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(Asterisks denote characters based on recorded historical figures.)
Members of the Inca Imperial Family:
Atauhuallpa*
A prince, the eldest bastard of Huayna Capac. His childhood name was Tito.
Cari Ocllo*
One of Topa Cusi Yupanki’s many wives; one of the infamous Ocllo sisters.
Chiqui Ocllo*
Another of Topa Cusi Yupanki’s many wives; one of the infamous Ocllo sisters. She is rumoured to be Viceroy Hualpaya’s lover.
Huascar*
A prince, the eldest son of Huayna Capac and Rahua Ocllo prior to her becoming Coya. Often called the Hummingbird.
Huayna Capac*
An emperor, son of Topa Inca Yupanki and father to more than fifty prices. Before his coronation his name was Titu Cusi Huallpa.
Illescas*
A prince, one of Huayna Capac’s younger sons.
Inca Roca*
A long-dead emperor whose palace became the House of Learning.
Manco Capac*
The first emperor, founder of the Imperial line.
Manco Inca*
A prince, one of Huayna Capac’s youngest sons.
Mama Ocllo*
Topa Cusi Yupanki’s Coya (empress); Huayna Capac’s mother, and one of the infamous Ocllo sisters.
Ninan Cuyuchi*
A prince, eldest son and heir to Huayna Capac. His childhood name was Ninan.
Pachacuti*
An emperor, father of Topa Inca Yupanki.
Palla Coca*
One of Huayna Capac’s wives, Chalcuchima’s sister, and Atauhuallpa’s mother.
Paullu Inca*
A prince, one of Huayna Capac’s youngest sons.
Rahua Ocllo*
Huayna Capac’s Coya after the death of Ninan Cuyuchi’s mother. Mother of Huascar and Manco Inca.
Quilaco*
A prince, son of Huayna Capac.
Topa Inca Yupanki*
An emperor, son of Pachacuti, father of Huayna Capac among many others, often called Old Topa.
Toparca*
A prince, one of Huayna Capac’s youngest sons.
Urcos*
An emperor for a short time before he was deposed by Pachacuti in a coup during the Chanca War.
Viracocha Inca*
An emperor, father of Urcos, Pachacuti, and Tillca Yupanki.
Affiliated with Tupac Capac’s Clan:
Cayo Topa*
Haylli’s apprentice, childhood name Cayo.
Haylli Yupanki
The narrator, childhood name Waccha.
Huaman Paullu
Tupac Capac’s secretary.
Pariwana Cumpi
Haylli’s daughter, childhood name Pariwana.
Ronpa
Haylli’s half-brother.
Tillca Yupanki*
Haylli’s grandfather, a general executed by Pachacuti.
Tupac Capac*
Haylli’s father, Tocoyricoc of Condesuyu.
Yahuar Huacac
Haylli’s son. Name means Blood Weeper, the name of his great-great grandfather, a long-dead emperor. His childhood name was Anka.
Affiliated with Illyapa’s Clan:
Capac Yupanki*
Eldest brother of Illyapa and Hualpaya, a general executed by Topa Inca Yupanki.
Capac Huari*
Treated as a prince of Topa Inca Yupanki; actually Hualpaya’s son by Chiqui Ocllo.
Chalcuchima*
Son of Capac Yupanki, childhood name Mallku.
Hualpaya*
Viceroy of Andesuyu, brother of Capac Yupanki and Illyapa, secret father of Capac Huari.
Illyapa
Viceroy of Collasuyu, brother of Capac Yupanki and Hualpaya.
Other Inca:
Achachi Michi*
Viceroy of Chincaysuyu, a famous general.
Atoc China
A chosen woman of Inca-by-privilege status, usually called the Vixen.
Colla Topa*
Major-domo of the Socso Panaca, Rumiñaui’s father.
Huaypalcon*
A soldier, son of Kiskis. Childhood name Llakato.
Huamachuco*
A much-respected oracular priest in Chincaysuyu.
Kiskis*
A general, childhood name Chusek.
Mayta*
Viceroy of Condesuyu.
Rumiñaui*
General, childhood name Allallanka.
Tiso Yuncailo
A bureaucrat.
Topa Cusi Yupanki*
A priest and augur, often called Bird Man.
Non-Inca:
Antalongo*
Mapuche chieftain, father of Koonek.
Chiaquitinta*
Governor of Tumipampa, famous for living to an extreme old age.
Kiske Sisa
A chosen woman of the Lupaca tribe.
Koonek
A Mapuche maiden, daughter of Antalongo.
Mama Ocllo’s Voice*
A chosen woman of the Cañari, made an oracular priestess to a cult dedicated to Mama Ocllo.
Mamani
A Lupaca lord.
Minchan-caman*
Grand Chimu of the destroyed Kingdom of Chimor.
Pilla-huaso*
Sinchi of the destroyed Kingdom of Quitu.
Puma
A chaski mitmak from Caxamalca stationed on the Maule River.
Tumbala*
Ruler of the Puná tribe.
Vilauma*
High Priest after the Spanish arrival, probably not an Intip Churi; his name means Blood Drinker in the language of the Colla.
Spaniards:
Alonso de Molina*
A Spaniard left behind in Tumpez by Pizarro’s first expedition.
Diego de Almagro*
Leader of a Spanish faction.
Hernando de Soto*
Leader of Pizarro’s horsemen.
Felipillo*
Interpreter taken by the Spaniards upon their first expedition to Tahuantinsuyu, renamed ‘Little Phillip.’
Francisco Pizarro*
Leader of the Conquistadores.
Maize beer.
Amauracancha
Serpent Enclosure, the palace of the Socso Panaca.
Andesuyu
The eastern jungle quarter of Tahuantinsuyu.
Angasmayu
Blue River, the northern border of Tahuantinsuyu.
Apurimac River
Speaking Lord River running through a deep canyon near Cuzco.
As!
It must be so! An exclamation of despair and surrender in the face of the inevitable.
Atacama
The driest desert in the world and the tribe that inhabits it.
Aucca
A dire word for traitor. To call a man such means either your life or his is forfeit.
Ayamalca Raimi
A winter month of storms falling between November and December.
Cañari
A tribe of Chincaysuyu who served their labour tax exclusively as soldiers.
Cancha
House, compound, enclosure.
Cantut
A flower.
Capac Ñan
The Royal Road, the Imperial highway system.
Capac Panaca
The cult dedicated to the mummy of Topa Inca Yupanki.
Capac Quipucamayoc
Royal Quipu Master, a literate individual.
Carangui
A populous tribe of the Kingdom of Quitu famous for their martial spirit.
Caxamalca
A highland city.
Cayambi
The dominant tribe of the Kingdom of Quitu.
Chacapoya
The Cloud People, a tribe inhabiting the eastern slopes of the eastern range of the Andes famous for the rebellious behaviour, martial prowess, and beautiful women.
Chanca
A feared tribe that once almost subjugated the Inca.
Chan Chan
The opulent former capital city of the Kingdom of Chimor.
Chaski
A postal courier.
Chibcha
The language of the Kingdom of Quitu.
Chimu
The dominant tribe of the Kingdom of Chimor.
Chincaysuyu
The northern quarter of Tahuantinsuyu.
Chonta
A hardwood used to make weapons and armour.
Chuncacamayoc
Master of ten taxpaying families.
Chuno
Dehydrated potato, a staple.
Colla
A populous tribe of the Puna.
Collao
The vast stretch of the Puna with Lake Titicaca --known in antiquity as Lake Chucuito-- as its drainage basin.
Collasuyu
The southern quarter of Tahuantinsuyu.
Condesuyu
The western quarter of Tahuantinsuyu.
Coricancha
The Golden Enclosure, home of Cuzco’s pantheon.
Coya
Empress.
Cumpi
High quality vicuna cloth, forbidden to commoners.
Curaca
Headman.
Curiquinque
A rare bird whose feathers decorate the Sapa Inca’s Red Fringe.
Cusi
Joy.
Cuzco
The capital of Tahuantinsuyu.
Great Chimu
The ruler of the Kingdom of Chimor.
Hacha hacha
The Amazon jungle.
Hiwaya
The dropping of a large stone onto a prone figure from a set height as a means of corporal punishment under Inca law. Often fatal.
House of Chosen Women
A convent of girls and women removed from their families. Brides of Inti shall remain chaste for life, dedicated to the worship of Inti. Virgins of the Sun are women whose future is still to be determined but many will be married off to Imperial favourites. Both categories are considered Chosen Women.
Huaca
Anything felt to be holy.
Huacaypata
The main plaza of Cuzco.
Huanacauri
The Inca war idol, a boulder believed to be a petrified brother of Manco Capac.
Huanca
A highland tribe.
Hunocamayoc
Master of ten thousand taxpaying families.
Huarango
An unworkable coastal tree.
Huarangacamayoc
Master of one thousand taxpaying families.
Huarco
A coastal tribe famous for their long besiegement by the Inca.
Huatanay
The river that flows through Cuzco.
Ichu
A hardy Puna grass.
Illapa
The thunder god.
Incap Ranti
He Who Stands in for the Inca, a title of nebulous but vast authority.
Inti
The sun god, the Inca’s patron deity.
Intip Churi
Children of the Sun, pure-blooded Inca.
Intip Raimi
Festival of the Sun, celebrated at the summer solstice.
Intihuasi
The fortress on Sacsahuaman Hill overlooking Cuzco.
Itu
A ceremony in which the Inca humiliate themselves to beg Viracocha’s pardon and restore his blessings.
Jivaro
A headhunting tribe in the jungle east of Quitu.
Kallawaya
A tribe of medicine men renowned as linguists.
Kalparicoc
A diviner from the lungs of sacrificed animals.
Kingdom of Chimor
A fabulously rich coastal kingdom.
Kingdom of Quitu
A prosperous confederation of northern tribes.
Kon-Tiki
The Collao’s creator god, interchangeable with Viracocha.
Lake Chucuito
Lake Titicaca.
Lupaca
A tribe that lives south of Lake Titicaca.
Macchu Picchu
Grandfather Mountain, the white granite bluff overlooking an Inca city whose name is uncertain.
Mamacocha
Goddess of the sea.
Mama Quilla
Goddess of the moon, Inti’s celestial wife.
Mana Apuyoc
Men without a leader, barbarians.
Mapuche
A partially conquered tribe living on either side of the Maule River.
Maule River
The southern border of Tahuantinsuyu.
Mitmak
A colonist relocated by the Inca.
Mochica
The language of the Chimu and the Cañari.
Molle
A fruit-bearing tree.
Mullu
A red and white seashell, valuable as a trade good.
Ñaupa Pacha
Once upon a time.
Ollantaytampu
A fortress in the Yucay Valley.
Pachacamac
The Yunga’s creator god, interchangeable with Kon-Tiki and Viracocha. A powerful idol and oracle of Pachacamac was located in the Rimac Valley.
Pahuac Oncoy
The swift-running sickness, a plague.
Pasto
A poor and savage tribe of the Kingdom of Quitu, famous for paying their taxes in fleas and lice plucked from their own bodies.
Picchu
A hill overlooking Cuzco.
Pacaritampu
The Inn of First Appearances where Manco Capac is said to have set out after the Great Flood to create Tahuantinsuyu.
Pachacamayoc
Master of one hundred taxpaying families.
Pacha
Time, earth, and universe, depending on the context.
Pachacuti
Many meanings and difficult to translate, most often ‘End of an Era’ or ‘Earthquake.’
Pacuyok
Ear Plug Man, an Inca.
Panaca
A cult dedicated to the mummy of a former emperor.
Puco puco
A morning songbird.
Puna
The treeless prairie between the eastern and western ranges of the Andes.
Puná
An island tribe, famous for their slavery and piracy.
Punchao
God of the day, embodied by a golden disc idol.
Puric
A commoner.
Puquin
A hill overlooking Cuzco.
Red Fringe
The Inca equivalent of a crown, made up of tassels of red yarn descending from a headband to cover the forehead.
Rimac
Speaker, the name of an important coastal valley.
Quipu
An instrument of record keeping based on knotted string. Most quipus dealt with numbers. Royal quipus were phonetically based.
Quitu
The former capital of the Kingdom of Quitu.
Quipucamayoc
Quipu Master, an accountant, a bureaucrat.
Rucana
A highland tribe who paid their labour tax by carrying Inca officials in litters. Usually dressed in blue livery, they were often called the Feet of the Inca.
Runa Tinya
A drum made out of a stuffed corpse.
Sacsahuaman
Speckled Hawk Hill overlooking Cuzco. The fortress of Intihuasi sits upon it.
Sankihuasi
Commonly called the Pit, an underground prison filled with flint-lined walls and wild animals.
Sapa Inca
The Only Inca, Son of the Sun, the Emperor.
Saramama
Goddess of the harvest.
Scyri
The ruler of the Kingdom of Quitu.
Sinchi
Warlord.
Socso Panaca
The cult dedicated to the mummy of Viracocha Inca.
Supay
Tahuantinsuyu’s equivalent of the devil.
Tahuantinsuyu
The Land of the Four Quarters. The Inca Empire.
Tampu
A storehouse and inn.
Tampucamayoc
The curaca of a tampu.
Tarawari
A major tampu on the Chincaysuyu Road near Cuzco.
Tchili
The mountainous region of Tahuantinsuyu south of the Collao.
