a ruling alliance, Mexica armies had gone on to conquer ever more distant cities, peoples and cultures – Mixtecs, Huaxtecs, Tolucans, Cholulans, Chalcans, Totonacs and so many others. One by one, they had all been forced to become tribute-paying vassals offering up huge annual treasures in gold, jewels, maize, salt, chocolate, jaguar skins, cotton, slaves and a thousand other goods, including myriad victims for the human sacrifices that Hummingbird unrelentingly demanded.

There remained only a few pockets of resistance to this otherwise unstoppable advance. Of these, because of its central position in the ruling alliance, Moctezuma had to admit he was somewhat vexed by the recent turn of events in Texcoco, where he had ousted Ishtlil, the eldest son of the late King Neza, and placed Cacama, Neza’s youngest son, on the throne instead. This had been necessary because Ishtlil had proved to be a free thinker, showing signs of rejecting his vassal status, whereas Cacama was compliant and could be relied upon to do as he was told. The surprise was that the impertinent Ishtlil had refused to accept the coup and had staged a rebellion, leaving the lakeside city of Texcoco and its valley provinces in Cacama’s hands but taking the highland provinces out of the alliance.

It was a declaration of war and there had already been bloody clashes. To punish the affront to his dignity and authority, Moctezuma had laid careful plans to have Ishtlil poisoned. His death would have been spectacular and agonising, with massive haemorrhaging from all major organs. Disturbingly, however – since it meant a resourceful spy must be at work in Tenochtitlan – a warning had reached the rebel prince just in time. A military solution was now being prepared, although not on so grand a scale as the campaign currently underway in the fiercely independent mountain kingdom of Tlascala, the other main sector of resistance to the spread of Mexica power.

Unlike Texcoco, where normal relations would have to be restored with all provinces after Ishtlil was smashed, it pleased Moctezuma for the stubborn Tlascalans to remain free so he could wage all-out war on them whenever he wished in a manner that would have to stop if they submitted to vassalage. His goal, confided to no one except Coaxoch when he had sent him into battle at the head of a huge field army, was to bring a hundred thousand Tlascalan victims to Hummingbird this year. The mission had been crowned with early success and Coaxoch had already sent back hosts of new captives to be fattened for sacrifice.

As the god of war, Hummingbird was thought to favour male victims, which was why four of the five fattening pens distributed around the edges of the sacred precinct and visible from the top of the great pyramid were exclusively reserved for men. Only one at present held women prisoners. This latter was positioned in the northwest corner of the precinct, in the shadow of the enclosure wall and adjacent to the palace of Moctezuma’s late father Axayacatl. Moctezuma’s own far larger royal palace, with its extensive gardens and its elaborate zoo featuring the House of Panthers, the House of Serpents, the House of Hunting Birds and the House of Human Monsters, stood to the east of the great pyramid.

‘Truly an uplifting sight, eh, Cuitláhuac?’ Moctezuma said.

‘Indeed, lord,’ his brother replied.

Down below, at the foot of the northern stairway, the fifty-two victims for this morning’s special ceremony were being assembled under the directions of Ahuizotl, the high priest. They were all young Tlascalan men, the finest specimens, the fittest, the strongest, the most beautiful, the most intact of the prisoners sent back by Coaxoch.

Moctezuma licked his lips. ‘I think,’ he said, ‘I will perform the sacrifices myself today.’


Chapter Two

[image: missing-image]

Tenochtitlan, Thursday 18 February 1519

Tucked in a secret pocket inside her filthy blouse, Tozi carried two atl-inan leaves rolled into delicate little tubes, crimped at each end and filled with the sticky red paste of the chalalatli root. The medicine, obtained by barter from an unscrupulous guard in a dark corner of the women’s fattening pen, was for her friend Coyotl, so Tozi kept her hand protectively over the pocket as she threaded her way through the crowds of prisoners, acutely conscious of how easily the tubes would be broken if anyone bumped into her.

Consisting of two interconnected wings, each a hundred paces long and thirty paces deep, set at right-angles to one another like an arm crooked around the northwest corner of the sacred precinct, the fattening pen had held just four hundred women when Tozi first arrived here seven months previously. Now, thanks to Moctezuma’s recent wars with the Tlascalans, it held more than two thousand, and droves of new captives were still arriving every day. The rear of both wings was built of solid stone, and formed part of the larger enclosure wall of the sacred complex as a whole. The flat roof, also of stone, was supported by rows of giant stone columns. On its inner side, facing the great pyramid, the pen was open, except for a final row of stone columns and the stout bamboo prison bars that filled the gaps from floor to ceiling between them.

Tozi was near the back of the northern wing, making her way towards the western wing where she’d left Coyotl, when she saw five young Tlascalan women clustered in her path. Her heart sank as she recognised Xoco amongst them, a cruel, hulking, brute of a girl, a couple of years older than herself. She tried to dodge but the crowd was too dense and Xoco lunged forward, shoving her hard in the chest with both hands. Tozi reeled and would have fallen, but two of the others caught her and pushed her back at Xoco again. Then Xoco’s fist slammed into her belly and drove the air out of her lungs with a great whoop. Tozi stumbled and fell to her knees but, even as she gasped for breath, an instinct she could not suppress sent her hand searching inside her blouse for the medicine tubes.

Xoco spotted the movement. ‘What you got in there?’ she screamed, her face writhing with greed.

Tozi felt the outline of the tubes. They seemed bent. She thought one of them might be broken. ‘Nothing,’ she wheezed as she brought out her hand. ‘I … I … just … wanted to find out what you’d done … to my ribs.’

