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Dear readers,

This is a fantastic tale of a culture that, though native to Mexican territory, has been scarcely explored—therefore mysterious and worthy of being revealed. I carry its blood with pride in my veins, as a descendant of one of its people. And though I do not claim to be a historian, my passion for my roots has always been so strong and alive that I have dedicated time to research driven purely by curiosity.

For this reason, I invite you not to treat the writing—whose origin is imaginative—as a source of anthropological or historical truth. I have never intended to assume roles that do not belong to me, and I believe it is important to maintain a clear distinction between a heartfelt love for the land that gave me birth and the noble profession of those who study our past with academic rigor.

With that said, I believe it is now time to offer a space—a story—for the recounting of something I trust many of you will appreciate: a bridge to the world of pre-Hispanic Mexico, which we carry in our land, our spirit, and our national pride—deeply embedded in the very marrow of our identity as a nation.

It is my desire to write creatively and thoroughly about the life of pre-Hispanic Michoacán, in hopes of expanding knowledge of a society that was once splendid, still lives on in many of its forms, and, above all, to reinforce—through a colorful vision—the traditions that today shine in festivals such as the Day of the Dead, the Dance of the Old Men, and other customs that now captivate tourists, born from a blend of native and Hispanic influences. This is the way of life of those Indigenous people who once ruled the lakeside regions of Michoacán: fierce warriors, exquisite artisans, and bold strategists.
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PART I. TALES OF MEN
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November, Year 1530 of Our Lord Jesus Christ. Letter of report.

To you, Monsignor Juan Tavera, my dearly beloved friend, confidant, and Archbishop of Spain:

It is a pleasure for me to inform you of the reflections that this journey has stirred within me, particularly concerning the execution of justice toward Nuño de Beltrán de Guzmán, Juan Ortiz de Matienzo, and Diego Delgadillo—offenders of the holy laws of God and of our Emperor Charles V. He, in his wisdom and trust, has enacted actions of justice for the natives of our colony in New Spain.

I thank you, both as an authority of the Council of the Indies and as my confidant, for your kind words in support of my appointment to such a noble mission. And more so, I thank you as a friend, for allowing me to open this door, which, with the blessing of Jesus Christ, shall lead to great outcomes—not only by recording the ways in which the Indians of the lands known as Mexico ruled before our arrival, but also by discovering their customs, habits, and knowledge, and, more importantly, by guiding them toward the righteous path of Christian morality as decreed by God.

It is essential for me—as you well know—to witness firsthand these lands that have stirred such enthusiasm among our merchants in Valencia, Málaga, and Tarragona. They speak of those vast territories with exalted eyes, describing them as places full of life and splendor, with structures worthy of the most agile architects. And now, I have the fortune not only to visit them but also to learn from their people, so that one day we may form a solid alliance that guarantees stability in this new extension of our empire.

I have thoroughly reviewed the testimonies given by the aforementioned criminals, and one phrase caught my attention. According to his jailers, one of them would scream at night, imploring us to avoid the “Michoacas” at all costs, for they had made a pact with a devil named “Tigüeme-Apatsi” who visited him in the form of a black squirrel to gnaw at his toes. He also wept, saying they could not be easily subdued. This last claim was made most insistently by Nuño de Beltrán, the former governor of the region, who now stands accused of murdering their king, Tangashúan Sincicha, and massacring a portion of the population—despite their capitulation and willingness to submit peacefully to our rule—thus sparking rebellion against our forces.

It is for this reason that I hope you will help extend my stay in the territories formerly governed by Don Nuño. With the intelligence granted to me by the Divine, I seek to amend the havoc wrought by our captains, surely driven by blind ambition. I also wish, with your blessing, to be granted the mercy of constructing schools and hospitals, should it be necessary, for I have heard that the situation in Mexico is more disastrous than it appears. I long to count on your utmost support in this endeavor.

I take my leave with hope in my heart, faith in the crown, and in God our Lord.