Tiahuanaco
The ruins of an ancient holy city on the shore of Lake Titicaca.
Tocoyricoc
He Who Sees All, an Imperial auditor, the highest rank of bureaucrat.
Topo
A unit of measurement: For distance it was roughly a Spanish league, but it was based on how long it took to walk, so topos become shorter over rough terrain; for area it was based on how much land a man could work on his own.
Totora
Bouyant lake reeds.
Tumipampa
The capital city of the Cañari, much beautified by the Inca.
Tumpez
A major coastal city between the kingdoms of Chimor and Quitu, very close to the Island of Puná.
Urca Huari
God of underground treasures.
Uru
Worms. A poor tribe of lake fisher-people.
Urupampa River
The river that runs through the Yucay Valley, past Macchu Picchu, and deep into the rainforest.
Usno
The stand upon which the Emperor puts his low stool. It can be equated to the word throne.
Viñapu
An illegal and potent liquor.
Viracocha
The Inca’s creator god and ruler of the pantheon. The depth of their devotion to him was not made public to purics.
Wawa
Baby. The name of all highland children until the risk of infant mortality has passed.
Xaquixahuana
A plain just beyond the Huatanay Valley, site of the famous victory of Pachacuti over the Chanca.
Xauxa
A highland city.
Yachapa
He Has Taught. An honorific added to the name of anyone who has served as an instructor at the House of Learning.
Yahuarcocha
Lake of Blood.
Yanacona
Servants, commoners who are not tied to the land and do not pay a set labour tax, roughly equivalent to the status of a Roman house slave.
Yellow Fringe
The Imperial heir’s equivalent to the Red Fringe.
Yucay Valley
A beautiful valley with a pleasant climate a day’s journey from Cuzco, home of many summer palaces and the Ollantaytampu fortress.
Yunga
Hot Lands. A generic term for people living in the coastal river valleys.
“Explain your words so that I can understand them.
They are like a tangled skein.
You should put the threads in order for me.”
-- Act 1, Scene I of the Quechua play Ollantay
“Tempus edax rerum.”
Time, the devourer of all things.
-- Ovid
I am tired of you, and that shoddy brown robe you wear. I would not have given such an embarrassing rag to the poorest llama drover who ever worked my flocks.
I am tired of this thing we must do together before we have even begun. I used to savour a long and difficult task, but now I begrudge even the small annoyances of finding you parchment and ink. The scratching of your quill sets my teeth on edge. I would weep, but even a useless old man knows his tears will change nothing.
I begrudge the new reality that darkens the twilight of my life. I used to be able to guide the lives of millions of people with just a few balls of string, but now all I can do is sit here and speak to you in your clumsy tongue. My life’s work is gone, and those squiggles you labour over shall produce my only lasting legacy.
I feel it in my bones. I am weary all the way down to the marrow. I ache where the monster of Time gnaws at me, swallowing my accomplishments, digesting all the people and places and things that I have ever loved. Time is relentless, unstoppable, and it devours all memory, some faster than others. When the monster voids its bowels, everything I care about vanishes into the emptiness and loneliness and stillness and silence that is to be forgotten forevermore.
I can see you don’t understand, and your ignorance exhausts me. How can I make you see what I am trying to do? Speaking in Spanish is like trying to play the drum when all you have is a flute. It is a lover’s language, and full of colourful obscenities, but it is not a proper medium for lofty discourse.
Do you know that the Inca chose a language that was not our own with which to rule our world? You call it Quechua, which is the name of an unimportant tribe of river people who live not too far from Cuzco. We call it Runa Simi, the Language of the People, and of all the tongues I have mastered I always marvel at Runa Simi’s versatility, its capacity, its grace.
Take the word Pacha, Friar. Pacha means Time, Earth and Universe. You can tell which one a man means by the context, but it is always there in the back of your mind that Time and Earth and Universe are all one whole, inseparable from one another.
There is another word, Cuti, which means change, movement, alteration. A simple term, to be sure, but what happens when you put it together with a word that has three meanings that are the same thing seen from different angles? How do you translate Pachacuti, a thoroughly complex and beautiful word in my tongue, into your unimaginative language? Does it mean Earthquake? It does, but not always. Does it mean Change of Time? Yes, but what does that mean to you? It terrifies me, so I must find a better term than a mere Change of Time for Pachacuti.
Think of the world you know, Friar. Think of the reality of your life that wraps around you like a warm blanket. That is not the way things are. It is just the way things are right now. At any moment the world you know can stop, and a new and different world, unimaginable and unacceptable to you before, will begin. That is a Pachacuti. It is the end of one era and the beginning of another. It is the Apocalypse. One era ends and a new era begins. Do you see now?
One of our emperors even named himself Pachacuti so there would be no confusion: There was a time before him and a time after him, and during his reign the old world changed and a new world --the world that was divided into four quarters with each paying homage to the Inca-- was born.
Your very presence here is because of a Pachacuti that clenches my heart and disturbs my dreams. My old eyes fog up with regrets sometimes, and when I try to blink them away I see flashes of what we were, and what we should have been long after my death. When I was a boy my people ruled. Today those few of us who survive bow to your kind, or we cower in the darkness of the hacha hacha, the cloying sticky jungles that are fit only for beasts and men prepared to act like beasts.
That was a Pachacuti. Our time is gone, and now I must spend my final days bitter and useless and defeated in your time. The world has changed, and not for the better. I am so tired of being helpless, of not being able to correct the great wrongs and injustices that have swept my world from Quitu to Tchili, from the never-ending ocean to the never-ending forest.
I have brought you here, Friar, to preserve some small part of all that I have lost. After a Pachacuti no one remembers what life was like before. What will the future remember of the past? Shaped stones, abandoned cities and dusty graves are no fit legacy for all that my people accomplished, but someday that will be all that remains unless I do something with the few days I have left to me.
It falls to me, or it will never be done. I am the only one left to do it. My kind ruled Tahuantinsuyu, an empire the size of which the world has never known. It was forged in the crucibles of war and diplomacy by grandfather, father, and son. I am related to all of them.
The first was Viracocha Inca, who took the name of our creator god as his own and then set out to earn such a title. The second was his son Pachacuti, a name whose implication I have already explained to you. He took the Imperial Red Fringe from his father’s preferred son and defended Cuzco in its darkest hour, when Chanca invaders were about to reduce us to serfdom.
Pachacuti turned his victory into a war of expansion, pushing the edges of Tahuantinsuyu further than his father would have imagined possible before giving his armies to his son Topa Inca Yupanki. That grand old man stretched our Empire to almost its furthest extent, and all before your Christopher Columbus found his New World --though I can assure you this place is as ancient as the one on your side of the Never-Ending Ocean.
Viracocha Inca was my great-grandfather. Pachacuti was my great uncle, and he ordered my grandfather --his bastard half-brother-- executed on a whim. I met Old Topa several times when I was a young man and spent my adult life serving his son and grandsons. There is no Inca of the Blood left alive better suited to tell you about Tahuantinsuyu.
I have seen more than seventy harvests come and go, and Time is stalking my last days. Am I to stay silent while your kind tells the story of my people? What do you Spaniards know about the Inca except that we had mountains of gold and big ears, and with us out of the way you can pillage across the rest of Tahuantinsuyu, the Land of the Four Quarters, just as you have done to Royal Cuzco?
Among the many duties I have performed for my people throughout my long life, I have done my best within the narrow window of my own experiences to record the great events of my land as they actually happened, and not as some would prefer them to be remembered, be they Spaniard or Inca--
You snort your disbelief, Friar? To quote one of your peers, ‘Oh ye of little faith.’ Just as you have your scribe’s tools laid out before you, so I hold in my hands threads that can speak of great victories and foul deeds, of love’s triumphs and lust’s treacheries. Your conviction that we were too stupid to record the world around us is still further proof that only a true Pacuyok, an Earplug Man, can tell our story.
From an empire of twelve million there may have been five or ten thousand with my special education. Building the empire took its toll on us, and the plague was worse. Both were as nothing compared to the War Between the Brothers, and you Spaniards killed most of the rest. Now there are so few like me that you have never heard of the Royal Quipu, the knotted strings that remember words instead of cold numbers. I have my story ‘written’ --though in the Language of the People the term is tied-- across hundreds of thousands of knots, but who will be able to read my tangled skein after I’m gone?
It seems Time will swallow up the last of the capac quipucamayocs, the royal quipu masters, just as it has swallowed up Tahuantinsuyu. Perhaps one day the Language of the People will be replaced with Spanish. I shudder to think of a time when the hills around Cuzco forget the sound of Runa Simi echoing from their faces.
No, I must save some small part of the truth. I must take these knots of string and make them speak in Spanish. Even if no one is interested now, someday someone will look at the ruined cities of the Inca and wonder what glories and tragedies were played out in these places.
If I am to cheat Time I will have to do it in Spanish with the help of an educated Spaniard, but where was I to find one while hiding in this city, deep in the jungle? We have several of your countrymen living here, deserters from Almagro, but they’re as illiterate in your writing as a Colla potato farmer would be with my royal quipus.
I think your God and my gods have conspired to help me, Friar. When our pickets said a Spanish priest was wandering in the hacha hacha I ordered them to spare you. I need you. I need you enough to let you live when all I want to do is burn you alive as you and yours have done to me and mine.
So we have each other’s oaths, Friar. You shall write my story word for word as I read it from my quipus. Where my Spanish falters we shall use other translators to aid us, and we shall go back and forth through the story until my words are as lucid in your language as they are in mine. When I allow you to leave this place, you will make sure the manuscript is stored somewhere safe for the future to contemplate. One day someone will want to know what really happened, and my story will be found preserved within these pages.
In exchange for this task you will have the run of the city and permission to preach your Christian gospel every seventh day to whomsoever wishes to hear you. I will even sit in the front pew for every sermon.
Who knows? Clearly your God beat my gods, or you would not be here, and I would not be in this stinking, chittering, sweating jungle, and there would be no need to transfer a royal quipu from string to parchment, knot to ink. Perhaps you will convert me, but I warn you now I am a stubborn man, and old. I have walked a long road under a harsh sun to appear before you today. If you can change me now then you will be the finest son of Castile I have ever met, but considering the ilk of your countrymen that might be an easy feat.
Enough rambling, it is the blessing and curse of the elderly to be able to sit and talk all day, whether anyone wants to listen or not. Let us begin...
My father was not much of one to tell stories -–he preferred to lecture and instruct-- but I remember being a little boy, waking in terror at phantoms and ghouls who swirled through my dreams and seemed to lurk still in the quiet corners of my dark room. My father would show affection in the night that he would never have given in the light of day, cradling me in his strong arms and whispering stories that always began with Ñaupa Pacha, Once Upon a Time.
The story of my life will leave my father behind far too soon, and so much will be left unsaid. Thus I begin my tale as he would have wanted me to, and I beg you to write it in my own language as well as your Spanish so that a piece of him will be remembered.
Ñaupa Pacha, Once Upon a Time, there was a land called Tahuantinsuyu, the Four Quarters of the World, which was ruled by the Intip Churi, the Children of the Sun.
Just calling it the Four Quarters of the World does not convey how immense it was. At its highest zenith it was literally the entire known world, including areas only discovered as we conquered them.
Tahuantinsuyu was bigger and broader than the mind’s eye can imagine, holding every trick of land and water that the most imaginative of gods could conjure. There were mountains so tall that their peaks punched through the roof of the sky, so that a man could suffocate at their tops. There were weed-choked swamps that reduce the ground to a perfect flatness all the way out to the horizon, so that a man born in that fetid place could not conceive of a slope, let alone a hill, and never dream of the sky-piercing mountain.
There were deserts so dry that not one green thing grew, and you dared not open your mouth for fear that the greedy air would snatch your life’s moisture from your insides. There were jungles so wet that when it rained a man looked at the ground to create a hollow for his nose to draw air, otherwise he would splutter and drown where he stood.
All of this was Tahuantinsuyu, and all of it belongs to a single man, the Sapa Inca, the Only Inca, the Shepherd of the Sun, the Son of the Sun, the Emperor. It all belonged to him, this king of kings, the Imperial leader of the Imperial people, and everyone knew it.
Pomposity? Hubris? No! One need only look back before the Spanish Pachacuti to see the proof of it. In the most remote village of the snowy land of Tchili, or in the smallest mountain hamlet in the dark jungles beyond Quitu where the people had so little they paid their taxes in dead fleas and lice plucked from their own bodies, even there you would see that the Inca rule: Ask for a drink, beg a meal, and it would appear in an Inca beaker, on an Inca plate.
In the four quarters of the Empire there were eighty tribes, and before each one was firmly fixed into the State, before our legions had even left, a colony of settlers was imported from a land long loyal to the Sapa Inca; that colony’s job would be to make the standard Inca pottery, the same made in all directions for a thousand topos, roughly the same distance as your Spanish leagues.
Every man, loyal or rebellious, needs to drink; he pours his drink from an Inca amphora into an Inca beaker before he puts it to his lips. When he eats, it is off an Inca plate. He will be reminded with each sip and every bite that he lives with the permission of the Children of the Sun, and if he wishes to do so in the future he must stay in their good graces.
That was the awesome power of the Sapa Inca, the Only Inca, the Emperor. Lands he would never see recognized him as the most important thing in their lives.