‘Liar!’ Xoco spat. ‘You’re hiding something! Show me!’

The other four girls jeered as Tozi arched her back and loosened the ties on her blouse exposing her flat, boyish chest. ‘I don’t have anything to hide,’ she panted. ‘See for yourself.’

‘I see a witch,’ said Xoco. ‘A crafty little witch! Hiding something  from me.’

The rest of the gang hissed like a basket of snakes. ‘Witch!’ they agreed. ‘Witch! She’s a witch!’

Tozi was still kneeling, but now a heavy kick to her ribs knocked her sideways. Someone stamped on her head and she looked into her attackers’ minds and saw they weren’t going to stop. They would just go on beating and kicking and stamping her until she was dead.

She felt calm as she decided she would use the spell of invisibility. But the spell itself could kill her, so she needed a distraction first.

Curling her body into a ball, ignoring the kicks and blows, she began to sing a dreary song, deep down at the bottom of her voice – Hmm-a-hmm-hmm … hmm-hmm … Hmm-a-hmm-hmm … hmm-hmm – raising the pitch with each repeated note, summoning forth a fog of psychic confusion and madness.

It wasn’t a fog anyone could see, but it got into the girls’ eyes and minds, making Xoco screech and turn furiously on her own friends, grabbing a handful of hair here, clawing a face there, interrupting the attack long enough for Tozi to surge to her feet.

She was already whispering the spell of invisibility as she stumbled away, turning her focus inward, slowing the urgent beat of her heart, imagining she was transparent and free as the air. The more strongly and vividly she visualised herself in this form, the more she felt herself fade, the fewer the hostile glances she received and the easier it became to penetrate the crowd of onlookers.

The spell had always hurt her.

Always.

But never really badly unless she held it for longer than a count  of ten.

One …

Gaps opened up and she flowed through them.

Two …

No solid obstacle could now block her path.

Three …

It was as though she were Ehecatl, god of the air …

Four …

The spell was very seductive. There was something wonderful about its embrace. But when Tozi reached five she stopped the magic, found a patch of shadow and slowly faded back into visibility again – just a grimy, snot-nosed, lice-infested fourteen-year-old girl, quietly minding her own business.

First she checked her pockets and was relieved to find the two little tubes of chalalatli still mercifully intact.

Then she felt her ribs and face and satisfied herself that nothing was broken despite the beating.

Better still, she realised, the price of the fade was nowhere near as high as it might have been – indeed no more than a punishing headache and flashing lights and wavy lines exploding intermittently before her eyes. She knew from past experience the visual effects would soon subside but the headache would continue, gradually diminishing in intensity, for several days.

Until then it would be dangerous to use the spell again.

But she had no intention of doing so.

She gave a bitter laugh. Witch? she thought. I’m not much of a witch!

Tozi could send out the fog, she could read minds and sometimes she could command wild animals, but a real witch would have been able to make herself invisible for long enough to escape the fattening pen, and she couldn’t do that. Ever since she could remember she’d been able  to speak the spell of invisibility, but if she faded for more than a ten count, she paid a terrible price.

The last time she’d risked it was the day her mother was taken by surprise and beaten to death in front of her. It had been one of those times when the priests had whipped Tenochtitlan’s masses into a frenzy of fear and hatred against witches, and her mother was amongst those who’d been named. Tozi had been seven years old then and she’d faded just long enough – no more than a thirty count – to escape the rampaging mob and hide. It had saved her life, but it had also paralysed her arms and legs for a day and a night, filled her body with raging fire and burst something in her brain so that her head felt hacked open, as though by a blunt axe, and blood poured from her ears and nose.

After that, fending for herself on the streets of the great city, she’d not had the courage to try a fade for many years, not even for a five count. But since being seized along with other beggars by the temple catchers and thrown in the pen to be fattened for sacrifice, she’d been working on the problem again, working on it every day. She’d even experimented with a fade from time to time, just for brief instants when it could most help her, slowly feeling her way through the deep tangled magic her mother had begun to teach her in the years before the mob. Sometimes she thought she was close to a solution, but it always vanished like a wisp just as it came within her grasp.

Meanwhile there were some, like Xoco and her gang, who’d become suspicious. They simply couldn’t understand why Tozi was never amongst those selected for sacrifice when the priests came for victims, why again and again it was always others who were taken and this unlikely ragged girl who remained. That was why they suspected witchcraft, and of course they were right, but why did it make them want to hurt her?

If it wasn’t so tragic, their vicious stupidity would almost have been funny, Tozi thought. Had the girls forgotten that just outside the sacred plaza, and presently going about the daily business of their capital city, the Mexica waited to hurt them all, very, very badly – in fact to murder them? Had they forgotten that they would all, sooner or later, be marched up the great pyramid and bent backwards over the execution stone where their hearts would be cut out with a black obsidian knife?

Simultaneous with the thought, Tozi’s own heart quickened and she felt a wave of apprehension. A big part of being invisible wasn’t magic at all, but common sense. Don’t stand out. Don’t offend anyone. Don’t get yourself noticed. But now she saw she had been noticed! Despite the fade, which should have thrown off all pursuit, a girl who’d lurked in the background during Xoco’s attack had followed her. She might be eighteen, this girl, or perhaps twenty, tall and lithe with glowing skin, full, sensual lips, big, dark eyes and straight black hair that fell almost to her waist. She didn’t look like a Tlascalan, and she was older than the rest of Xoco’s gang, but Tozi wasn’t taking any chances. Without a backward glance she ducked into the crowd and ran.

And ran.

And ran.