Your ever-faithful friend, oidor and visitador,
Vasco Vázquez de Quiroga y Alonso de la Cárcel


Aboard the ship, December 2nd, 1530 of Our Lord Jesus Christ

“The sea leaves me a bit dizzy, for I am unaccustomed to long voyages upon the ocean. But I believe this will be a lengthy journey, and it is best I grow used to the bitter taste of pickles and the nearly raw eggs our cook labors to serve at breakfast.

We are halfway through our passage from Spain, where my most esteemed Juan Tavera and other members of the Council of the Indies summoned me to serve as oidor and visitador in New Spain. Letters have reached Emperor Charles V reporting that dealings with the people of those strange lands—whom I long to meet—have grown horrific. Scoundrels have wasted no time in intensifying violence against the natives, overexploiting them, enslaving them, and committing fraud involving the gold, silver, and other precious stones extracted from their lands.

At times, I lament how men, in their greed for riches or noble status, lose their virtue, becoming cruel and violent toward their fellow brothers—brothers who, though lost in the world, are still children of God.

I have always believed that our mission, as bearers of the Word of Our Lord Jesus Christ, is not only to bring justice upon the wicked but to illuminate those who walk outside the path of Christian goodness. Thus, this unexpected journey shall serve God's purpose—to bring the wicked to justice. Perhaps I may also protect the Indians, guide them, and prevent further atrocities such as the uprisings I have been told are consequences of those greedy sinners protected by our crown.

Heavy boots stagger above deck, so I climb the creaking stairs, dazzled by the brilliant sun. The breeze sways the ship’s masts, dusting them in shimmering light. Shielding my eyes, I raise my head and find the captain.

'Good morning, Captain.' He is not a refined man, but a clever one.

'Eh, Vasco! How goes it with those papers you're always carrying? Haha! Tell me, lad, do you enjoy stuffing your head with stories of dead men? Always going on about old dates and strange names—like that one...’ he snapped his fingers to recall, ‘Plato?'

'No, Captain. It’s just that those who know the past can foresee the future.'

‘Ha! A fine regent you are. The sailors already fear you for wandering around all lost-eyed and sleepless. Be careful what they hear—if they think you can see the future, you’ll find yourself tied to a pyre or tossed overboard. You know your Christian bosses don't mess around with sorcery. My lads don’t light bonfires, but they won’t hesitate to toss you into the deep.’ He winked, clumsily and playfully.

'Heh... Don’t worry, Captain. It's just a figure of speech. I’ll mind my tongue. I hope to reach land safely.'

'Good. Just holler, “Don Lucas, they're throwing me overboard!” Haha!'

'Yes, Don Lucas. I shall remember that.' I bowed my head and walked toward the side of the ship.

His drunken laughter irritates me, but he is not a bad man—merely crude. He looks after his crew, though the brilliance in his eyes was wasted in his pursuit of ambition. Don Lucas de Montalvo is a merchant from Murcia. Attracted by the fantastic tales of the first explorers, he felt an overwhelming need to gather a crew and sail the high seas, hoping to explore the riches of the new world.

He is an enthusiast. Though he mocks me before the crew for being thin, unskilled with a sword, and eager for books, he sneaks away in the evenings to my cabin, curious about the people he calls 'those dead men with funny names.' I often tempt him during the day, speaking aloud names that might spark his interest. It is an honor to offer knowledge to one who seeks it, even if his path did not allow for formal study. Don Lucas is a good man, and in his own way, he makes the voyage bearable.

At sea, days pass like nights—uneventful. The sun scorches when the ocean is calm and the sky clear. The men take short breaks and long swigs of rum to endure the heat. I, too, have dared to sip the workers' wine. A little drink calms the sea's wrath and helps me keep food down longer.”

December 30th, Year 1530 of Our Lord Jesus Christ

“I try to keep a diary of shipboard life, but truth be told, there is little to say—it is dull.

Now that morning has come, shouting fills the air: raise the sails, catch the wind, turn the crank this way and that—commands I ignore, for they weary me. I retreat below deck and, by the light of a small window, read the texts of Thomas More and learn of his Utopia.