It was in such a world --though not yet extended to its highest glory-- that I was born. By and large people born up in the mountains do not keep track of their birthdays or their exact ages, but my household never forgot that day. All the omens were bad, and all of them proved true.
While no one can speak with great authority on the moments of their birth, my coming into this world was unusual enough at the time that many people remembered it. What I am telling you now is drawn from the accounts of many who I respect, and I have spent a lifetime without hearing a single contrary version of the story.
I was to be my father’s first legitimate child by his official wife, so he had summoned two fortunetellers to make their predictions for my future. The first was a kalparicoc, a diviner from the lungs of sacrificed animals. He killed a guinea pig and inflated its lung with a straw. The veins on the outside of the gory balloon foretold a life that would cause woe early and experience it often.
The next man was a spider augur, capable of answering only yes or no questions. My father asked if I would be a boy, and the man pulled away his pot to reveal a giant spider from the distant jungles with legs neatly splayed out, meaning yes. My father then asked if the kalparicoc’s gloomy tidings were wrong. The pot was pulled back again to show the spider had shifted a hairy leg askew, meaning no.
My father tried to pay the two men for their time with bolts of red cotton, but their predictions had been so unpleasant that they declined payment. While I’m sure they did so in the hopes that their bad tidings would prove false, my father took their refusal as yet another bad omen. His life’s work revolved around maintaining reciprocity, an equal exchange of goods for services. He retired to his counting room to work while he worried.
There was much to concern an expecting father, and he did not need the services of fortunetellers to know that my birth was poorly timed: I was born in the month of Ayamalca Raimi, just thirteen days before the shortest day of the year. By your calendar that would be December the Eighth of the year Fourteen-Seventy.
That is the worst time of year for a birth, because there are no crops in the ground. Tahuantinsuyu was surviving off its storehouses. Meanwhile, the cold and damp that herald the presence of Supay --our version of your Devil-- crept into every room, threatening mother and baby alike with sicknesses while they are at their lowest ebb.
Worse still was the weather. Ayamalca Raimi is a month of storms that come off the never-ending forests of the east in rolling black thunderheads, sending rain and hail and snow one after the other to make even a walk across a courtyard a miserable affair. Such a storm was overhead all day and through most of that terrible night. The thunder god Illapa, smashing his fist against a great drum in the sky, caused such noise that twice my father came down to the kitchen to see if the servants were smashing the crockery.
Even the best efforts of the thunder god, though, paled beside those of my mother.
I have left the worst until last, and unfortunately the worst is my mother. She was unable to bear me with the quiet suffering of so many Inca women. I have been told that my mother’s screams made the stone walls of my house tremble, but I think that is an invention of one of my nursemaids. My father’s head was always turned by frail and fragile maidens, thin and graceful, like stately willow saplings beside a cold mountain brook. Not the sort of woman whose lungs could make stones quake, or the sort whose hips could easily pass a child.
Except for my own delivery I have never been present as a woman gave birth, but I know for most of my broad-hipped race the feat is no great effort. I have heard of many peasants who begin labour out in the fields, deliver, assure themselves that the baby is all right, and go back to work.
My father thought women with the figures necessary for such ease were too squat and ugly for a man who could have any woman in the world. My mother was of the Chacapoyas, the Cloud People who live on the mountain slopes just above the hacha hacha. Their women are pale and tall and slender even compared to you Spaniards.
She had been born far below my father’s station and should never have been eligible to become his official wife, but he was so taken with her --and not just with her beauty but with her heart-- that he gave generous gifts to her father until my maternal grandfather could buy his way into the highest ranks of his nation’s nobility. Once the necessary station was established my father obtained special permission from the Emperor himself to marry the newly ennobled princess.
My father loved my mother in a way few men are lucky enough to find. She was bright and always cheerful, and she returned his affections without reservation. In all the years of my life I have never heard anyone, from family friends to our most vicious enemies, speak an unkind word against her memory. She had only one flaw, narrow hips, and I killed her for it.
When her screams stopped a midwife entered my father’s counting room and told the great accountant, “You have a son!”
He allowed no smile to break his composed facade but continued moving his pebbles around his counting board by the light of a single rush torch. “And my wife? Is she still in pain? Can I see her?” He said.
“No lord, she is dead,” was the reply.
I am told his hand froze over the board, and it trembled as he set down his stone. “That is unfortunate,” was all he said.
Some might think my father’s lack of reaction was truly heartless, and his enemies at Court certainly circulated the story far and wide with that interpretation applied, but I have always known how hard he took the news of my mother’s death. I endured a tangible and constant reminder of his sorrow with me throughout my childhood, and until a decade ago there were many who could remember the penance I served for killing his beloved.
There is a tradition among mountain people to call a newborn simply Wawa, Baby, until it has lived long enough to live a good while longer. Only then is it given a childhood name. When I escaped my infancy without suffering any fatal disease I was named Waccha, Unfortunate, and every time my father called me to him he was reminding himself of what he had sacrificed for an heir.
My father was a Tocoyricoc, He Who Sees All, one of only four such men in all the world. He was in charge of making sure one quarter of the Realm ran smoothly, free from any corruption that cheated the Emperor of his taxes and the Emperor’s subjects of the state services those taxes provided. In the pursuit of just government he answered only to the Sapa Inca, and he could order any man save one of the four great viceroys, each the absolute lord of one quarter of Tahuantinsuyu, to aid him in his task.
I spoke earlier of the length and breadth of Tahuantinsuyu, and how each tribe recognized the Inca as supreme. It was men like my father who made it so.
I said my father had enemies at Court, and he did; not from envy at his rank and station or jealousy at the special trust the Sapa Inca placed in him, but for the fear of his talent and his ruthless honesty. When my father found a guilty man that man was brought to justice, and for that reason a great number of my father’s colleagues had to be honest men. He was very good at finding corruption.
My father’s name was Tupac Capac, Royal Lord. He had others, seven or so, for it is the fashion among nobility to tack on adjectives like jewelry. Once people call you a thing, Just, Fair, Wise, generally the honorific is adapted into your name. Whatever his full name, his few equals called him Tupac, and his legions of subordinates called him Inca, Tocoyricoc, Lord, Sire, Sir, or, in my case, Father.
We lived in a great house just off one of the main streets of Royal Cuzco. From the narrow lane outside it was unremarkable, a solid wall of fitted masonry joining us to the houses of our clansmen to the left and right. We had neatly thatched eaves and a single doorway of massive teak decorated with an alpaca wool blanket dyed with the family’s personal shade of yellow.
Our home was a compound, as all great houses are in Cuzco. We had eight buildings circling two courtyards, and the two buildings that linked the inner courtyard to the outer one were two stories tall with the counting room tower mounted on top of that.
My father’s counting room was a marvel: In my school days I had many friends who mocked my home for only having eight buildings, for there were palaces in Cuzco that had a hundred, but only the houses of tocoyricocs had counting rooms, and the counting room’s tower gave a magnificent view of the entire city.
This elevation was strictly for business, of course. The room had huge windows with thick silver frames, and the inside walls were of precisely fitted fieldstone speckled with sparkling chips of mica that were regularly whitewashed with lime from burned seashells. The end result was that from before sunrise to just after sunset and even on rainy days the whole room was brilliantly lit so my father could work.
The building is gone now, of course. Most of Cuzco is gone, but I can close my eyes and see that place still in my mind. I can remember my father’s assistants waiting outside in the early morning, stomping their feet at the cold but making as little noise as possible lest they disturb my father’s rest. After the household had made its dawn sacrifice of burned coca leaves --and not a moment before-- our doorman would unbar the teak entrance. My father’s underlings would come in with great mountains of jars in their arms, quietly fighting for position to be the last to admit their failures to the Tocoyricoc.
Inside each jar lay a quipu, a length of rope with strings descending from it, littered with knots. I am sure through my long life I have run more quipus through my hands than I have hairs on my head, for the knots record all manner of valuable information for those with the knowledge to tease the facts out of the skeins.
Among the quipucamayocs, the quipu masters, the strings brought to the house of He Who Sees All were called the problem quipus, because they recorded the inconsistencies in the records of the Empire as discovered by hundreds of accountants working in the Great Quipu Repository, the beating heart of the efficient Inca bureaucracy.
When my father was in Cuzco it was his job and special talent to look at the problem quipus. He could take an incompatible set of numbers that had baffled a dozen men before him, move backwards and forward through the ledgers and invoices and requisitions, and arrive at a solution.
The men would climb the ladders one by one to reach him in his counting room, and he would be waiting there, perched on a low stool carved from a single piece of mahogany to look like a man crouching in deep thought.
Up there he would stretch out the troublesome threads and run his fingers along the knots, the numbers lodging in his mind, faster than he could speak them aloud. Then he would turn to his counting board, a maze of boxes and compartments spread across the floor, littered with coloured stones. He would move the pebbles around, and to someone who did not know their pattern it seemed he would arrive at an answer by magic; then he would take some yarn from a basket behind him and tie the answer down, passing it to the man waiting at the top of the ladder. Each would scuttle off as fast as dignity would allow so that the next man and the next could climb the ladder, and so it would go for most of the day.
There were times where my father would snort with impatience, handing the quipu back to his assistant without even resorting to the counting board, barking the answer that he had seen while the knots were still tangled in the quipucamayoc’s fist. He rightly took those errors as a waste of his time and an insult to all the hard training he had put into his subordinates.
When a really complicated problem arose he took it as a personal challenge; he would furrow his brow and set his face as hard as granite, staring at the knots and daring them to defy his mind. You could always tell when my father was stuck because he would call for akha, maize beer, and the mug would appear instantly from the kitchen two floors below. He would usually have the answer by the time he drained the cup, and the rare times he did not that would mean an audit. Only he audited within his quarter of Tahuantinsuyu, but he loathed admitting he was stumped.
“Huaman Paullu! Note: Fifteen bags of maize are missing from the Cusi Tampu in the Nazca province. The ledgers say ten bags were destroyed by rodents, but what kind of idiot tampu keeper doesn’t notice mice eating ten bags of maize? Also, there’s no mention of what happened to the other five bags. Next trip we audit that tampu, and his ledgers had better be clearer than the copy he sent us or we’ll replace him with someone who can tie a two without making it look like a four!”
Behind him his faithful secretary would tie knots on a royal quipu, recording sounds instead of numbers. If there were four new strings on the audit list by the end of the day my father would be angry at his failure; meanwhile, hundreds of discrepancies had been corrected by his mind, the worst problems that had already defeated long days of bureaucratic scrutiny.
And that was the way of things. My father either solved the unsolvable or he would conduct an audit. Every year, sometimes twice a year, my father would leave Cuzco and follow the Royal Roads throughout Condesuyu, the western quarter of the Four Quarters of the World. He would stop at each inn and way station, each hamlet and village along his route between problems, making a long circle ending back at Cuzco where he balanced his archived account ledgers with the findings of his most recent trip. Doing this meant that every community in that entire quarter of the Empire was visited by He Who Sees All at least once every five years.
I spent my infancy and childhood in that man’s shadow, and I have always marveled at my good fortune. My father was a driven man. He cared only for results and hard work.
As you would expect from one so devoted, my father led a quiet home life, shunning the outside. There was one group of visitors, though, that even a man as powerful as my shut-in father could not turn away: The Ocllo sisters.
There were three of them, all more than ten years his senior, and all married to the Emperor Topa Inca Yupanki. My father could not have denied them entry even if it were within his vast power to do so. They could make a river freeze over with their glare. They were my father’s bane.
The eldest, Mama Ocllo, was actually Old Topa’s official wife, his Coya, his Empress. Her two sisters, Chiqui Ocllo and Cari Ocllo, had been married on the Imperial whim of having the entire trio within the Emperor’s harem. All three of them had long passed out of favour with the Sapa Inca and now contented themselves with using their considerable influence to bother quiet widowers like my father.
I can remember one visit in particular. They arrived without warning, as was their preference, and the leader of their bodyguard threw our doorman aside as he opened our teak portal. The guardsman stepped into the middle of our outer courtyard and announced the arrival of the Coya and her two sisters in his best parade ground voice; then he blew his conch-shell trumpet, rattling the teeth of every jaw in our compound.
My father descended from his counting room to join me, slightly dazed at the volume of the summons. Only when the entire household was turned out in the courtyard to greet them did the three preening women and their retinue come in from the street.
They were small, plump, and solid, and they looked around with unapologetic criticism on their faces as only the powerful can do. Our house was frugally decorated, as befitted the nation’s greatest accountant. We did not have elaborate tapestries, jaguar skin rugs, gold idols or silver icons. We may have been the only house on the street without a garden or fish pond or aviary of jungle birds. The three of them read this as a lack of taste. They each sniffed their disdain several times to make sure it was noted before deigning to be greeted.
My father and I blew them a kiss and bowed, followed by our household. Mama Ocllo nodded her acceptance and then pinched my cheek hard enough to take it off. “Little Waccha gets taller every day, Tupac! He grows like a maize stalk.”
“Skinny as one too,” Chiqui Ocllo added, her tone implying she was bored already.
“Yes, well, your son Capac Huari was the same at his age, and he’s filled out nicely,” my father replied. In his place I would have smiled sweetly to add insult to injury. It was a well-known but unspoken fact that her husband was not Capac Huari’s father. Chiqui Ocllo had cuckolded the short Emperor with Viceroy Hualpaya, the tall ruler of Andesuyu, the eastern quarter of Tahuantinsuyu. All Chiqui Ocllo could do was nod in agreement that her darling son had indeed been scrawny as a boy.