The other girl couldn’t keep up with her – definitely not a Tlascalan then! – and Tozi very soon gave her the slip, crossing the whole width of the pen from the rear wall to the bamboo bars at the corner of the north and west wings, and burrowing in amongst hundreds of women who had gathered there to stare out through the bars across the smooth paving of the plaza towards the steep northern stairway of the great pyramid.

Even though the routine dawn sacrifices had already been carried out, Tozi sensed the familiar mood of ominous anticipation in the air, her flesh prickled and the pounding pain in her head grew worse.

Just ten days previously the old year, 13-Tochtli, ‘Thirteen-Rabbit’, had come to an end and the new year, 1-Acatl, ‘One-Reed’, had begun, taking its turn again for the first time in fifty-two years, as was the case for each one of the fifty-two named years that danced the circle of the great Calendar Round. There was something special about One-Reed, however – something terrifying for all devotees of the war god Hummingbird, but most notably for the rulers of the Mexica themselves. As everyone knew, One-Reed years were linked inextricably to Quetzalcoatl, god of peace, Hummingbird’s great antagonist. Indeed it had long ago been prophesied that when Quetzalcoatl returned he would do so in a One-Reed year.

In Nahuatl, the language spoken by the Mexica, the name Quetzalcoatl meant ‘Feathered Serpent’. Ancient traditions maintained that he had been the first god-king of the lands now ruled by the Mexica. Born in a One-Reed year, he had been a god of goodness who was said to have stopped up his ears with his fingers when addressed on the subject of war. The traditions described him as tall, fair-skinned, ruddy complexioned and richly bearded. The traditions also told how Hummingbird and Tezcatlipoca, that other god of violence whose name meant ‘Smoking Mirror’, had plotted against Quetzalcoatl and succeeded in driving him out of Mexico – and how he had been forced to flee across the eastern ocean on a raft of serpents. This, too, had happened in a One-Reed year. Before departing from the Yucatán coast, Quetzalcoatl had prophesied that he would return many years in the future, once again in a One-Reed year. When that time came, he said, he would cross back over the eastern ocean, ‘in a boat that moved by itself without paddles’, and would appear in great power to overthrow the cults of Hummingbird and Tezcatlipoca. All those who followed them would be cast down into Mictlan, the shadowy realm of the dead, a wicked king would be overthrown and a new era would begin when the gods would once again accept sacrifices of fruits and flowers and cease their clamour for human blood.

For the ten days since the inception of the current One-Reed year, there had been rumours that a new cycle of sacrifices was planned, a spectacular festival of blood to appease and strengthen Hummingbird against the possible return of Quetzalcoatl. Guessing the commotion at the pyramid must be connected with this, Tozi decided Coyotl would have to wait a few more moments while she found out. Holding her hand over the pocket where the medicine tubes lay, she wormed forward through the crowd until her face was jammed against the bars.

As usual the pyramid impressed itself upon her as forcefully as a blow to the face. Towering in the midst of the plaza, glowing poisonously in the sun, its four levels were painted respectively green, red, turquoise and yellow. On the summit platform, tall, narrow and dark and seeming to eat up the light that shone down on it, stood Hummingbird’s temple.

Tozi gasped when she saw that Moctezuma himself, dressed in all his finery, was amongst the black-robed priests clustered round the altar in front of the temple. Less surprising was the presence of fifty, she counted them – no, fifty-two! – lean and beautiful young Tlascalan men, daubed with white paint, dressed in paper garments, who were trudging with heavy feet up the steep steps of the northern stairway.

Tozi had seen many deaths in the past seven months, inflicted in many ingenious and horrible ways. Despite all her efforts to stay alive she was constantly afraid she might be snatched aside by the priests and murdered at any moment. Still she could not rid herself of the pain she felt whenever she saw others climbing the pyramid to die, and she gasped as the first young man reached the top of the steps.

At once a drum began to beat.

Four burly priests flung the victim on his back over the killing stone and took position at each of his arms and legs, holding him down tight, stretching his chest. Then, with the jerky, ungainly movements of a puppet, Moctezuma loomed over him, clutching a long obsidian knife that glinted in the sun. Tozi had seen it all before but still she watched, rooted to the spot, as the Great Speaker raised the knife and plunged it to the hilt in the victim’s sternum. He cut upward, urgent but precise. When he found the heart he sliced it vigorously from its moorings, snatched it out amidst fountains of blood, and placed it, still beating, on the brazier in front of Hummingbird’s temple. There was a great hissing and sizzling and a burst of steam and smoke rose up at the top of the pyramid. Then the victim’s body was rolled off the stone and Tozi heard hacking and rending sounds as skilled butcher priests fell on it and amputated the arms and legs for later consumption. She saw the head being carried into the temple to be spitted on the skull rack. Finally the torso was sent rolling and bouncing down the pyramid steps, leaving bloody smears all the way to the plaza below where it would soon be joined in a rising heap by the unwanted remains of all the other docile young men presently climbing the northern stairway.

Tozi knew from seven months of witnessing such scenes that the pile of torsos would be gathered up in wheelbarrows after nightfall and trundled off to feed the wild beasts in Moctezuma’s zoo.

The Mexica were monsters, she thought. So cruel. She hated them! She would never be their docile victim!

But evading them was becoming more difficult.

Three searing beats of pain shook her head, and a burst of flashing lights exploded before her eyes. She clenched her teeth to stop herself crying out.

It wasn’t just that she’d started to be noticed by some of the other prisoners – though that was dangerous enough. The real problem was caring for Coyotl, a huge responsibility that she knew she could not hope to sustain in these conditions. The only solution was to find a way to fade for longer than a ten count without having a massive physical collapse. Then she could get them out of here.