The book came to me as a gift from the emissary of Charles V when I received news of my appointment as visitador in Mexico. Surely, this was no coincidence, for he is a ruler well-informed of all things. His words were resolute:

‘Don Vasco Velázquez de Quiroga, you shall be the new oidor and visitador of our new colony in Mexico. As a gift from His Majesty Charles V, I bestow upon you this book by Thomas More, whom we know you admire. May it be of great use to you on your journey and guide you in bringing justice to the lands entrusted to your presence.’

Flattering—yet mysterious. As I delve deeper into the book, I find its teachings may indeed serve me well in administering justice and peace in the new lands of the Mexican Indians. Time spent within these pages is a blessing.”

January 1st, 1531 – Port of the Town Council of La Vera Cruz. Founded by Hernán Cortés in 1519.

Outside, at the helm, Don Lucas shouted in his raspy, brandy-soaked voice:

“Quickly, you scoundrels! Prepare the anchors, land is in sight and I don’t see you working, you lazy bastards! Or are you waiting for Jesus Christ Himself to come walking over the waters and drag us to shore with His holy hand?”

“Go to hell, you fat old man!” his first mate shouted back.

“When I catch you, your neck will be good for shining boots!”

The laughter came immediately, and I must confess it made me laugh as well, for Don Lucas is indeed a... well, a fat man. In any case, the maneuver began, and the ship fluttered atop the waves like a massive fish caught in a net, struggling not to be pulled from the waters it calls home. Had we arrived already? How quickly time had flown. Two months at sea—only a month ago I had written my letter to Monsignor Juan Tavera in gratitude, and now we were already in the New Indies. What a small world it truly is.

We reached the dock, now renamed the Villa Rica de la Vera Cruz. It was a cloudy, breezy day, yet the agility of the sailors aboard the merchant vessel I had arrived on was impressive. After taming the wooden beast, they anchored without trouble. The chains clattered as they struck the shallow water, and at last, the plank that bridged ship and solid land struck with a sharp thud. The captain descended from the helm and, with a firm handshake, wished me a good journey. He approached me slowly, his voice devoid of the excitement one might expect after surviving such a voyage, and said:

“Don Vasco... Don Vasco, I hope this journey doesn’t kill you like it’s killed many of Christ’s emissaries. You know the rumors around here, and those Indians you’re about to meet—they’ve no love for those they consider heretics in their twisted minds. If there’s one thing we know, it’s that God is carried in the heart, not on the tongue—not in front of savages who kill whenever they can, claiming to quench the bloodthirst of their savage demons.”

“Thank you, Don Lucas de Montalvo, I will bear that in mind. But remember, despite it all, they are children of the Most High, and their confusion is nothing but the devil’s deceit. That ends now.”

“Good luck, good man!”

“Go with God, Don Lucas.”

It was not an emotional farewell. As a representative of the Crown, he assumed I came solely for ecclesiastical matters, since I had been sent with both the Crown’s commission and the Church’s blessing. However, my primary role was that of a jurist, sent to deliver justice to the scoundrels who had, most likely without just cause, killed the people here. “The people”—this is the first time I think of them in such terms, rather than simply as “natives.” I believe this land may become a home rather than a mere destination.

At the port authority building.

A Spanish fleet officer awaited me at the entrance. With studied stride, he approached, greeted me in military fashion, and requested my identification. With the same mechanical decorum, I handed him the letter bearing the seal of none other than Charles V himself, and I was immediately granted audience with the local governor.

“Welcome, jurist Don Vasco. We’ve been expecting you with much anticipation. In the capital, the prisoners await their trial, and it’s high time someone brought order to this land of lice-ridden curs.”

“I ask you to moderate your speech in my presence. I am not one of your soldiers, accustomed to crude words and foul talk. I have come as oidor to ensure that a fair trial is conducted for those three captains and to see that the law of the Spanish Empire—whom we both serve—is upheld in a civilized manner. Or do you not consider yourself a civilized man?”

“My apologies, Don Vasco. But those rebellious Indians, even if they quiet down now and then, are still treacherous by nature.”