“When are you going to take little Waccha out on one of your inspections?” Mama Ocllo asked, patting my head as I would a llama, a dumb animal that did not know it was being talked about.
“He’s young for that yet,” my father replied.
“Nonsense! Do him good to get out of these walls and see the world. The sooner the better, if you ask me. It’s not natural keeping a boy inside, especially in a house without a woman.” The three of them each harrumphed their agreement and straightened their dazzling robes, as if to reassure everyone what women looked like.
“I have fifteen women living with us,” my father sighed. I could tell from his tone that he was rehashing an argument that he knew he would not be allowed to win.
“And which one do you call mother, Waccha?” Mama Ocllo asked.
My father only rarely sought the solace of one of his concubines’ arms, and without the clear signal from him none had stepped forward to be a mother to his only legitimate child. I opened my mouth, but my father beat me to it. “My domestic affairs are my business, good lady, and I will thank you to leave the raising of my son to me.”
I had seen quipucamayocs recoil as if burned when my father took that tone with them, but Mama Ocllo just sniffed a little, as if he had merely singed a nose hair. “You need a proper wife, Tupac. You’re too young to live alone.”
“I think there’s something to be said for a life of dedication, and if that leads to celibacy, so be it.” That was another calculated shot, as all three of the Ocllo sisters were much neglected by an Emperor with a thousand wives. Everyone knew of Chiqui Ocllo’s famous dalliance, but the other two were just whispered about, so far.
Our household suffered their company throughout the afternoon, and we were beginning to worry that they would stay for supper until Mama Ocllo delivered her ultimatum.
“Find a wife, or we will find one for you, Tupac. We don’t like you living alone. At least a wife would have the courtesy to invite us to visit once in a while. Oh, and take young Waccha out on an inspection. If he doesn’t look capable of taking over your position, Cari Ocllo has a friend whose son could use the opportunity.”
My father gave his least sincere smile and saw the three old hags out. He then ordered the teak door barred and had our servants sweep the courtyard, as if by removing the dust on the flagstones they could rid the house of the memory of this latest invasion of his home.
He muttered to me as he climbed the ladder back to his counting room, “Cari Ocllo has a friend, does she? Wants his son to be Tocoyricoc one day? You had better be as smart as you seem, boy. When those three get an idea in their heads, they’re like a dog with a bone...”
I lay awake all that night, wondering and worrying. As his only official son I had known from a young age that one day I might take my father’s place as a tocoyricoc. Can you imagine how frightening that is to a little boy, to see your father work with all the benefits of an education that staggers you and know that it might one day fall to you to do the same? It gave me nightmares.
Within days of the Ocllo sisters’ visit my father decided to go on an audit tour and to take me with him.
I had a number of older brothers, though none were official sons because my father had sired them with concubines instead of a wife, as he had me. Still, illegitimacy is not an insurmountable handicap -–my father himself was a bastard of one of the Emperor Viracocha Inca’s bastards-- and so the two of my father’s sons who were older than me and had shown some ability to think for themselves had each gone out with him on an inspection and returned in tears. He had told them flatly that they would not receive the patronage required from him to secure the education of He Who Sees All.
That might sound cruel coming from a father, but remember He Who Sees All is always looking for government waste, and there are few things more expensive than training a tocoyricoc.
All Inca sons can expect the standard four years at an Inca school, but a boy destined to become He Who Sees All will need much more. His schooling starts as soon as possible and continues on past the state school for another three, and throughout the entire time there are extra tutors and subjects and assignments and projects, and all the people involved in his training, including the student, will be fed and clothed and housed and feted at State expense.
You can put a legion of conscripts on the frontier for three months for what it costs to bring up a tocoyricoc-in-waiting, and so the selection of candidates is a serious business.
Whether it was Mama Ocllo’s prompting or not, he took me, and he had high hopes as he offered up the sacrifice to Inti, the Sun, at the beginning of our journey. For my part I had done my best to seem the ideal candidate: Of all his children I spent by far the most time in his counting room with him, watching him work. I asked questions and was interested in the answers.
My father took pride in his job and position in life, and I think he sensed I was his last chance to pass the post on to one of his sons. If I should fail he would start going around to schools, asking for the top students of mathematics, quipus, and Runa Simi. He would pick the best candidate for the good of the Empire, even if it meant leaving his boys to make their own way in the world.
I remember that inspection tour as one long lesson. Everywhere we went he lectured me in his crisp and exact manner of speaking. It was fascinating to see the world outside Cuzco and have all of its complexities explained by one of their foremost experts.
It wasn’t just my father and I on our trip, of course. My father’s retinue consisted of dozens of quipucamayocs carrying copies of ledgers and inventories for every community on my father’s route. Then there were the interpreters for the few languages he did not speak. My father took a handful of soldiers for the rare cases where a show of force might be necessary, and a few parcel couriers who could run across rough country all day, if need be. He also had dozens of llamas and their drivers, loaded with beautiful gifts to give as rewards to the deserving.
Then there was his retinue of thirty men of the Rucana tribe dressed in identical blue livery: These were a mark of true prestige and power for they carried his litter, a vehicle whose use could only be granted by the Sapa Inca himself.
My father’s one indulgence was his gherkin fetcher. The man’s job was to work up and down the royal highway and off down the side roads, searching for gherkins.
The tiny vegetable, watery yet firm, was my father’s absolute favourite. He ate handfuls of them at a time when it was seemly to do so. As a boy his odd love of them had inspired my grandfather to give him the childhood name of Gherkin, just as mine was Unfortunate, and so they were a part of who my father was. Many villages kept crops of gherkins just for his visits, a gesture of his popularity that did not escape my notice. Between these villages, meanwhile, he still had the craving, and so we had the gherkin fetcher.
As ungainly as all these people sound, my father moved fast, thanks in large part to the Capac Ñan, the Royal Road. Today the system is a shambles, but when the Inca ruled the royal roads were a network of transportation and communication stretching the length and breath of Tahuantinsuyu, tying together people separated by mountains and deserts and rivers and jungles into a unified whole.
The royal roads were not for the commoners, though they could use the road to go about their tax-paying duties provided they had a pass. Instead, the roads were for anyone on the Emperor’s business.
Every night my father and his procession stopped at a tampu, a depot of storehouses with an inn that provided free food and lodgings. The tampus were spaced about a day’s amble from each other, but my father often moved so quickly that our procession would skip the first tampu to eat and sleep at the second.
I have walked the royal roads many times since I was a boy, but I still think of the landmarks in Condesuyu as I saw them on that first journey I took with my father. There was the gorge of the Apurimac River that we crossed on a great rope suspension bridge, more than a hundred of my small boy’s paces long. The river below moves so fast across an endless series of rapids that it was always roaring, and the steep sides of its canyon bounced the sound around to form untranslatable words and conversations, thus the Apurimac’s name, the Speaking Lord.
I remember the rolling puna, and stepping off the swept and leveled road to feel the ichu grass against my calves. The puna is a treeless prairie between the two mountain ranges where llamas graze and potatoes grow, and where the wicked green eyes of pumas watched our fires in the night, hoping one of the tampu’s llamas would venture out of the stone-walled corral.
I remember the coastal desert, where a heavy fog often settles on the ground, and you can smell the rain coming, teasing, taunting, but never delivering. Up and down the Empire from Quitu to the lands of Tchili rain comes only from the east, out of the great forests. The rain clouds climb the slopes of the eastern mountains until their weight lets them climb no more, so they dump their load of water to bob higher, up and over, perhaps dropping a little more rain between the eastern and western mountains.
By the time the clouds reach the coastal desert they can promise rain and flaunt their damp fog, but no rain will come. To grow crops on the coast of the never-ending ocean men have to live on the banks of the rivers that make their way down from the rainy mountains to the sea.
It was in such a community that I first saw the awesome power my father wielded as a tocoyricoc, the power of life and death. That coastal village tried to cheat the Emperor, the Empire, and themselves. He Who Sees All could not allow such deeds to go unpunished.
As a boy I thought the collection of huts and houses was large, but looking back on it now I remember the curaca, the headman, was a local with the rank of pachacamayoc, master of a hundred taxpaying families. That would make his village, perched on the arid land above the delta of a river valley, quite small in the grand scheme of things.
Throughout his tour my father had given me a running lesson on where we were, and this valley was no different. He looked down on me from his litter and said, “This village is part of the Sama tribe. It chose to join Tahuantinsuyu voluntarily, but that might have had something to do with the wars your great-uncle Pachacuti won up and down the coast from them. We have been good to them, and they have prospered under our rule. This village would not be a third this size without the Inca, for the river delta floods too often to make farming a safe and reliable source of food.
“The fields belonging to the Sapa Inca and the Sun grow cotton, which is then shipped to tampus throughout Condesuyu in exchange for their surpluses of maize and potatoes. Now if a flood destroys the personal plots of the people here, they have reserves grown by their neighbours up valley, ready and waiting for them.”
He gestured with his staff of office to a bluff on the slope. After a month of touring with my father I easily recognized the round storehouses containing maize and the square ones holding potatoes, as well as all the other buildings and warehouses of a well-provisioned tampu.
“What is that smell, Father?” I asked, for the wind off the sea was coming across the fields and I smelled something stronger than the usual llama and human manure.
“Just offshore there are islands that have been the nesting place of seabirds since Viracocha made the world,” my father said. “Their guano is piled three times the height of a man in places, and all that digested fish makes perfect fertilizer. The village exports it to farms as far away as Xauxa in exchange for wool, potatoes, and quinoa. They also use a lot of it on their own fields.”
Behind my father a group of quipucamayocs were decanting a storage amphora and pulling out the various quipu ledgers for the community below us. One of them noticed a black knot on the census quipu’s crime thread.
“My lord?” The man called.
“Yes?” My father did not turn around on his litter.
“This is the village that killed a man for venturing out to the bird islands during the nesting season.”
“Very well,” my father said. He turned his face down to look at me, his stern expression from before difficult to maintain as he popped a gherkin between his straight white teeth. “There is a good chance you are going to see someone trying to swindle the Emperor. Watch the curaca’s eyes. Only the best liars can control their eyes. Remember always that men do not need to be clever to be greedy, but they have to be exceedingly clever to get away with it.”
My father brought his staff of office down onto the floor of the litter twice and the Rucana bearers smoothly increased their pace, jogging without jostling their burden. They were the best porters in the Empire, so much so that their tribe paid its taxes exclusively by carrying the Sapa Inca’s favourites. Other tribes enviously called them, ‘the Feet of the Inca.’
We descended the slope down to the tampu bluff to find the entire village turned out in their holiday dress. Taxpayers were issued two sets of clothes by the State when they marry: A set for working and a set for festivals. Many women supplemented their families’ wardrobes with their looms, but when they did so it was usually to replace work clothes. The result was that older couples were often in drab, stained and patched holiday clothes, and the younger families often rubbed dust into their mantles so as not to shame their neighbours before He Who Sees All.
One young man in the front of the crowd stood out among them like a parrot among a flock of sparrows. He was dressed in a blazing red tunic with a flamboyant blue and yellow mantle over it, secured with a silver pin at the shoulder. His hems were decorated with copper discs, and the llama leather of his sandals was bleached white. His neck, wrists, and ankles hung with jewelry made from seashells. His smile was broad and blinding, like that of a man offering shoddy tribute. He blew a kiss when my father’s litter stopped, and the villagers repeated the gesture.
My father got down from his litter with dignity and stood tall and proud, flanked by his retinue. Where the village curaca -–he could be no other–- used gaudy colours and chunky ornaments to set himself apart and above those he ruled, my father was the height of noble fashion.
His knee-length tunic was blue vicuna wool with a short red fringe. His mantle of office was dyed the bright yellow of jungle flowers, trimmed with gold plates and the multi-coloured feathers of hummingbirds. His ears, like all Inca men, were pierced and stretched by golden earplugs, but his oval ornaments were so heavy with seniority that the bottom of his lobe almost touched his shoulder.
“Curaca Taraque, it has been too long.” My father rumbled the pleasantry.
“Yes, my lord. Five years since my village last had the pleasure,” Taraque enthused.
My father looked up at the sun without squinting. It was two thirds of the way across the sky.
“We will stay the night. Inform the tampu staff.”
“At once, my lord.” Taraque pointed at a man in the crowd who took off at a run.
I was watching it all, alerted by my father’s words without knowing what I was looking for. The crowd was tense, but they did not seem guilty. There was something wrong though, of that I was certain. I watched their eyes and every one of them was looking at Taraque.
“In five years your population has grown six percent. My congratulations to you, and to all your people,” my father said. The village blew him a kiss of thanks.
“Your tax figures have been good. Everyone has done their share. Your women will be happy to know your cotton cloaks have been issued out to Huanca conscripts doing garrison duty in the jungles of Andesuyu, and the light cotton is much preferred to the wool they could have been given.” The crowd seemed pleased at this.
“The bird guano you shipped up the valley has resulted in a bumper crop of tomatoes and chilies, a tenth of which will be sent to you. I have ordered a great chef from Rimac to come here three festivals from now to show you how to spice your fish stews with them.” My father continued in this way, telling them where their taxes had gone and how they benefited real people. At last he came around to the matter of the criminal.