Tozi edged back and took her eyes off the pyramid, distracted for a moment by the way the morning sun poured through the bamboo prison bars creating stripes of deep shadow and stripes of intense, brilliant light, filled with swirling motes of dust. Suddenly she thought she saw the tall, beautiful woman again, gliding through the haze like a ghost. She blinked and the woman was gone.

Who are you? thought Tozi. Are you a witch like me? She felt the cool, packed earth of the floor under her feet and sensed the warmth and odours of the other prisoners all around her. Then, like an evil spirit, a breeze smelling of blood blew up out of the southeast and the screams of Moctezuma’s next victim filled the air.

Normally the high priest wielded the obsidian knife, and Moctezuma would not become involved except on the most important State occasions. It followed that only something very significant could explain his presence here this morning.

With a shudder Tozi turned her back on the pyramid and moved swiftly through the crowd, disturbing no one, to the place where she had left Coyotl.


Chapter Three

[image: missing-image]

Santiago, Cuba, Thursday 18 February 1519

Pepillo was halfway along the larger of the two piers jutting out into Santiago Harbour. He felt stunned and confused by the bustle and the noise. Every berth on both sides of the pier was filled with carracks, caravels and brigantines, and every ship was loading supplies at a feverish, almost frantic, pace – bags of cassava, barrels of wine and water, barrels of salt pork and dried fish, live pigs squealing and protesting, horses, guns, troops of grim-looking men …

A drunken sailor with the face of an ape made a sudden grab for one of the two huge leather bags Pepillo was carrying. He dodged back and the sailor lost his balance and fell heavily to the cobbles. ‘You little whoreson,’ he roared, ‘I’m going to kill you for that.’

‘For what?’ Pepillo squeaked, backing away, still clutching the bags.

With horrible grunts the sailor levered himself onto one knee, struggled upright and lurched forward with his hands outstretched. Pepillo was already running. He heard footsteps closing rapidly behind him, then a sudden change in rhythm, and as he turned to look back over his shoulder he saw the drunk stumble, lose his balance and tumble to the cobbles again. There were hoots of derision, jeers and roars of laughter from the growing crowd of onlookers and the sailor glared up in fury at Pepillo.

Short, small-boned and delicately built for his fourteen years, Pepillo kept hoping for a growth spurt that would make him tall, robust and formidable. Now, he thought, as the sailor spat curses at him, would be an excellent moment to gain a span or two in height, and an arroba or two of solid muscle in weight. It would also be good if his hands doubled in size and quadrupled in strength in the process. He would not object to facial hair, and felt that a beard would endow him with an air of authority.

His arms aching, his fingers stiff, Pepillo hurried on, weaving through the thick crowds thronging the pier until his drunken attacker was lost from sight. Only when he was sure he was not pursued did he allow himself to set down the two enormously heavy bags. They clunked and clanged as though they were filled with hammers, knives  and horseshoes.

How strange, Pepillo thought. It was not his business to wonder why his new master would travel with more metal than a blacksmith, but for the twentieth time that morning he had to suppress an urge to open the bags and take a look.

It was just one of the mysteries that had exploded into his life after Matins when he had been informed he would be leaving the monastery to serve a friar who was not known to him, a certain Father Gaspar Muñoz who had arrived that night from the Dominican mission in Hispaniola. There had been some sort of dispute with Customs officials, and after it Father Muñoz had gone directly to another vessel waiting in the harbour, a hundred-ton carrack named the Santa María de la Concepción. Although Pepillo could not yet really believe his good luck, it seemed he and the Father were to sail in this vessel to bring the Christian faith to certain New Lands recently discovered lying to the west. Pepillo was to present himself to Muñoz on board ship, after first passing the Customs House and collecting four leather bags, the good Father’s personal belongings that had been detained there.

Pepillo flexed his fingers and looked at the bags with hatred before he picked them up again. He hadn’t been able to carry all four at once, so there were two more exactly like them he would have to return for when these were delivered.

As he walked he scanned the dockside through the milling, noisy, crowd. There was no breeze, and a cloying smell of fish, decay and excrement clung thick in the muggy morning air. Above, in the cloudless blue sky, seabirds wheeled and shrieked. There were sailors and soldiers everywhere carrying sacks of supplies, tools, weapons. Gruff Castilian voices shouted abuse, instructions, directions.

Pepillo came to a big three-masted carrack that loomed to his left like the wall of a fortress. Five massive cavalry horses were being led up a rickety gangplank onto the deck, where a noble lord, dressed out in great finery, with a mane of blond hair falling to his shoulders, was directing operations. Pepillo squinted to read the ship’s faded nameplate: San Sebastián. Then, beyond it on the right, almost at the end of the pier, he spotted another even larger carrack with jibs and derricks set up all around it and teams of men loading supplies. Pepillo walked closer. This ship had a high aftcastle and the new design of low-slung forecastle for better manoeuvrability against the wind. Another few steps and he made out the name: Santa María de la Concepción.

A gangplank sloped up to the deck right in front of him. With trepidation, holding his master’s bags tight, Pepillo stepped on to it.

‘Who are you? What do you think you’re doing here?’

‘I’m … I’m …’

‘Tell me your business here!’

‘I’m … I’m …’

‘You’re a puking dog breath.’

Pepillo didn’t know whether he should laugh or take offence. The boy he confronted was a year or two older than him, at least a foot taller, much broader across the chest and made all the more formidable by a completely shaven, gleaming head. He was also black as tar from head to toe.