“Well then, we certainly didn’t arrive here with our hands extended in peace, did we? Now tell me, with whom do I have the pleasure of speaking?”

“A thousand pardons! Alonso de Vallejos y Hoces, governor and regent appointed by His Majesty Charles V—at your service, and at God’s.” He bowed reverently.

“Thank you. Please see that I am taken to Mexico City as soon as possible. These trials can wait no longer. Surely those poor souls have suffered enough in the dungeons.”

Governor Alonso left his office with nothing but a door slam echoing in the chamber where I stood, enveloped in silence. It wasn’t until the clamor of the streets seeped in through the window that I realized how deep in thought I’d been. I rose from the dark wooden seat and, with my hands behind my back, stepped toward the window—a gaping hole in the stone wall that offered a view of the endless salty expanse that had, for centuries, kept two worlds apart. It shimmered like a diamond cloak beneath the midday sun.

The dock, still under construction—its growth driven by the ever-increasing number of arriving merchant and war ships—was being worked on urgently. Near the shore, one could see small brown-skinned men, the size of toys, clad in loincloths and caked in mud. They trudged through the mire, their movements heavy, their expressions empty. They seemed soulless, and I was reminded of Dante Alighieri’s sinners as they entered the banks of the River Styx. I turned my eyes from such a wretched scene.

Along the main avenue, Africans brought by the Portuguese passed by. They were known as excellent slave hunters. These men bore massive wooden beams across their scarred backs, and behind them, overseers who wasted no time whipping, kicking, and shouting at them. Poor souls... may they find salvation when they reach the gates of Heaven and be welcomed by Saint Peter. I wonder who the true beasts are—those enslaved, or we, their captors.

The general mood at the port shocked me. It was nothing like I had imagined. This was no orderly colonized territory. I know war—yes—but I had never imagined conquest to be this cruel. Not even the Moors committed such atrocities.”

“Poor Indians, poor slaves, poor Spaniards,” I say to myself. “So much violence, all to keep the maidens in Spain adorned in jewels, the gentlemen gorged on tales of glory, and our king ever more lost in ambition.”

I had barely set foot at the doorstep of these Indian lands, and already my heart trembled at the sight of how terribly mistreated they are by the advantage of our weapons—those they have never known. No matter how savage they may be, I will help them find the peace that their false gods could not give them.

The governor’s voice interrupted my reflection.

“Your transport will be ready by nightfall, but I recommend you travel by daylight...”

“Very well. I wish to depart as soon as possible.”

“But... it is quite dangerous to travel the trails. The roads are not fully cleared, and there are... Indians everywhere. Rebels who ambush, steal luggage, and murder those foolish enough to think themselves brave.”

“It matters not. My intentions are good, and I shall bring an escort. It will be safe.”

“You may be sent by God Himself, but I remind you that here, Christ is an enemy, not a savior. Do not think yourself invincible... Father. Besides, the soldiers refuse to march at night—the Indians are clever and know precisely when to strike.”

“Why did you call me ‘Father’?” I dropped my arms and crossed them over my chest.

“Well... you inspire a certain authority, sir. And your eyes... they are compassionate.” He lowered his gaze. “Forgive me, Don Vasco, it will not happen again.”

That gave me an idea. Perhaps if the Indians saw me as a kind father, they would not choose to kill me. Perhaps that way, I could forge the alliance... perhaps...

Don Alonso’s throat cleared loudly, dragging me back to the room. It was time to decide whether I would depart that same night for the city of Mexico or wait until morning.

“Very well, Don Alonso. I shall follow your advice and remain here for the night under your grace. But I want everything ready at dawn so I may reach the city as soon as possible. I will tolerate no further delays.”

“And your luggage?”

“I travel light. I have no need for worldly possessions. Now, shall I follow you?”

I followed Don Alonso to the upper floor of the building, which was still under construction. Curiously, the façade was complete and painted white to stand out against the jungle backdrop. Yet behind it, the right side was barely being raised—more like an abandoned wing than a work in progress. Like La Vera Cruz itself. I hoped Mexico would not be the same—built atop the ruins of its original people.