“I understand a man was punished for going to the bird islands during the nesting season.” My father did not make it a question.
Taraque’s eyes darted left and right, as if looking for escape. His smile grew broader. “Yes, my lord, a terrible thing. What if the birds had been too badly disturbed? We all know the story of the village that was disbanded because the birds did not come back to roost the next year.”
“The man was caught in the act?”
“Yes, my lord.”
“So where is the grave?”
“Grave? No, lord, he is still alive,” the curaca said.
My father arched an eyebrow. “Present him.”
The curaca raised an arm and a dejected looking wretch was brought out from the tampu office. His tunic was in tatters, and he was thin as a half-hearted scarecrow. The hollows under his eyes spoke of sleepless nights.
“Your name?” My father asked the man.
“Zambiza, my lord. Please don’t hurt me!”
“You went to the islands and killed birds?” My father asked as if the man had said nothing but his name.
“Yes, my lord, but not for myself! My wife was pregnant, and she wanted a bird or two for the pot, and-—”
My father interrupted him smoothly. “The laws are not made without reasons. Yes, your wife’s craving would have been satisfied by your act, but what about the life of your child? How badly will future generations suffer when the birds move to a new nesting site because of your thoughtless actions?
“Without the guano on that island this village is not capable of trading its way to self-sufficiency. The clans will be split up and relocated. All that could happen if you spook the birds or someone follows your bad example.”
My father was stern, but he spoke simply, as he would to a child. Zambiza was weeping now. “There is another law, a simple law that was also made for a reason. It says that any man who breaks a law must be punished, so all who know of his crime know it was a crime and that crime is punished. Is this your first offence, or your second?”
Through his sobs Zambiza choked out that it was his first. My father nodded, for it was rare for anyone to survive his first punishment, so rare that he had originally asked for the grave instead of the man.
“Then you shall be sentenced now. Hold him down.”
Zambiza struggled, but there was not enough strength left in his thin body, and the men guarding him soon had him face down and spread eagled on the ground. From inside the tampu office two villagers laboured under the heavy weight of a round stone. A third appeared holding a short length of blood-red string.
“Zambiza, for the crime you have committed the first offence is punished by the Hiwaya, the dropping of a stone onto your back. If you should survive, know that you have paid your penalty and will return to your family without any further loss of station or privilege. The State shall do everything in its power to heal you, and you and yours shall be fed at public expense until you can again provide for yourself. Do you understand?”
My father enunciated each word, speaking in a slow calm voice so the man heard him through his whimpers. When Zambiza nodded as best he could with his face in the dust, my father nodded to the man with the string.
The string man positioned himself over the prone Zambiza. He took one end of the red thread in his left hand and placed it between Zambiza’s shoulder blades. Holding it there, he pulled the other end taut with his right hand until the twine stood straight up and menacing, measuring the distance fairly for all the villagers to see. The two men with the stone moved into position on either side of the prisoner until the bottom of their rock just brushed the high end of the dark red string.
The string man moved aside so that the stone was now two cubits above the captive’s back, no more or less, and with nothing in between. Zambiza stopped crying and my father nodded. “Take it like a man, son,” he said.
With that they dropped the stone.
Men do survive the Hiwaya. I’ve seen it. If they can lift themselves off the ground a little, or are fat, or strong, or even just blessed by the gods, then they can survive. None take it easily, but those who live recover.
Zambiza was none of those things. The stone landed with a nauseating plunk, and his splintered ribs drove out through his skinny sides, soaking his threadbare clothes in a dead man’s blood. When the stone men lifted the rock off Zambiza’s corpse I could tell that the inside of his spine must have been touching the inside of his breastbone. His heart was crushed to a pulp.
A woman burst out of the crowd with a baby carrier strapped to her back. “Bastard!” She screamed, pummeling my father’s chest with her small fists. “Inca bastard!”
He seized her wrists in his strong hands, and spoke over her head to the villagers. “I may be an Inca, woman, but your husband would still be dead whether you paid your taxes to your old rulers or your new ones. The Sama tribe punished killing a bird in nesting season with disemboweling. With the Hiwaya he had a chance. Your old laws would not have spared him.”
She relaxed in his grip, surprised at his words. “Also, I did not hear you when Zambiza was still alive. Did you fear I would put you under the Hiwaya for your part in all this? Has is occurred to you that as a pregnant woman you could have asked for an extra meat ration from the tampu without threatening your husband’s life?” The woman stayed mute, so my father spun her around and gave her a push back into the crowd. It parted for her but did not close again in acceptance.
My father looked at the baby strapped to her back. It was half a year old if it was a day. “Curaca Taraque, how long ago did the nesting season end?”
“Nine months ago, Tocoyricoc,” the man said, his eyes shifting from the tocoyricoc to Zambiza’s body.
My father held his hand palm flat over his shoulder, and one of his assistants had a quipu in it within moments. A cursory scan confirmed what he already knew. “I don’t see the work Zambiza did between his conviction and now.”
“But my lord Inca, the man was a criminal, he—”
My father cut Taraque off. “You kept him alive but put down in the ledgers that he was dead, and you’ve been working him at spear point every day since, haven’t you?” My father almost whispered so the crowd would not hear. They murmured among themselves, trying to figure out what their betters were saying. A glance from my father stilled them. The curaca began to get indignant, but my father quieted him by pointing at the corpse.
“Look at his body. You starved him and strained him, now what did you have him do?” My father cast a critical eye over the scattered huts and buildings. “That’s your house there, isn’t it?” My father pointed to a rectangular compound on a bluff overlooking the mouth of the river.
“Yes, lord, you remember, you stayed there the last—”
“So what is that?” My father pointed up valley now to a little hollow on higher ground. The dip was filled with gnarled Huarango trees, but between their branches one could just make out a set of stone walls without a roof.
Taraque’s eyes went wide for just a moment, but it was enough to show me his guilty conscious. My father began to walk towards the hollow, and when Taraque began protesting two of my father’s warriors leveled their lances.
I looked at the crowd and knew they had all been waiting for this moment. The air was charged as it is before a thunderstorm. I followed my father, watching all. Taraque walked ahead of us, not saying a word.
The hollow was in a shady grove with a trickling stream descending from a spring above to the valley floor below. Inside we found a house complex that would not have been out of place in Royal Cuzco itself; twelve buildings around three courtyards, already half-paved in white limestone. The walls were incomplete, standing only shoulder high, but wooden roof beams that must have been hideously expensive on the coast where only unworkable Huarango trees grew lay piled and ready.
“Did the Sapa Inca send word requisitioning a summer residence?” My father asked Taraque, keeping his voice calm despite the appalling expense that must have been committed to a mansion that upon completion would indeed be a fit place for the Emperor to spend the night.
“You know he did not, my lord,” Taraque replied. His broad grin was gone now, but his tone remained proud. I was impressed. He was doomed but still faced his end like a man.
“Why?” My father asked.
“Before my grandfather submitted to the Inca my family was the richest in this valley for as far as our traders went. The guano belongs to me. Now I see villages everywhere using it, and their extra crops send their people to the fairs on market days so that anyone can afford these,” he gestured to his copper discs. “Or these,” he rattled his seashell jewelry. “I wanted a home, a grand home for my descendants and I, so that we will never forget that once we were nobles.”
“You are a noble, Taraque. Nothing the Inca can do to you will change that,” my father said. Taraque smiled, this time with real pleasure. “Well,” my father said, looking around. “Let me see if I can save you the trouble of confessing. You had Zambiza --who presumably has a raft of some kind-- go out to the islands every day and fetch back loads of guano that you stored...” My father trailed off, arching an eyebrow.
“In the courtyard of the house my family uses during the fishing season.”
“Ah, of course, right next to the beach caravan route,” my father said, as if this was a friendly conversation. “So you now have an inexhaustible supply of wealth that, presumably, every curaca up and down the coast would gladly send porters out to get.”
“They purchased it in good faith, my Lord. Please don’t punish them for buying illegal goods. I told them we had a surplus.”
“And it’s to their credit that they took advantage of that bargain. I’d noticed a rise in crop yield in the area. As the curacas reported their bumper crops instead of keeping their excess I shall not punish them.” Taraque nodded his thanks. “But what about this?” My father gestured to the half-built palace.
Taraque shrugged his shoulders. “I traded the guano for the stone and wood, of course. What else is there?”
“Don’t play coy, Taraque. Confess in full.” My father waited, finally sighing. “Very well, I already know what happened. Zambiza was going to the island, and you certainly haven’t imported any workers because no taxpayers in the surrounding communities have disappeared from my ledgers. That means the villagers are building this house for you. How did you get them to do it?”
“You’ve seen the ledgers. We have paid our taxes fairly for the last five years,” Taraque said.
“Yes, I’m sure you would not be so foolish as to take the farmers out of the State fields, and you couldn’t drag a man off his own plots during planting or harvesting. So they worked on their holidays... And how did you pay them?”
“Pay them?” Taraque said it as if the concept was foreign to him. My father laughed, and Taraque joined him.
“Nobles can expect many things, Taraque, but not free labour on a holiday. If they are doing something for you, you must give them something in return. That is how the world works. So what were you paying them?” Taraque remained silent. “Fine,” my father said at last.
He turned on his heel and we all followed him back to the tampu where the crowd remained. He ordered the storeroom doors opened and commanded the strongest of the farmers to start removing bags of maize, potatoes, and quinoa at random. The sun was setting when they pulled out the first sandbag, buried in the middle of the pile. Only now did Taraque try to defend himself.
“My Lord, you know I would not steal from the State.”
“You have stolen from it, and from your own people. You paid them with the Sapa Inca’s food that he was saving for their time of need!” My father thundered.
“No, I was going to pay it back! We’ve had bumper crops two of the last five years. I’ve gone over my ledgers. I would have paid back every kernel of maize out of my personal surplus within fifteen years,” Taraque said.
“Then what you should have done was save for fifteen years, then find a way to legally obtain the stone and wood, and then build your house after clearing it with you superiors,” my father said. “Instead, you put this entire community at risk for a generation so you can build a third home? You paid them with their famine relief food? I have heard enough.” The last statement cut through the air, sharp as the first blow of a bronze chisel on granite.
The crowd stilled. Taraque swallowed visibly. Even my father’s retainers shifted. Here was the power of He Who Sees All. Corruption had been discovered and would be dealt with swiftly and ruthlessly, without appeal. In a moment this community would never be the same. A small pachacuti was in the making.
“Where are the chuncacamayocs?” Ten men filtered forward from the crowd, indistinguishable from the rest of the peasantry. Each of these men was the head of ten of the hundred taxpaying families of this community. “Those of you who speak Runa Simi well, step forward.” Four men advanced further. “Look at their eyes, son.” He said quietly to me before turning back to the four.
We watched them, and only one of the four watched us back. “You,” my father pointed the man out. He stepped forward. “Nineteen farmers each work six days hauling guano in from the islands. How many tax days have they worked?”
The man kept his eyes open as he thought about it. “One hundred and fourteen, my Lord, but six days is longer than each man would normally work.”
“It’s only a test,” my father said. “A man marries and has four sons and three daughters before the first son is married. How much land should he get when the fields are reallocated at the start of the planting season?”
“That’s a lucky man to have so many children survive, my lord.”
“Only a test. What is the answer?”
“One topo for the husband and wife; one for each of the sons and a half for each of the daughters. That’s five and six and a half... Six and a half topos.”
My father laid his hand palm flat behind him and two lengths of string, one yellow and the other green, were given to him. He offered the string to the chuncacamayoc. “Tie that down.”
The man slowly tied one hundred and fourteen into the yellow string for days and six and a half into the green string for land. The knots were clumsy, but that would improve with time.
“What is your name?”
“Illaquita, my lord.”
“Huaman Paullu, promote Illaquita from chuncacamayoc to pachacamayoc of this community. Congratulations, Curaca Illaquita.” My father walked over to Taraque and removed the silver pin from his shoulder. He gave it to Illaquita, who held it without swapping it for his own copper pin.
“What will my punishment be, my Lord?” Taraque asked.
My father turned to the crowd and spoke in a loud clear voice. “Your curaca put you at risk to benefit himself at the expense of the State. I cannot overlook this, despite the good conduct of his family in leading you all these years. However, this is Taraque’s first offence, and though any crime against the State is a grievous one I shall not sentence him to death.” There were murmurs from the crowd, but they were not angry.
“Taraque shall be demoted to a chuncacamayoc, if-” The word stopped the sighs of relief and the crowd tensed. “If he can survive the Hiwaya.” The crowd breathed a subdued collective sigh. Taraque was a fine and proud nobleman, but he was neither strong nor fat nor lucky.
“Illaquita?” Taraque said. “Look after my wives?”
“Of course, my lord.”
“I am no longer your lord.”
“You will always be our lord, my lord. I will make sure your wives are maintained in their noble status, and that you are buried with your favourite.”
“Thank you,” Taraque said, contented. He bit the collar of his tunic once to ward off bad luck, then he lay down on the ground without complaint, arms spread wide. The stone men and string man ran to the tampu office and returned with their burdens. My father repeated his short speech over the prostrate man, but this time he ended with, “Take it like a nobleman, Taraque. Make your father proud.” The stone fell. Taraque did not survive.
“Illaquita?” My father murmured after the appropriate interval of respectful silence.