Pepillo had encountered Negroes before, but they’d all been slaves. This one didn’t behave like a slave and was much too big to fight, so he forced a laugh. ‘OK, yeah, great,’ he said. He pretended to wipe tears of mirth from his eyes. ‘Very funny …’ He held out his hand: ‘The name’s Pepillo …’ He laughed. ‘Pepillo Dogbreath!’ Another laugh. ‘And you are?’

‘Melchior,’ said the other boy. He ignored the proffered hand.

‘Melchior,’ repeated Pepillo. ‘Right. Good to meet you.’ He awkwardly withdrew his hand: ‘Look … You asked me my business here and it’s very simple. I’m trying to find my master’s quarters.’ He indicated the two large leather bags he’d been lugging on board the Santa María de la Concepción when Melchior had confronted him. He’d dumped them on deck at the end of the gangplank, right below the forecastle. ‘My master’s belongings,’ Pepillo explained. ‘He came in from Hispaniola this morning and they were held up in the Customs House. I’m supposed to bring them to his cabin …’

An angry frown contorted Melchior’s face. There was something ferocious about this frown. Something hateful. Perhaps even something frightening. ‘This master of yours,’ he spat. ‘He have a name?’

‘Father Gaspar Muñoz.’

‘Muñoz!’ The frowned deepened, became a grimace.

‘Yes, Muñoz. You know him?’

‘He got stick legs, this Muñoz? Like a crow? He got a little fat belly? How about his front teeth? Look like he been sucking too hard on something he shouldn’t?’

Pepillo giggled at the crude image: ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘I’ve never seen my master before.’

‘Huh?’

‘I was assigned to him this morning and—’

‘—Assigned? Assigned you say? That’s a pretty word …’

‘I was sent straight to the Customs House for his bags. There’s two more I still have to fetch …’

A shadow distracted Pepillo and he glanced up to see a heavy brass cannon soaring overhead in a cat’s cradle of ropes. With raucous shouts, and much squealing of pulleys, a gang of sailors manoeuvred it into the deep shadows of the hold.

‘That’s one of the lombards,’ said Melchior. A note of pride crept into his voice: ‘We’ve got three of them with the fleet. You can settle a lot of arguments with guns like that.’

‘Are we expecting a lot of arguments?’

‘Are you kidding?’ Melchior sneered. ‘After what happened last year?’

Pepillo decided not to bluff: ‘What happened last year?’

‘The Córdoba expedition?’

Pepillo shrugged. It meant nothing to him.

‘Hernandez de Córdoba led a fleet of three ships to explore the New Lands, see what trade was to be had there and bring the word of Christ to the Indians. He had a hundred and ten men with him. I was one of them.’ Melchior paused: ‘Seventy of us got killed.’ Another pause: ‘Seventy! Córdoba himself died of his wounds and we barely had enough hands on deck to sail back. It’s been the talk of Santiago ever since. How can you not know anything about it?’

‘I’ve been living in a monastery …’

‘So?’

‘We don’t get much news there.’

Melchior laughed. It was a big, easy laugh, as though he was genuinely amused. ‘You a monk?’ he asked eventually. ‘Or some such?’

‘Not a monk,’ said Pepillo. ‘The Dominicans took me in when I was orphaned, taught me to read, taught me to clerk, taught me to keep numbers.’

‘Ah, that would be why they chose you to serve Father Muñoz.’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘He’s our Inquisitor,’ said Melchior. ‘He’ll need numbers and letters and clerking to keep track of all those people he’s going to burn.’ He leaned down, put his mouth close to Pepillo’s ear: ‘Muñoz was with us on the Córdoba expedition too,’ he whispered. ‘People used to say he was “vigilant for God”. Vigilant for the devil’s closer to the truth! It was him as caused all the trouble.’

As Melchior told the story, Muñoz had been so ‘vigilant for God’ during his time as Inquisitor with the Córdoba expedition that he had burned whole Indian villages to the ground and consigned their entire populations – men, women and children – to horrible deaths in the flames.

‘But why would he do that?’ asked Pepillo. He felt outraged.

‘We brought them the word of Christ,’ said Melchior, ‘and they accepted conversion, but when we moved on some of them returned to the worship of their old gods.’ He lowered his voice: ‘Can’t blame them really. They didn’t think they’d see us again, but we came back and Muñoz rooted out the heretics and burnt them …’

‘Didn’t he give them a second chance? People like that who were new to the faith?’

‘Never. Sometimes he tortured them first to make them name other heretics so he could burn them too. But I never saw him give anyone a second chance. Maybe that’s why he brought the wrath of God down on our heads …’

‘Wrath of God?’

‘Thousands of angry Indians, driven mad by his cruelties, hell-bent on revenge. We had to fight our way out. Those of us that lived … we all hate Muñoz.’

There was an earsplitting crash as a massive ramp dropped into place and half a dozen trembling, sweating cavalry horses were led on board to makeshift stalls further aft. They neighed and snickered. One of them deposited an enormous heap of dung. Their iron hooves rang on the deck.

‘You been to sea before?’ Melchior asked.

Pepillo said he’d sailed with the Dominican mission from Spain to Hispaniola when he was six and again on the much shorter journey from Hispaniola to Cuba when he was nine.

‘And since then?’

Pepillo told Melchior he’d lived in Cuba for the last five years, most of that time spent here in Santiago, helping old Rodriguez in the monastery library, assisting Brother Pedro with the accounts, running errands for Borges the quartermaster, and doing odd jobs for anyone who asked.

‘Sounds boring,’ prompted Melchior.