We entered a high-ceilinged room. The beams were still exposed, not yet covered in mortar. The walls were painted red from the floor to waist-height of a man of average stature, like myself, and white from there to the ceiling. It gave an impression of both freshness and warmth.

The space contained an old, slightly crumbling bed against one wall, two small tables beside its headboard—finely carved wood depicting images reminiscent of the sun, seagulls, palm trees, and sea—likely the handiwork of some enslaved local artisan. 

Resting precariously above the bed was the cross of Our Lord Christ, nearly falling, the nail supporting it barely holding fast. A glass pitcher of water and a cup, brought from Spain, were all that adorned the room. Very sparse. Very pious.

“Rest well, my lord. It has been a long journey. Have you had lunch?”

“I would greatly appreciate it if you could tell me where I might buy something to eat. I do have money—I don’t live on charity alone.” I tapped the small pouch of coins hidden beneath my doublet.

“Heh... near the docks where you disembarked, there’s a market. The natives call it a tianguis. I believe you’ll find food there, but be warned—the cooking is done by native women, and they sometimes add herbs that cause stomach trouble to avenge the overseers who mistreat their men.”

“Well, if you didn’t beat them so much, perhaps they wouldn’t feel the need for vengeance. I’ll be careful, thank you. I’ll return this afternoon.”

Once Don Alonso left the room, I sat for a moment. I peeled my sweaty body from the doublet and unbuttoned my shirt—the heat was unbearable. I took the glass pitcher from the table and poured myself a cup of water. It was warm. Still, it refreshed my throat and cooled my breath just enough.

The documents bearing the testimonies collected by the regent of Mexico City were damp in my hands, so I placed them carefully on the bed to avoid damaging them. I ran my fingers through my hair and shuddered involuntarily. Just a chill. It must have been fatigue and the strange sensation of solid ground beneath my feet that now, ironically, gave me a slight sense of seasickness. I needed food—or I’d faint, and that would make a poor beginning.

I descended the wooden stairs cautiously—they were still unstable. My appearance was no longer dignified, for I had loosened my garments to allow the air to circulate more freely. It could be considered a moment of respite.

I reached the door to Alonso’s office. Peeking in, I saw it was empty. He must have stepped out for a bite as well—it was already past midday. The sun had begun its slow descent from the zenith. Our audience had lasted from eleven in the morning to well past noon. Perhaps I had kept the poor man from eating properly.

The street reverberated with sound. As I mentioned earlier, the docks were crowded with slaves, working tirelessly under the cruel hands of their new masters. There were also native women wearing beautiful white dresses, with yellow and purple embroidery along the sleeves. They carried baskets on their heads, wrapped in vibrant shawls that matched the fruits they bore. They moved in a quick rhythm behind some fair-skinned Spanish women, flushed to the roots of their hair. Though they wore hats, few knew how to protect themselves from the sun’s rays, and with their pale skin, the result was amusing—many looked like overripe tomatoes dressed in fine, uncomfortable clothing.

Following the path Alonso had indicated, my eyes devoured every detail. Men sat in the shade, foreheads beaded with sweat, hands calloused from endless hammering. Black slaves cracked jokes in their loud tongues when the overseers weren’t watching—their language reminded me of the scoldings from Monsignor Guillermo Cabeza de Vaca back at the monastery, after our philosophy lessons, when he would march around to keep lazy monks in line.

Red-skinned children played under the watchful gaze of native nannies, who in turn were followed by suspicious young servants, likely paid by the noble ladies they served—wives of merchants who clearly felt no comfort in this land deprived of luxury.”

“One, two, three, five, twenty huts and more,” all built from palm leaves, rose from the foot of the avenue and climbed up the hills, sprinkling them with the spark of civilization. Beneath them, curious woven fabrics were nailed over thick wooden posts, upon which several Europeans lay, escaping the blistering sun. I later learned our merchants called them hammocks.