“My lord?”
“Call forward the heads of the households who were formerly under you.” The nine farmers stepped forward. “Pick one to succeed you as chuncacamayoc.” Illaquita picked a man who nodded his acknowledgement. All nine retired back into the crowd after Huaman Paullu had the name of the new man.
“Illaquita? As the stone and wood have already been obtained, I authorize you now to finish the construction of the palace. Name it Taraqip Cancha, Taraque’s House, and bury him according to his custom under the biggest courtyard. It will be your official residence unless and until a high official should come through this valley in need of accommodation.” My father put his hand behind him again, and the quipu authorizing the expense materialized there. His assistants were well trained.
“Also, I never want to see your villagers dirty their holiday garb again. If your older couples cannot find the time to make new festive wear, you will buy it out of your own surplus wealth. They will work harder for a generous lord. As there are so many old clothes at the moment, the Sapa Inca himself shall provide this time.”
As soon as it was said it was done, and a storehouse of richly embroidered cotton was breached from which every man, woman, and child from a hundred families were given new clothes. The lavish Imperial gift barely dented the warehouse supply.
“I leave tomorrow, Illaquita. Show me and mine where we are to sleep tonight.” My father and his entourage walked with Illaquita to Taraque’s former house while the villagers sang a song of praise and contentment behind us. Two men were dead and a noble family line had ended, but the people sang because good government had prevailed.
We settled into three buildings, with my father, Huaman Paullu and I sharing a small room to ourselves. When Huaman Paullu began his snoring I turned to my father. I had a question. “Why did Taraque take it as such a compliment when you called him noble?”
“Because he understands,” my father rumbled, pulling his alpaca blanket up to his chin.
“I don’t. What does he understand?”
“That there is a difference between being a nobleman and being noble.” My father closed his eyes, but I would not be dissuaded.
“What’s the difference?” I have a characteristic that in an adult you would call unshakeable but in a child is derided as irrepressible. My father knew he would not sleep until I was satisfied.
“Anyone can be born into nobility, but where did that noble rank come from in the first place?” My father opened one eye to see if I could answer his question.
“The gods made some men noble when they made the world, and those men’s children were noble in turn down to us,” I said, thinking my answer was a good one. I had no formal schooling yet, but I had heard bards talk of the Good Ones, the first nobility who passed the traits down to us.
“Then how did Illaquita become a noble to his people today? Am I a god? I just elevated him into the low ranks of nobility.” He opened the other eye and stared at me, trying to end my line of questioning. If I gave up without an answer I was not worth bringing up to follow in his footsteps. I could not back down in front of his stare.
“You are not a god,” I said, unsure what else to say.
“There are two kinds of people in the world, Waccha.” He sat up and leaned his back against the wall, warming himself for a lecture. “The vast majority of people take the world as it is. They say ‘As!’ ‘It must be so!’ and so it is, because they will do nothing to change their lot in life. A man who thinks of a way to better his situation or the situation of his people, that man is noble regardless of his rank. It is a state of mind, and that is why the Inca need to rule the world.”
I did not follow the leap from one statement to the other. “Why is that, Father?” Huaman Paullu snored beside me, oblivious of the wisdom the tocoyricoc was imparting.
“Because there was a time long, long ago when all a man needed was noble thought and he would rise to lead his community as the best man to do so, and all prospered. Those were the true Good Ones, Waccha. They were not god-made. They made themselves great by improving the lives of people who would not do it for themselves.” I nodded, but my father was not done.
“But men are men, and they want the best for their sons, and so their sons became nobles with or without that noble way of thinking, and then there was the nobility as a rigid and hereditary caste. Generations passed and commoners toiled while nobles thought only of themselves.”
His eyes flashed now with the fire of a religious zealot. “We Inca are different, Waccha. We all think in terms of change, of action, of altering the world around us. More than that, Inti has ordered us to build this Realm of ours. As we expand, we find others who think as we do, and we will elevate them as high as their capability will allow, something that would never happen without us. The vast majority of people will suffer what the universe gives them and call it fate, but those people who can make things better for the majority should be put in a position to do so. The Inca will make that possible.”
“And Taraque, he was a noble?”
“He saw something in his way and instead of saying, ‘It must be so!’ he tried to change it. The problem is that it was the Inca way of governing in his way, and so we had to crush him.” My father did not relish the words, but they were spoken as inevitably as the peasant whose crops are beaten down by hail will cry, ‘As!’
“But he was a noble. Wasn’t he supposed to lead?”
“Yes, but he had the responsibility to better the lives of his people. You and I, Waccha, we only work in the fields a couple of days a year as a token to the commoners. We eat off gold and silver plates. We wear fine clothes and have servants to do our cooking and cleaning. We get all this because we are Inca, but we are supposed to be getting it all so that we are free to make life better, safer, easier, for those under us.
“We rule a land where no one will ever starve, and no one fears his neighbour will kill him, a land free of crime and prostitution, a land where you can worship any god or goddess you want as long as you acknowledge that the Inca’s god, Inti, conquered yours. We live in a land where the poor and old and sick and orphaned can survive even when they cannot support themselves.
“The Inca have made all this possible with our administration, our self-discipline, our foresight. Do you know why this village has five years’ worth of food stored in the tampu above them?” He held up a hand with three fingers raised.
“Because one year in six they do not grow enough to eat, and without a reserve they would lose most of the new generation of children before they were old enough to become farmers.” The first finger fell.
“Because if the neighbours they trade with today come to pillage them tomorrow, that food will feed the Inca army we send to mete out justice, and knowing that, their neighbours remain peaceful friends and allies.” The second finger followed the first.
“Because a hundred things can go wrong in this world, and a full belly makes all of them bearable.” He pointed the last finger at me and waited for me to look him in the eyes, to see how deadly serious he considered the matter. My father shifted his weight and brought his hands up in front of him as if he were holding a precious burden.
“Our system works, Waccha. Take the holiday clothes we distributed today: They were made by taxpayers, years and years of work went into making that fabric. Today that slow and steady accumulation was distributed to the people, and they will remember for the rest of their lives what it felt like to have that given to them.
“It was theirs already, or at least commoners just like them were the ones who made it, but by storing it up until it was truly needed it was worth so much more to them. It was special. It made their dull lives brighter, and they can take comfort in their finery where before they were ashamed at their lack.”
I digested that for a moment, but one more thing still troubled me. “And why did you tell Taraque to make his father proud?”
My father put down his head and sighed so long and soft, so weary, that I thought he had fallen asleep. When he spoke again it was in a different voice. “I went to school with Taraque’s father. We were friends.”
“You killed your friend’s son?”
“I made the system work,” he said. “I taught Taraque when he came to school in Cuzco. I taught him his numbers and quipus. When his father died I came to this village, and we had a long talk; I told him the system comes first, and that there are no exceptions because the system does not work that way. He knew it.”
We sat there for a long time, listening to Huaman Paullu snore. “Is it hard?”
“No,” he shook his head. “It’s fair. My job is the best in the world because it is all about right and wrong. Either something is helping the people or it is hurting them. I make sure the system works. That’s my job. You can never play favourites, but you never have to, because there is only right and wrong, and you will know wrong when you see it. It will offend you. You will not be able to stand idle. The Inca have a plan for Tahuantinsuyu, and a Tocoyricoc makes sure the plan does not go awry.”
I lay awake most of the night, my thoughts inspired by the purpose my father had found for his life. I decided as I fell asleep that I wanted that same responsibility for myself. I wanted to set things right and make people’s lives better. I would impress my father and pass his tests. I would become He Who Sees All.
I’d wish you a good morning, Friar, but you’re clearly not having one. Am I to guess from your expression that your first sermon was less than a complete success?
Don’t take it so personally. You are in the last refuge of a beaten people, and it was your countrymen who beat us. Did you expect us all to request baptism the first day?
Do you know who flocks to a last refuge, Friar? Those who won’t knuckle under and acknowledge that the world has changed. The Inca knew a thing or two about dealing with men like that, but I doubt our methods would work for you.
May I offer you one piece of advice as we begin today’s work? Your first problem is mistaking your congregation for men without firm religious beliefs. Just because some of our deities are as hazy as morning mist, that does not mean we don’t have faith in them. There is a single word, huaca, whose meaning you must learn to understand the people of Tahuantinsuyu.
You look less than impressed, but you will come to understand. From where the sun rises out of the never-ending forests to where it sets in the never-ending sea, all men recognize huacas. There are as many names for huacas as there are stars in the sky, and each is as good as the last as long as it’s throaty and soft, whispering hidden promises and dreams and fears. That is what a huaca is, Friar. It is holiness incarnated.
A huaca is something different, separate, apart from the rest. It is every manifestation of beauty or ugliness, anything that inspires awe or fear or any other strong emotion that runs up and down your spine until the soles of your feet tingle and tell you, ‘Here is the unusual.’ A huaca is where power concentrates for men to see and honour. Huacas are the face and word and form and deeds of gods, Friar. Huacas are the palpable proof of divinity.
Illaquita’s village had a huaca that was brought out to wish us well on our remaining journey. It was the bole of an huarango tree that must have been swept out into the ocean and washed ashore over and over, until the sand and wind and water scoured it clear and white as bone. The softer sections of the wood had disintegrated away to leave something approximating a human face with huge empty orbits that looked deep into your heart. My father plucked an eyelash and blew the idol a kiss as we walked away, and there was nothing foolish in paying reverence to something in which such power dwelled.
I told you we Inca knew how to handle the people we added to Tahuantinsuyu? It was through their huacas. However better we would make their lives in the long term, there were always people who could not accept the pachacuti of our rule over them, who wanted to keep fighting us.
Some we turned into mitmaks, the word literally means ‘men moved elsewhere,’ but I suppose you could call them colonists. We would move entire clans from rebellious tribes into a calm area of the Empire and resettle our own loyal subjects on the vacated lands. Sometimes, too, we heavily subsidized the newly conquered with food and clothes and women until they could see the advantage of Inca rulers. Whatever we did, though, we always pacified them through their huacas.
When we conquered a people we explained how our patron god, Inti, had defeated their gods, and we would build a sun temple on the highest point of land available so that everyone below could see his ascendancy.
Then we asked them what filled them with awe, and when they presented us with the idols of their gods we would fete and feast their huacas as we would our own, worshipping and praying and sacrificing to them with a fervour and generosity that no people could match. Then we brought the idols to Cuzco to honour their people’s beliefs as our own.
Imagine what that means to a conquered people, to know the physical form of your god is in your conqueror’s capital. Aside from the respect and honour your new rulers show your faith, which is flattering, there’s also fear. We Inca held their gods hostage, Friar. Everyone knew the first thing we did upon word of a rebellion was to smash the offending tribe’s idols into powder and throw the remains across a llama pasture. Threatening a man’s gods is a good way to control him.
That said, our methods would not work for you, Friar. Your God is too jealous to share worshippers with others, as Inti was prepared to do, and you smash men’s idols whether they are obedient to you or not.
I begin today’s talk with an explanation of huacas because on the journey back to Cuzco I had my first true conversation with my father, not as a son but as a man, and we were discussing what was holy.
When the sun rose he told me it was huaca, and when it set and the stars came out each of those was huaca. Almost every stream we crossed and cave we passed was huaca. There are mountains throughout Chincaysuyu, and my father named each peak to me as a powerful huaca, worthy of my respect.
A thing does not need to be grand to be holy, Friar. Anything unique is a huaca, and the power of the huaca is proportionate to how strongly you react to it. Thus to walk by a field of maize and see twinned ears is to be in the presence of a huaca, but nowhere near as powerful a huaca as, say, the staff of office my father held, and that was as nothing to a single eyelash plucked from the Sapa Inca’s face. Do you see?
The world around us is filled with magic, an invisible web of power whose threads can be pulled by men who know their secrets. My father acknowledged each one as a man would nod to an equal he passed on the road, but it seemed to me that he never seemed truly impressed. One day high in the western mountains I asked him, “Which huacas do you believe in, father?”
He looked down at me from his litter. “I believe in anything men find holy. To ignore divinity is folly.”
I heard his warning tone, but I went ahead with an eight-year-old’s recklessness. “Yes, but those are huacas that other men find holy. I can look at that mountain and see its power, but so can everyone else. Have you ever heard something or seen something that you knew was huaca without anyone telling you?”
My father’s face softened for a moment. When he replied he spoke in Inca Simi, the private and personal language of the Inca since the ancient days and known only to us and the Kallawaya, a small tribe of medicine men who seemed to know every tongue spoken in the world. I realized my father was telling me something he did not want the Rucana litter bearers below him to know, a little piece of himself.
“There are three things I know to be huacas because I and I alone say so. The first is your mother’s grave in the land of the Chacapoyas, three quarters of the way up a cliff and filled with more silver and gold than the curaca of the entire tribe owns. It is huaca because I say so.”
We continued down the road for a while before he spoke again. “There is a lance with a serrated bronze head that hangs over our kitchen hearth. We have other weapons, but only that lance is special to me. My father gave it to me when I marched to my one war. It is my connection to him, the reminder that I was a favoured son, bastard or no.”