Pepillo remembered how he’d secretly yearned for freedom from the drab routine of his life and dreamed of stowing away on a ship and sailing to distant lands. Now, unexpectedly, it seemed his dreams were about to come true and it was all thanks to his new and as yet unknown master, the increasingly mysterious Father Gaspar Muñoz. Melchior might be right that he was a nasty piece of work, but for the moment Pepillo simply felt overjoyed to be on board this great vibrant ship, to feel its timbers move beneath his feet, to hear the shouts of the sailors in the rigging and the creak of the towering masts and to know that, very soon, he would be going … somewhere.

Anywhere …

Which wasn’t the library.

Hurrah!

Which wasn’t counting beans in Don Pedro’s windowless cell.

Hurrah again!

The Santa María was a hundred feet in length, big enough, Pepillo thought, to serve as flagship for what was obviously a major expedition. Judging from the other ships – surely at least ten of them! – also loading supplies, weapons and soldiers along the dock, something much more than preaching the faith was going on here.

‘All these preparations,’ Pepillo asked. ‘All these soldiers. What are they for? Where are we going?’

Melchior scratched his head. ‘You mean you really haven’t heard?’

‘I told you. I’ve been living in a monastery. I don’t hear anything.’

Melchior drew himself up to his full height and pointed theatrically due west: ‘If you sail in that direction for four days,’ he said, ‘you come to the mainland we explored last year with Córdoba. It’s a beautiful land, and there seems to be no end to it. There are mountains, and navigable rivers, and great cities and fertile fields there, and gold and many precious things.

‘And that’s where we’re going?’

‘Yes, God willing … It’s a fine land. We can all become rich there.’

Melchior had been so hostile just moments before, but he already seemed much more likeable. In this alien world of ships and warriors, Pepillo thought, was it too much to hope he might have found a friend?

‘You’re thinking I might become your friend,’ said Melchior. ‘Don’t waste your time. It’s never going to happen.’

‘I’m not thinking any such thing,’ said Pepillo. He was surprised at how indignant he managed to sound, and how disappointed he felt. ‘I don’t want to be friends with you. It was you who started talking to me.’ He picked up the bags: ‘Just tell me which way to go for my master’s cabin.’

‘I’ll show you,’ said Melchior, ‘but you must not vex me with friendship.’

‘Look, I already told you I don’t want your friendship! I’ve got my job to do. I’m sure you’ve got yours …’ Pepillo paused, realising he hadn’t yet asked. ‘What is your job by the way?’

Melchior’s chest visibly swelled: ‘I’m manservant to the caudillo,’ he said.

‘The caudillo?’

‘Cortés himself.’

Cortés … Cortés … Another name Pepillo was apparently supposed to know.

‘He bought me after the Córdoba expedition,’ Melchior continued, ‘and then he set me free.’

‘And you stayed with him? Even after he gave you freedom?’

‘Why wouldn’t I? He’s a great man.’

Melchior had led Pepillo to the rear of the ship and now pointed to the twin doors at the back of the navigation deck below the aftcastle. ‘All the rest of us bunk on the main deck,’ he said, ‘but those are the cabins for your master and mine. It used to be one big stateroom with two doors, but my master partitioned it into two rooms to accommodate your master.’ Melchior looked furtively around: ‘Muñoz hasn’t come on board yet,’ he sniffed. ‘I expect he’s up to no good in town.’

‘Hasn’t come on board? He’s supposed to have been here since before dawn …’

‘Not my problem. Like I say, he’ll be up to no good in town.’

‘That sounds sinister … and a bit mysterious.’

‘He’s a sinister man, your master.’ Melchior leaned closer, lowered his voice to a whisper: ‘There’s something you have to know  about him …’

But Pepillo had suddenly remembered the second pair of bags. ‘Tell me later,’ he interrupted. ‘I have to go back to the Customs House right now!’ He put down the bags he was carrying: ‘Will you stow these in my master’s cabin? I beg you. I’ve got no one else to ask.’

Melchior nodded. ‘I’ll stow the bags,’ he said, ‘and here’s my advice. Whatever you need to do at the Customs House, make it snappy. Cortés has itchy feet.’ He lowered his voice still further: ‘A lot of supplies have been brought aboard at night. I think he’s about to pull a trick on Velázquez.’

Velázquez! Now there was a name Pepillo did know. Diego de Velázquez, the conqueror and governor of Cuba, the most powerful man on the island whose word was law. ‘The governor?’ he asked, realising how stupid he sounded even as he said it. ‘He’s involved in this?’

‘Of course he’s involved! He’s the one who gave Cortés command of the expedition. He’s paid for three of the ships out of his own pocket.’

‘So why would Cortés want to pull a trick on him?’

Once more Melchior glanced shiftily around. ‘Rumour has it,’ he whispered, ‘that Velázquez grows jealous. He imagines all the gold Cortés will win in the New Lands and wants it for himself. There are those who say he will relieve Cortés of command and put someone else he’s better able to control in charge.’

‘He can’t control Cortés then?’

‘Never! Cortés has always been his own man.’

‘So why did he appoint him in the first place?’

‘There was bad blood between them in the past. Something about Cortés getting the governor’s niece pregnant and then refusing to marry her. It all happened a couple of years ago and I don’t know the details, but maybe Velázquez felt sorry about the way he treated Cortés then. He put him in jail for eight months, threatened him with death and only pardoned him when he agreed to marry the girl. Maybe he gave him the expedition to keep him sweet after all that …’

Pepillo whistled: ‘And now he wants to take it away from him again?’