In other homes, chairs made of branches—giant bowls in shape—held two dark-skinned women locked in a heated argument in a language I could not identify, but which surely originated from these lands. Further ahead, an elderly couple, dressed in white cotton garments stained with dust from the path, strolled peacefully, leaning on their palm-wood canes, peering into the huts in the distance, perhaps searching for a relative or neighbor.

Past this path of huts rose a cascade of fabrics in a thousand colors and exclamations in countless tongues—among them Spanish and, curiously, French—offering fruit, birds, exotic animals, fish. The aromas of food reached me. This must be the meal the governor had mentioned. It smelled delicious. New scents wafted through the air, flooding my hunger with desire.

Entering a passageway that resembled a maze of mobile stalls—ingeniously retractable to make way for carts—I found shade beneath the canopies that served as shelter from the punishing sun. Everywhere I looked, there were a thousand things I had never seen. I was lost. I didn’t know the language, nor did I have anyone to translate. I only wanted something to eat.

A woman of advanced age with flaming red hair, her cheeks bright red from the sun, shouted at me from three stalls away, waving her arm with remarkable energy. This woman truly looked like a tomato, and her accent struck me as odd—it wasn’t exactly Spanish.

“Hey you, güerito! Over here! I’ve got what you need, handsome—fruit, vegetables, healing plants, poultry, food! Just arrived or heading out? I’ve got baskets for your laundry, chairs, beds—whatever you want, good price!”
“Hello, good afternoon. Did you say food?”
“Yes, sir! I’ve got whatever you want. ‘Frijjjolitos, torgtilla, abuacate, mole’—all very tasty!”
Her tone caught my attention. She exaggerated the j sounds and added a curious gh to her r words. This woman was certainly not Spanish, but not Mexican either.

“Forgive me, are you from France?”
“Oui! I’m a marchand, or a merchant in your tongue. I arrived from France six months ago, and oh, it’s gone wonderfully. My husband trades all over Europe, and I learned that selling here introduces me to so many curiosities and treasures of these people!”
“I see. Well, I speak a bit of French, though I don’t use it much. You know, Charles and your King Francis don’t get along... It’s frowned upon in Spain.” I immediately regretted the comment—it might have offended her.
“Hahahaha, yes, yes! But I don’t care about their squabbles—I’m here to get rich! So, do you want food or stories?” She leaned on one knee, studying me.
“Food, of course, Madame. Please, show me what you have to offer.”
The woman—whose name I still did not know—immediately turned to a stall behind her and muttered something in a language unfamiliar to me. An Indian woman laughed with her, dug into one of her woven baskets, and handed her a cooked fish wrapped in some kind of leaf, garnished with chopped tomato, onion, that green fruit they call avocado, spices, and beans. It came with several round, flat items they called tortillas.

“Two silver pieces, sir,” she said, snapping her fingers and extending her palm like a true merchant.
“Here you go. And tell me—where can I sit? I can’t eat standing, and this is bound to fall if someone bumps into me.”
As if reading my mind, she brought out a small stool and two boards, arranging them cleverly into a makeshift table.

“And might you have cutlery?”

“What a delicate man! Use your hands. Here, wash up with this water—and lemon, it helps!”

“Lemon!” I had tasted it before—its sourness surprising, but exquisite when mixed with food.

“Yes, yes. Now eat! I’ve got customers. Come on, marchand! I’ve got what your business needs!”

The lady was flustered and clearly thrilled with her trade. I, on the other hand, with my stomach roaring, knew exactly what to do. I began to taste each of the ingredients no doubt prepared by the Indian woman, who now watched me from a distance with obvious amusement and curiosity. She seemed to be waiting for something to happen—and I suddenly remembered the governor’s warning: “Beware—the Indian women seek revenge by using herbs that upset the stomach.”

Cautiously, I poked around the food to see if anything looked suspicious. No—everything looked fresh. Others nearby were eating the same dish, served by that same watchful woman.