At the time my father and I walked that road the Sapa Inca was a man named Topa Inca Yupanki, Honoured Royal Inca. Before he became Emperor he was his father’s champion, leading the armies of the Inca in a long series of conquests. My grandfather was Tillca Yupanki, the most famous of Old Topa’s generals. He marched across half the world with Topa, and in every village he seemed to sire a bastard, so that there were so many sons of the general that even his great name was not enough to secure them a good place in the rising Inca hierarchy.
Tillca had some legitimate sons by his official wife, but my father was not one of them. Instead, my father caught Tillca’s eye from the multitude of his prodigy as a great thinker, and so the general made arrangements for the hideously expensive training necessary to secure his favourite bastard the position of a tocoyricoc.
My grandfather was put to death as one of the last spiteful acts of the Sapa Inca Pachacuti, Old Topa’s predecessor and father. Pachacuti had been a great conqueror in his youth, but Topa outstripped all before him, conquering almost every nation ever heard of in Cuzco and many that were not. What was worse, my grandfather had insulted Pachacuti’s Coya, and she bided her time until the Emperor was in a mood before seeking her revenge.
Pachacuti ordered my grandfather’s death to remind Topa of his place and to please his wife. It was the petulant act of a proud old man whose power was slipping. Within months Pachacuti died too and Topa was the Emperor, and all my father had left was a lance to remind him that his father had loved him.
Again we continued in silence, but this time I grew impatient for I knew the final huaca would be something my father had saved to the end for a reason, something beyond my imagination. “What is the third thing, father?”
“The third is a secret, and it will remain a secret, do you understand me?” I said I did, and I do not think I am breaking that trust today. It is likely no one will read this account until after I am dead, and you, Friar, don’t care about the faith of a dead man, so I am safe to tell the one thing that truly filled my father’s heart with awe, not with familial love as had the first two, but true holy reverence: My father had been given a glimpse of the grand design of the universe as it was laid out by the Creator.
“You know the usno stand in Cuzco’s Huacaypata?” My father began, naming the platform upon which the Sapa Inca’s low stool sat high above the crowd on festivals. I said I did. “It has been carefully engineered so that at noon it casts no shadow to prove that it is especially favoured by Inti, the Sun, yes?”
“Yes, father,” I replied, knowing he would not hold a mere stand to be his holy of holies.
“There is a place in this world where no special measures are taken to gain the Sun’s favour. In the Kingdom of Quitu everything is so blessed. If you stand in Quitu at noon you have no shadow. None. Not only that, but if you go beyond Quitu, far into the jungles beyond the ken of our geographers, the Sun’s shadow returns, but it points in the opposite direction from that cast on this side of Quitu.”
He leaned back in his litter triumphant, as if he had proved his point beyond question. A long time stretched as I waited for him to go on. At last I said, “So?” He leaned down and cuffed me behind the ear at my impertinence.
“So don’t you realize what that means? What that has to mean? When Viracocha made the world he made it with certain rules, and among those rules is which way a shadow falls, and the dividing place is not Cuzco! Whatever we are told by our priests and teachers, Cuzco is not the centre of the universe. Cuzco is the centre of Tahuantinsuyu, and all the quarters of the world meet there and all the roads lead there, but it is not the centre of the universe: Quitu is.”
I was stunned at the thought that the gods could so favour a people who were not the Children of the Sun. “What can we do?” I blurted, thinking only that we must regain what we had lost, not realizing that we had never had it in the first place.
“Take Quitu, and hold it, and make it another Cuzco worthy of the first, and then expand Tahuantinsuyu as far beyond Quitu as it currently lies before it,” my father murmured. Despite speaking Inca Simi he still leaned down from the litter and whispered to me, so that the Rucana bearers had to brace themselves against the uneven load. “It is already being done, Waccha. I have explained my discovery to Old Topa. We have taken much of the Kingdom of Quitu, and we will hold it in trust for the future.”
He straightened in his chair, closing his eyes. ”I will not live to see the Inca people migrate there, but I hope one day before I die that I will stand in the central square of Quitu and look down on the sunny ground to know it belongs to Inti’s Chosen People.”
He closed his eyes and smiled, and I knew in his mind he was there, seeing Inti bless him as he would in no other place in the universe. We continued our journey through the mountain peaks, quiet and subdued.
I suppose he was enjoying the conversation, even though he had nothing left to say, for he asked me a question that I knew did not interest him. “And what is it that you find holy, Waccha?” I could hear the condescension in his voice. He expected me to have a silly belief, a boy’s belief, but I had a true huaca whose power was invisible to anyone but me. I reached into my coca bag and produced it.
It was a piece of braided grass rope as thick as my wrist but shorter than my hand, poorly made and fraying despite the fact that it had never been used. My father eyed it for a moment distastefully, and years later he admitted to me he had feared that I pulled out a girl’s doll. He arched an eyebrow. “What is it?”
“This is made of grass from just outside Cuzco. I plucked it and twisted it myself, so wherever I go I have a piece of home with me.” I did it on an impulse at the time, twisting the rope to see if I could, but I tucked it away in my coca bag and forgot about it. As I saw just one quarter of the vastness that now acknowledged the Inca as supreme I found myself reaching into the bag and holding onto the little piece of my home, the valley that had launched us out into the world but was always ready to welcome us back.
“That is a good huaca, Waccha.” My father sounded impressed. “What will you do when you get home?”
“I’ll burn it.”
He arched his eyebrow again, and I think he enjoyed being surprised by me. His face split into a grin and he opened his coca bag to pull out two gherkins, one for me and one for him. “Why?”
“I’ll be home. I won’t need a little piece of it. I’ll have the whole thing.”
He almost choked on his gherkin, and when he had it down he tipped his head back and laughed and laughed, and he switched back to Runa Simi to repeat the story for his Rucana porters. When his mirth subsided he looked down on me fondly, but I had tucked the rope away for fear that I was being mocked. “You think like an Inca, Waccha. You think like the grandest Inca of them all... ‘I’ll have the whole thing.’” He started laughing again, slapping his hand on his thigh, which the Rucana mistook as a signal to increase speed. He lurched back at the unexpected surge, and then I was laughing and he was still laughing and the Rucana joined in, and then the whole procession began, and our laughter echoed off the rock faces of the mountain pass so that the whole world shared our merriment.
I have ventured from Cuzco more times than I can count in my life, and every time I have taken a small length of rope with me, made from the local grass. I have one now, in fact, though the rope has dried and frayed and I fear I shall make no other. Cuzco is lost to me. I’ve asked to be buried with it when I die. But I tell you, Friar, and do not think me mad, when I rub that bit of rope between my fingers, even though it is an entirely different rope from the one I held as a boy high up in the mountains, I can still hear my father’s echoing laughter. It makes me very happy, and very sad.
* * *
There are four royal highways that lead from Cuzco, one for each quarter of the Empire. The first goes to Collasuyu, the vast quarter of the Empire that stretches past Lake Chucuito, which you call Titicaca, all the way to the distant mountains of Tchili. Another goes to Andesuyu, the jungle quarter of the Empire that is much smaller than the other three, but is so rich and fierce and foreign that a man cannot claim to be well traveled until he has visited its forests. A third goes to Chincaysuyu, the Quarter that encloses the great subjugated peoples, the Chimu, the Chacapoyas, the Cañari, and the Quitu.
It was the fourth, the Condesuyu road that we were on, a great highway that led us back to Cuzco as sure as water running downhill. When my father and I spoke of our personal huacas we had left the coastal deserts and were negotiating the high passes of the western mountain, then we crossed the rolling puna, still traveling hard and fast. As we approached the eastern mountains, though, we began to slow down, as if my father realized that we were coming to the end of our journey and wished to extend it. You could almost hear my father’s mind churning, calculating.
Was I to succeed him? My father was only middle-aged and could have sired more sons --bastards, as the idea of another official wife rankled-- but he wanted to begin training now while he was in his prime rather than rush when time might be short. The closer we got to Cuzco, the slower we went, and it seemed that he found a reason to stop and teach me something new at almost every tampu we passed.
I remember one lesson in particular. I think it was the one that made up his mind. Even today it is a harsh blow to my idea of right and wrong. We were back on the Cuzco-side of the roaring Apurimac River, traveling through wild and rugged country ill-suited to cultivation but impressive in its beauty and grandeur.
Each tampu we passed was a garrisoned fortress, a throwback to the days when this had been one of the two invasion routes of the Inca’s enemy, the Chanca, whose defeat had allowed Pachacuti to become Sapa Inca against the Emperor Viracocha’s wishes. I remember watching bronze lances twinkle as they caught the sun’s light over the battlements. It made Cuzco sleep better at night to know these rocky hills were defended.
My father had us stop for a whole day at one such fort, Pacaritampu, and I think in hindsight it took all his cunning to keep a sly look off his face. I thought nothing of it when my father let the Rucana porters scatter, stretching their arms and shoulders at the break before heading to the nearest akha house, which would provide them with as much as they cared to drink as they were the litter bearers of so distinguished a personage as my father.
The great accountant next sent his quipucamayocs to check the tampu’s extensive collection of storehouses, warehouses, storage dumps, and silos. Then he released his gherkin fetcher to his usual task. Next he ordered his translators to interrogate travelers heading outwards from Cuzco as to the happenings in the great city. It was not until he threw his guard detail out into a ring around us with orders to let no one near that I realized he had rendered us quite alone.
“Do you know what this place is?” He gestured to the pitted and tumbled heap of rocks outside the walled tampu.
“This is the Inn of First Appearances,” I said, repeating the name I had heard when my father ordered the stop and got everyone out of earshot.
“It is called that because this spot, right here, is where Manco Capac and his three brothers and four sisters emerged from their cave after the Great Flood and began their journey to find Cuzco, the land promised to them by Inti and Viracocha.”
You can ask any tribe in this New World of yours, Friar, and regardless of which gods they worship they will all tell you that the world before this one was destroyed by a Great Flood, a deluge that wiped the earth clean, and that their people emerged from a cave or a mountain top, put there by their own particular deity, to start again. We Inca emerged from our cave thanks to Inti, but he took his gift one step further and ordered us to conquer the world, beginning with Cuzco.
My jaw dropped to think I stood at the very spot, the beginning of my people’s journey to greatness, and my father gave me a moment or two of reverence before a low rumble started in his throat that climbed higher and higher until finally it burst from between his lips as great gulps of barking laughter.
I looked at him, aghast that he would profane such a holy place with his outburst. This, where I was standing, was where our people began, a people who now ruled the known world. Standing there was like putting a hand on the cradle of the Emperor.
“I want you to remember this, Waccha. People will believe what you tell them, and the more they want to believe it, the more they will.” He stopped laughing. “It’s a fake, son. The whole thing is a lie.”
I must have looked hurt, because he put a hand on my shoulder and sighed. “I’m sorry, but it is better you learn young so that you can get over the disillusion and see what a useful tool this is for governing people.”
He kept his hand on my shoulder and started walking towards the rocks, waving his other hand at them grandly so that anyone observing us from out of earshot would think he was extolling the virtues of the holy place instead of revealing it as a fraud.
“This is a supreme act of statecraft, Waccha. One quarter of all the people who come to Cuzco take this road, and every one of them sees this place and knows this is where it all began, that the gods set us off on a divine quest to bring the light of civilization to the dark places of the world.”
My father barked his laugh again. “That is the power of a story, Waccha. This place is no different from that hill over there or those boulders back there, but Pachacuti picked this spot and said it was the point of our origin, and it has been ever since. Everyone who remembers when this was just an ugly heap of rocks is long dead.”
“So where is the real place, father?”
“Who knows? It has been forgotten, Waccha. Truth to tell, my belief is that there was no cave and no divine quest. It’s all too neat and tidy.”
I did not look up at him this time. I felt foolish and betrayed, and I did not want to also appear naive. “The whole story, Manco appeared here because the gods willed it, and they sent him out with a golden staff to find land so fertile the staff would sink and disappear into the ground and there he was to make his home, and that he would teach the ignorant all the civilized arts like masonry and agriculture and weaving... It sounds like our history was changed after the fact to make it more appealing.”
“Who would do that, father?” I asked, malice in my voice. Changing the truth to a lie has always upset me.
“Who wouldn’t? You would, I would, Sapa Incas, curacas, everyone if it suited their purpose.”
“I wouldn’t!” I said.
“I said the same thing when I was your age,” my father smiled at me. “But you’ll learn. You’ll learn. You should know what really happened, but telling people that the gods are involved, Waccha, makes the gods get involved. Did Inti order us to conquer the world, or did we claim he said it so he helps us rather than be seen as ineffectual? I don’t know. I only know what the story has been changed to.”
“What does that mean, the story has been changed?” His story was like taking a purgative: It made me sick, but I was the better for it in the long run.
“I’m not sure, but I can guess: Down on the coast there are irrigation canals thirty topos long, and today you will hear that Sapa Inca Pachacuti made them, but they were there long before he conquered those people. There are graves out in the desert where the bodies are dressed in clothes as fine as those we wear today, yet the locals will tell you the cemeteries haven’t been used in all memory. We didn’t teach people how to weave.
“The Kingdom of Chimor’s wise men will tell you that before the Great Flood an earlier world was destroyed by a Great Fire, and it is possible that another before that was destroyed by a Great Storm. Their knowledge goes back much further than ours, and they have ruins of old cities and temples that have been empty since Cuzco was a mud-walled village to prove it. I have seen them, Waccha. I have walked abandoned streets and climbed unused steps, and I tell you those cities have been empty for longer than the Inca have had our divine quest.