‘Which Cortés won’t accept! I’d say he’s a man who would sail with the fleet even before it’s properly loaded. He’s quite the lawyer, and if he never gets the order relieving him of command then he won’t be breaking any rules.’

Pepillo felt a knot of fear in his stomach.

It was a new fear.

He feared the unfamiliar world of the ship, but now he feared even more an enforced return to the familiar prison of the monastery.

He told himself he was being ridiculous – that this caudillo called Cortés was still in the midst of loading his fleet and couldn’t possibly be ready to embark for at least another three days. Muñoz wasn’t on board, after all, and surely the fleet would not sail without its Inquisitor? Even so, Pepillo couldn’t shake the feeling of lurking dread. With a shout of thanks to Melchior, he charged down the aft gangway onto the pier, swerved to avoid a water-seller, dodged around a butcher’s cart, stretched out his legs and ran.

He was still daunted by the chaos and confusion of the piers and the harbour, but he didn’t think it would be difficult to find his way back to the Customs House. All he had to do was retrace, in reverse, the route he had taken this morning.

The San Sebastián now lay on his right and, as Pepillo approached the big carrack, he saw a mounted herald on the dockside, waiting at the foot of a gangplank. The herald was dressed in the scarlet and gold livery of the governorate and his splendid black horse wore a trapper of the same design.

Pepillo ran on, arms and legs pumping, not wanting anything to slow him down. But when he was twenty paces past the herald he heard a sound like a cannonade and turned to see another rider on an even bigger horse charging down the gangplank from the deck of the San Sebastián. The horse was white, like a vision from a legend, and Pepillo recognised the flying blond hair and the fine clothes of the noble lord he’d glimpsed earlier. Then the herald’s horse bolted and both men rode past him at full gallop, one on either side, shaking the earth under their iron-shod hooves and filling his ears with thunder.

Pepillo’s legs felt momentarily weak – the monstrous horses had seemed certain to trample him – but he kept on running towards the Customs House, intent on extracting his master’s bags and getting back to the Santa María in the shortest possible time.

He sensed something in the air, like a bowstring stretched to breaking point, like a great storm about to burst.

Melchior was right.

This fleet was poised to sail.


Chapter Four

[image: missing-image]

Tenochtitlan, Thursday 18 February 1519

Moctezuma set down the obsidian knife, wiped blood from his eyes and took stock of the remaining victims on the northern stairway.

It was as he thought. He had killed forty-one and eleven were left.

Just eleven!

And the war god showed no more sign of appearing to him now than at any other time in the past five years.

Clearly it had been a mistake to begin with only fifty-two victims, even if they were the pick of the crop from the war with the Tlascalans. The priests had said Hummingbird would be pleased with such a number, symbolic of a complete cycle of years in the Calendar Round. But if that was true, then wouldn’t he have been even more pleased with five hundred and twenty?

An idea was beginning to take shape. Perhaps the god grew bored with male victims? Perhaps females would entice him to appear?

Five hundred and twenty ripe and fertile young females.

Moctezuma shrugged off his blood-drenched robes, let them drop with a heavy slap to the floor, stepped away naked but for a loincloth, and took up the knife again.

The next victim had already been forced down onto the sacrificial stone where he lay gasping with fear, his whole body trembling, his eyes rolling wildly. Such behaviour was not seemly for a warrior and Moctezuma took pleasure in castrating the man before slicing him open from groin to breastbone, dragging forth some loops of his intestines, puncturing his stomach, rummaging around in the  mess for his spleen and, finally, amidst a crescendo of screams, ripping out his heart. A great, hot gush of blood spurted up and  came spattering down again like a rainstorm as the corpse was rolled away.

Some victims, Moctezuma had noticed, just seemed to have more blood than others. Why was that?

He killed another man. And another. Sticky clots clung around his fingers where he gripped the knife. There was blood in his eyes, in  his mouth, clogging his nose.

He rested a moment while the assistants prepared the next victim, and beckoned Ahuizotl, his high priest, whose bulging yellow eyes, blotchy skin, gaping nostrils, crooked teeth and lecherous monkey features greatly resembled those of the manipulative and vicious species of water monster after which he was named. The high priest was his man, bought and paid for, and he strode forward now in his black, blood-smeared robes.

‘You did not give me good advice,’ Moctezuma told him. His voice was soft, but there was a deliberate edge of implied threat and Ahuizotl looked worried.

As well you might, thought Moctezuma. As well you might. I could have you strangled in your sleep.

Ahuizotl kept his eyes downcast: ‘I humbly apologise to Your Magnificence if I have failed you in any way. My life is yours to dispose of.’

‘Your life is always mine to dispose of …’

Ahuizotl began to bare his breast but Moctezuma reached out a bloody hand to stop him: ‘Spare me the theatricals. I don’t want your heart. Not yet anyway.’ He looked up at the sun which was high in the sky, standing close to noon. ‘The god does not appear to me,’ he said, ‘because we have not offered an adequate basket of victims. I expect you to remedy this situation, Ahuizotl. Be back here in two hours with five hundred and twenty young women for me to kill.’

‘Five hundred and twenty!’ Ahuizotl’s mournful face registered shock. ‘In two hours? Impossible.’

Moctezuma’s voice grew softer: ‘Why is it always your instinct to say “no”, Ahuizotl?’ he asked. ‘Learn to say yes if you wish the light of my presence to shine upon you.’

‘Yes, Magnificence.’

‘Very good. So I shall expect five hundred and twenty young women then?’

‘Yes, Magnificence.’

‘The younger the better. I do not insist that they be virgins. I don’t expect you to perform miracles, you see. But I want them here in two hours.’