First bite.
Heaven! It was a delicacy. God above, how much time I had wasted on bread, cheese, and dried fruit. For that instant, I completely forgot the taste of semi-cooked eggs and pickles from the ship. My tongue rejoiced in a feast. I mixed beans with fish, vegetables, and that tortilla. It was an explosion of flavor—a gift from angels to the people of this land!
So immersed was I, I almost didn’t notice the sudden crunch between my teeth—a new, foreign texture. The Indian woman’s gaze sharpened—she was definitely expecting something. I felt something was afoot, though I didn’t yet know what.

And then—surprise turned to shock.
My mouth began to burn. A fiery heat crept from my gums to my tongue, my throat. I broke into a sweat. I was being poisoned—or something like it. No, not poison—something unknown. I grimaced, exhaled sharply, stuck out my tongue. “Damn that Indian woman and damn that Frenchwoman!” I wanted to scream, “What have you put in my food?!” But my mouth could barely manage a strangled, “Ahhh... uhhh... ohhhh!”
The Frenchwoman, watching intently, burst into hysterics. She slapped her thigh and screamed with laughter.

“Hahaha! Another one down, Jacinta!”

The laughter of Jacinta—the Indian woman—and the French merchant exploded in unison, infecting everyone around. It seemed they had tricked yet another clueless Spaniard.

“Cursssed... you... both! Ahhhhhh! I can’t... speak...”
“Easy now, little Spaniard. Don’t blame Jacinta—it was my idea. You looked so pale, I said, ‘Let’s give this man some flavor!’” She doubled over in laughter.
“Give me something! I’m suffocating!”
“Relax, güerito. Here, drink some coconut water. It’ll burn more at first, but then the pain goes away quickly.”
I didn’t hesitate. I drank. The numbness across my face gave way to an inferno that reminded me of the tortures the Holy Inquisition dealt to witches. Then—blessed relief.

I looked down at my plate with sorrow. I no longer wished to eat. But my stomach still growled.

“Alright, alright. I’ll pay for your next one—don’t make that sad dog face. You haven’t eaten your fill.”
“Truly? Thank you. What... what was it?”
“It’s called chile, or ají. Look—Jacinta picks them herself. Once you get through the first time, you’ll crave it forever. It’s a cheeky little vegetable from the region—the natives use it to season their food. So don’t be a crybaby—and welcome to Mexico!”
Behind her, Jacinta raised a tiny green berry and waved it at me. That, then, was the culprit. Her laughter mingled with that of the crowd as she motioned for me to leave the Frenchwoman’s stall and come to hers. The Frenchwoman, now recovered from her hysterical laughter, resumed her loud pitches to passersby.

“Chile, señor. Hurts... but tasty,” Jacinta said in broken Spanish.
“Thank you. A fine trick. But please—no more chile,” I replied, my tongue still numb.
She smiled and served me another fish—one I now realized had already been paid for. This time, I repeated the feast and, thanks to Jacinta’s gentle guidance, I learned that the tortilla could be used as a kind of edible tool: to scoop the fish, to fold the beans, to deliver the entire meal to the mouth with grace.

She brought fresh water from a clay jug. It was far more delicious than the warm glass water in my quarters. It tasted like spring—cool, pure.

I thanked her and made to leave, shooting the Frenchwoman a glare of mock anger. She blew me a kiss as I walked away, shouting:

“Au revoir et bon appétit, monsieur!”

That berry called chile held both pain and relief. I could still feel its effects—not the fire in my mouth, but in my ears, which now felt muffled, as if the world around me had been submerged underwater. My feet felt light, and without realizing it, I was already at the door of the place where I would spend the night. And to my surprise, the heat had dissipated.

“How was the tianguis? Did you eat well, my lord?”
“Yes, Don Alonso. Without a doubt... you were right.”
“Why’s that?” he asked, already pressing his lips together to keep from laughing.
“I have tasted that thing they call chile,” I said, “and at times I found myself praying—not just to God... but to Jacinta.”
“Well, Don Vasco...” Don Alonso finally let out a booming laugh. “But don’t say I didn’t warn you. Forgive me, but it’s just so funny. The same happened to me when I first arrived. I must admit—that little berry has a strange enchantment. Once tasted, all food seems to require its odd flavor.”
“No doubt, Don Alonso. But I think I shall prefer blandness. I’ll retire now. Good night to you—it’s already growing dark, and I want to gather strength for tomorrow’s journey.”