Dumb witness to this exchange, still stretched across the sacrificial stone and awaiting the first cut, the next victim trembled. Nonetheless, Moctezuma noted approvingly, he continued to hold himself under some sort of control. That took courage. He raised the obsidian dagger and plunged it deep into the man’s bare chest, delighting in his screams as he sawed the blade savagely upwards, splitting the breastbone and exposing the palpitating heart.

‘Watch and be thankful as the Great Speaker of the Mexica takes your life,’ whispered Moctezuma. He began to cut again, busy now, with his nose in the gaping chest cavity, working close-up with the knife, soaked in streams of blood, severing the thick vessels that encircled the beating heart until the whole quivering, dripping organ came loose in his hands and he flung it on the brazier where it hissed and smoked.

Priests rolled the body away; even as they were butchering it, a new victim was dragged into place over the sacrificial stone.

Out of the corner of his eye Moctezuma saw Ahuizotl leaving the summit of the pyramid with three of his black-robed entourage – no doubt to round up the women he’d demanded for sacrifice.

‘Wait,’ he called after them.

Ahuizotl turned to look back.

‘Before you bring me the women,’ said Moctezuma, ‘you will bring me the Flesh of the Gods.’

Sometimes, an hour or two before being sacrificed, specially favoured victims were fed the mushrooms called teonanácatl, the ‘Flesh of the Gods’, which unleashed fearsome visions of deities and demons.

More rarely, the sacrificer himself would partake of the mushrooms.

After he had killed the last of the fifty-two young men, Moctezuma received a runner sent by Ahuizotl, who had climbed the pyramid to bring him a linen bag containing seven fat, finger-length mushrooms. Their silver-grey fish-belly skins gave way to shades of blue and purple around the stems. They exuded a faint, bitter, woody aroma.

Seven big teonanácatl amounted, Moctezuma knew, to a sizeable, probably terrifying, dose, but he was prepared to eat them to engineer an encounter with Hummingbird, war god of the Mexica, whose representative on earth he was. In the early days of his reign the god had come to him often as a disembodied voice speaking inside his head, present at every sacrifice, giving him commands, guiding him in every decision he took, but as the years passed the voice became fainter and more distant and, for the last five years, as the ominous year One-Reed slowly approached, he had not heard it at all.

Priests were still hovering round him but Moctezuma ordered them away, telling them he required two hours of perfect peace before the next bout of sacrifices began.

He watched as they filed down the steps. When complete silence fell he stripped off his sodden loincloth and advanced naked into the shadows of Hummingbird’s temple, clutching the bag of mushrooms.

The temple, which was built on the broad summit of the pyramid, was a tall stone building. Its two principal rooms were luridly illuminated by the guttering flames of burning torches.

Moctezuma put a mushroom in his mouth and began to chew. It tasted of death, of decay. He added two more and walked into the first room.

Lined up on both sides of the wall, skewered from ear to ear on long horizontal poles, taking their place amongst other, older trophies, were the dripping heads of the fifty-two men he’d spent the morning killing. He remembered some of their faces. Their wide, staring eyes. Their mouths frozen as they screamed their last.

He confronted one of the heads, pushed right up to it, glared into the vacant eyes, wiped blood from the high cheekbones and thin lips.

It made him feel powerful to encounter the so-recently living.

He moved on, into the second room.

Here, curiously patterned in the light and shadow cast by the flickering torches and the high, narrow windows, with a huge serpent fashioned from pearls and precious stones coiled about its waist, was Hummingbird’s squat and massive idol. Carved from solid granite, its eyes, tusks, teeth, claws, feathers and scales glittered with jade, polished horn and obsidian and the most precious gold and jewels; a golden bow was clutched in its right fist, a sheaf of golden arrows in its left, and a necklace of human hearts, hands and skulls was strung around its neck. The idol’s snarling mouth was smeared with gore and lumps of meat where priests had forced the half-cooked hearts of the victims through it into the reeking receptacle beyond.

Moctezuma sat down cross-legged on the floor in front of the great idol and slowly and methodically ate the rest of the mushrooms.

For a very long time nothing happened. Then at last the disembodied voice he thought had deserted him was back inside his head:

‘Do you bring me hearts?’ the voice asked.


Chapter Five
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Tenochtitlan, Thursday 18 February 1519

‘This medicine is bitter,’ complained Coyotl. ‘Why must I finish it?’

‘Because I say you must finish it,’ said Tozi. ‘I who obtained it for you at great expense. It will take away your pain.’

‘How great was the expense, Tozi?’ The little boy, who should have been born a merchant, was always inquisitive about anything to do with barter and exchange.

‘It was very great, Coyotl.’ Greater than you can possibly know. ‘Pay me back by finishing it.’

‘But I hate it, Tozi. It tastes of … uggh – bird shit!’

‘So you’re some kind of expert on the taste of bird shit?’

Coyotl giggled: ‘It tastes like this medicine you are forcing me to eat.’ Despite his protests, he had already swallowed almost the whole first dose of the noxious-smelling red paste. He was stretched out quite comfortably on the ground, with his head in Tozi’s lap, and he now unwillingly ate the rest of the drug.

Coyotl was six years old. He was in the women’s pen, rather than amongst the males, because his genitals had been hacked off in infancy by his parents, leaving only a slit. This had been done as an offering to Tezcatlipoca, ‘Smoking Mirror’, Lord of the Near and the Nigh. Four days ago those same loving parents had dedicated the rest of their son to the war god Hummingbird, whose temple stood on the summit of the great pyramid, and had delivered him to the fattening pen to await sacrifice
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