“Rest well, my lord. Good night.”

I climbed to the room where a fresh sheet awaited me, ready to shield me through the coming night and let me restore my strength. Tomorrow would be a heavy day. I needed to be clear-headed, healthy, and whole. “Time to deal with those three scoundrels,” I thought as my body relaxed into the mattress.

Yet suddenly, a thought burst through my mind—the echo of Nuño de Guzmán’s testimony: “Beware those called Michoacas... Apatzi... the black squirrel.”
What could he have meant by that?
No matter. I took off my shoes and removed my clothes. I poured myself another glass of water and, glancing sidelong at the crucifix, I drank. I offered my silent prayers, and then, lying back, I closed my eyes—as the horizon at sea draws its curtain for night, so did my lids fall to welcome sleep.

Morning

With my hair a mess, the right side of my face creased from the imprint of the sheets, my mouth dry, and one eye swollen shut—gift of one of the savage mosquitoes that roam this region—I hurried to dress, having awoken with the first light of dawn, just as I would in Spain.

“A glass of water will do to refresh my throat,” I said as I fastened the final button of my black doublet.
But the water was warm—not like Jacinta’s, which, despite the beach’s heat, somehow remained cool. Ugh... I’ll be sure to buy one of those clay jugs when I reach the city.
I gathered my papers and left the room.
Descending the stairs, I looked around the courtyard for a basin in which I might bathe. Truth be told, I hadn’t taken a proper wash in more time than I cared to remember.
In the stables, a young groom—charged under Don Alonso’s strict orders with readying the horses—was adjusting the saddles and preparing provisions. The journey would take three days.

Thus, washed and dressed, I approached Don Alonso’s quarters. I could hear him snoring contentedly behind the door. No sense in disturbing him. I slipped a note of thanks under the door and ran back up to double-check I hadn’t forgotten the documents concerning the accused, or my royal credentials with the seal of Charles V—without which the military checkpoints would be reluctant to let us pass, if they let us through at all.

Back in the room, next to the glass I’d used earlier, I discovered a tiny, iridescent feather. It was remarkably fine and beautiful, and though it felt strangely familiar, I could not recall ever seeing such a delicate plume before. Nor had I left any windows open—or a door. I had bolted it shut. I placed the feather inside one of the envelopes and, as though spurred by a foreman’s whip, dashed to the stables.

“Good morning. Are you the oidor in a rush to reach Mexico?”
“Indeed, good morning. Is everything ready?”
“More than ready. As soon as you say the word, I’ll rouse your escort—though they’re still asleep.” Seeing my expression twist in frustration, he added, “But they’re nearby...”
“Blessed Jesus—was I not clear? I said at dawn! And dawn has broken!”

“Easy now—they’re just soldiers and a slave to act as guide. You’ve got to chase after that lot. Wait here—”

The young stablehand—brash due to youth—went behind the barn and returned with a bucket of water, grinning mischievously. Clearly, he was planning some childish prank.

“Splash!” Cries and curses rang out behind me.
“Hahaha! I told you, lazy swine—if you didn’t get up, I’d wake you this way!”
“Is the jurist here already?! If not, I swear I’ll beat you so hard you’ll remember your mother!”

“He is. Monsignor awaits. Now hurry up. Where’s the Indian?”

As they argued, a shadow passed near the horse I’d been assigned. A tall man, darker-skinned than myself, with deep eyes and a ridiculously Spanish-style haircut, placed a hand on my shoulder. He smiled with dazzlingly white teeth.

“Hello. I’m Diego—or so they told me to call myself. And you?”

“Hello... Don Diego. I am Vasco Velázquez de Quiroga y Alonso de la Cárcel—at your service, and God’s.”
“Right... so Vasco or Alonso?” he said casually, shaking off the last of his sleep.
“Uh...”

“Aha!” cried the guard, pointing with mock indignation at Diego, who casually tossed him
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