“On the far side of Lake Chucuito there are stone ruins called Tiahuanaco whose masonry must be the oldest in the world. The art of bringing stones together did not start in Cuzco, and even today we import our best masons from the Colla and Lupaca lands around Tiahuanaco. Doesn’t that seem odd to you, if we invented masonry?” He let the question hang, but before I could try to defend our people’s honour he began again.
“Then there’s Inca Simi. If we are from this place,” he gestured to the ugly rocks again, “Why do we speak a language so close to the Colla tongue? Why did we pick Runa Simi, a language from the Cuzco area, as our language of Empire while keeping our ancient foreign dialect a secret?”
“So what really happened?” I asked again, swayed by his arguments.
“I think Manco Capac was a sinchi, a war leader, whose clan was living somewhere too poor to support them, and I think he conquered the people of Cuzco just as the Chanca tried to do to us in my father’s time, but that’s not a very nice story, is it? Were we starving marauders who took what we wanted? No, much better to say Cuzco was meant for us, given to us by the gods, so we took it and everyone benefited and today the world has clothes and food and stone buildings because of us.”
“I don’t like that,” I muttered, sullen at what I saw as a dirty trick played by the powerful who I was supposed to trust without question.
He smiled at me. “Think of how many people there are in this world, Waccha: There are the common taxpayers, the purics, over eleven million of them. Then there are the yanacona, the personal servants of the Inca, and no one knows how many of them there are because they don’t appear on the census data. The leaders of the purics and the yanacona are curacas, and there are hundreds of thousands of them if you include all the ranks. The pacuyoks, the earplug men, the Incas and the Incas-by-privilege, we number maybe twenty thousand adult men. We want what’s best for all those other millions, we really do, and we can do more for them than they can do for themselves. It is things like this that let us control those silent stupid masses.”
“Why are you telling me this?” I asked him.
“Because you’re upset by it, and I respect that. One day you will have to be a part of the lies too, but that doesn’t mean you have to believe them. Do you know there was a Sapa Inca between Viracocha and Pachacuti? His name was Urcos, but he was too cowardly to fight off the Chanca so Pachacuti took over from him in a coup. You are one of a very few people who will remember Urcos, and by the time of your grandchildren he will be forgotten forever.
“Things are going to be lost in your lifetime, Waccha, unless you do something about it. I did my part, and my father before me, and now I want you to remember and pass it on to someone you trust to do the same.”
My mind hesitated at the thought. “How can I do that?”
“You will learn to read and tie the royal quipus, and you will record the true events among the high circles and low places of the world.” He said it as if the job was as good as done.
“It takes years to learn to do that.”
“I will arrange it.” Again, as good as done.
“Does that mean...”
“Yes,” he said, and my heart leapt. “You will be my successor. None of my bastards have a thought in their head for anything but soldiering, and you are my only official son. It is you, or the position slips from my family. My other sons wouldn’t do the job. They don’t care about the truth. You can do it. You care about the people, and you know right from wrong. You aren’t a fool.” That was high praise from my father. “You will be a tocoyricoc.”
And that was that. My father said it, and he never threatened to change his mind. He would make the next ten years of my life one long lesson, first on his own and then within the structured system of school, finally ending in an apprenticeship at his side.
I remember turning to face the pitted heap of rocks, no better than any that I had passed in all the hills and mountains I had climbed since leaving Cuzco. I must have smiled a dazzling smile, perhaps done a little dance, but I don’t recall any of those things. I remember a gust of wind picked up and ruffled my hair, and I remember my father saying something I did not hear. It was snatched away by the zephyr.
He probably gave me the obligatory warning of what hard work it would be, or that I must not think I was being rewarded. My father always knew how to deflate a moment. When I dutifully asked him to repeat what he had said he must have misunderstood me, for he smiled and said the part that I had heard quite clearly the first time.
“You will be a tocoyricoc.”
* * *
We stayed the rest of the day at the falsely named Inn of First Origins to celebrate. The Rucana porters got drunk; the translators returned with what gossip they had gathered; the warriors asked the tampu keeper for any broken pottery he had and took turns hurling sling stones at the shards, and the gherkin fetcher found a mighty haul at a condiment tampu down on the banks of the Cusipampa. My father shared them with me as we celebrated. It was a good day that ended with my first drink of unwatered akha while all of my father’s retinue toasted his decision.
The next day we crested the ridge between the hills of Picchu and Puquin, and there, finally, we had a view of the Huatanay Valley, home to Royal Cuzco.
The valley of the Huatanay River is broad, with gently sloped hills peeling back in all directions, and everything in it was carefully arranged to lavish riches upon the richest city ever built: There were fields of maize and quinoa and potatoes in neat rectangles of green and russet and purple, and great flocks of llamas and alpacas grazed wherever land lay fallow. Where the slopes were too steep the terrain was shaped into step-like terraces filled with rich earth held in by walls of gray fieldstone.
There were storehouses everywhere, storehouses for everything the earth can grow or man can make: Clothing and pottery and weapons and tools, feathers and medicine and musical instruments and leather, fertilizer and precious metals and food. Oh, the food! There was enough to feed the entire valley of two hundred thousand people for ten years without a single new potato being grown.
You do not believe that the valley had two hundred thousand people, Friar? I assure you it did once, before all that my tale will tell transpired. Aside from the twenty thousand nobles in Cuzco itself, there were neat little hamlets of mud and stone evenly spaced throughout the valley filled with all the peoples of the world.
A portion of each new tribe added to the Empire was settled in the Huatanay valley as colonists. They were even placed in the valley as they were positioned in Tahuantinsuyu, so that people from the west lived on the west side of the valley, and distant tribes lived further from Cuzco than nearby ones. In this way Cuzco had access to every culture it commanded, as well as unlimited labour to build and to grow and to serve the Children of the Sun.
But it occurs to me I am speaking of the valley as if it were a plain, when its hills are just as important as its fields and villages: The hills to the immediate east and west of Cuzco had the sun posts that lined up with the rising and setting sun, keeping our calendar in perfect synch with the seasons. To our left as we stood on the Condesuyu Road was Puquin Hill, home of the Great Quipu Repository. This great building was the nexus of all Inca bureaucracy, and its four counting room towers saw thousands of quipus come in and out every day.
To our right was the distant windswept hill of Huanacauri, our war idol who was a brother of Manco Capac turned to stone. At his feet every Inca boy became a man, and no army marching into battle with Huanacauri had ever been defeated. In front of us squatted Sacsahuaman, Speckled Hawk Hill, where the fortress of Intihuasi had been under continuous construction by twenty thousand workers for fifteen years already and would continue to be built until the arrival of the Spaniards. It was a fortress designed to survive the end of the world.
The flanks of that hill were ravines cut by steady streams which ran out onto the plain, gently merging together to enclose a triangle of land, and there was Cuzco, the most beautiful city in the world.
Oh Cuzco, Royal Cuzco, the rich city, the holy city, the only city! It answered to all these and more. Any words I use will seem too grandiose when in fact they are so insufficient they border on paltry.
Cuzco. I do not know what it meant in the beginning, for it was the original name of the village occupied by Manco Capac in the name of Inti and the Intip Churi, but in Runa Simi it was interchangeable with the words centre, navel, focal point, for that is what we turned it into.
Do you know what it is to look at a place and know that your eyes have found the point upon which the whole world turns? That was Cuzco. Our city was as perfect as a people with absolute power could make it. Every stone in every wall was a work of art. Foreigners often fell to their knees in awe at their first sight of it, and today I hear the people remaining in the valley after all that has happened often sigh, even weep, at what they have lost.
The city was like a puma lying on its side, with the hill of Sacsahuaman for its head and the great temple of Coricancha on the point of land where the streams meet to form the Huatanay River itself forming its tail. There were two main roads running from Upper Cuzco to Lower Cuzco, informally called the Spine Road and the Belly Road. Crossing these avenues at pleasing perpendicular angles were the streets of the city, like ribs and haunches.
At the centre of the city, where the four great royal roads meet, was the Huacaypata, a holy plaza that was the beating heart of Cuzco, and by extension the world. I suppose in Spanish Huacaypata would mean Recreation Square, but the better translation would be the Place Where One Ceases to Work and Begins to Enjoy. It was two hundred paces by one hundred and fifty paces, covered in dazzling white sand brought all the way from the beaches of the never-ending sea and piled so thick that a man could dig half his height down before hitting the flagstones beneath.
Here my father’s procession entered the city in silence, and everywhere we went pacuyoks and yanaconas blew my father a respectful kiss as he passed. When we reached our front door with its yellow blanket my father descended from his litter, picked me up onto his shoulders, and we entered our compound in triumph.
“My son will be Tocoyricoc!” He shouted, and the household cheered as if I had already performed a worthy feat. It was another good day. My father sacrificed to the household gods in thanks, and secretly threw a pinch of precious coca leaves into the kitchen’s hearth fire as an offering to the serrated bronze lance hanging above. With the ancestors and the deities thus satisfied, I began my long education.
My training started with small jobs. The first of these saw me awaking each day before dawn and going out into the street to prioritize the quipucamayocs waiting there in the darkness by the severity of their problem.
For some time they resented taking their orders from a boy, but I was firm with them, and as I came to know the job they accepted that I was making a small difference in the efficiency of the process. Through this task I came to understand the different levels of clerical error, and I also learned the names of all my father’s subordinates in Cuzco. It was a good first job, and little by little I came to understand the greatest accountants’ art.
I ate my two simple meals just after dawn and just before sunset with my father in his counting room. As I have said, he was not a social man, so we usually worked through his meals. A compulsive counter, he made a game of keeping a tally of how many potatoes I ate in a given month, tracking my progress over the seasons to estimate when I would experience my next growth spurt. My mother’s Chacapoyan blood made me grow so often he could hardly guess wrong.
Every three or four days we would go to the Great Quipu Repository up on its hill. It was a distinctive looking building with huge trapezoidal windows facing east and west to give its chambers the maximum amount of light. We would stand outside and strip down to the bare minimum of polite dress before entering.
Bureaucracy is not an activity known to keep a man fit, but for all our administrative prowess we Inca were a warrior people. Every one of these quipucamayocs might be called upon to serve in the elite Inca legions or command a conscript legion made up of purics. We could not afford to let our accountants grow fat, and so the Great Quipu Repository’s rule was that all quipucamayocs must work inside dressed in their breechcloths so that any lack of fitness could be spotted and chastened by the fellow’s peers. It was an effective rule, for the accountants I saw were all thin and wiry looking, despite their sedentary occupations.
Huaman Paullu would walk my father up and down the rows of squatting quipucamayocs labouring over their counting boards and quipus, and my father would spot mistakes as they were being made without turning his head.
“Carry the two, Huaritico,” he would say, the man blushing furiously. “What’s five times nine, Taipi? I thought so,” he’d say to another, and so it went.
Then he would inspect the archives, long deep shelves of jars, each holding quipus of priceless value. Some were hundreds of years old, recording data from when the Inca did not even control all of the Huatanay Valley. Others were royal quipus recording history, philosophy, astronomy, and the words of the Sapa Incas.
Without being told, I could feel the power emanating from the jars. This place was as much a huaca as any temple to Inti or talking oracle. There was tremendous knowledge here for any man with the mind to decipher it. One day I would have such a mind.
Towards the end of our inspections we would climb the tower reserved for my father’s use. Sometimes we would take a summary quipu with us, sometimes not, but when we were up there we always poured a cup of akha out the window as an offering of thanks for the power entrusted in us, and gave a respectful prayer to Viracocha, the Creator, to keep our fingers nimble, our eyes keen, and our minds sharp.
Sunset brought the end of the workday for the Great Quipu Repository, for no one would dare work by firelight. The building was the equivalent of one giant wool warehouse; the flammable dust swirling through the place from all the distressed yarn would have had the very air itself burn at the first lick of a flame. No, when the sun sank beyond the western hills on inspection days the quipucamayocs filed out and my father would throw a subdued party for them back at our place to reward them for their hard work.
It was a quiet way to grow up, and I loved those simple days, not realizing how quickly they would pass. I was ten years old when I was first thrown into the greater world, outside the closed ranks of my father’s quipucamayocs. Once I was out it was years before I ceased pining to be let back into my previous cozy life where I knew all the players and the rules and could put no foot wrong without meaning to.
It started innocently enough with an invitation to a party. Not really an invitation for me, of course, because who did I know? The invitation was for my father, and I watched from one of the side rooms of the outer courtyard as the messenger arrived. His bright alpaca mantle was so extravagant he could have been mistaken for a huarangacamayoc, a master of one thousand tax-paying families, instead of an errand boy going door to door.
I knew my father would politely refuse. My father worked, slept, and ate his gherkins; that was all the fun I ever saw him have. It was not until he thanked the man and turned from the closed teak door to bellow for our servants to start airing out his finest clothes that I saw the red and blue threads the messenger had given him. The blue was an impressively deep shade, the official colour of the Socso Panaca. The red was even more powerful, the colour of the Sapa Inca himself. My father’s presence was not just requested, it was demanded.
Even then I was not more than mildly interested. It was only when one of my father’s concubines appeared at my side and began measuring me for a new tunic and mantle that I realized I was invited as well. My father entered the room to oversee the procedure.
“I’m going too?” I asked eagerly, raising my arms for her to find the measurement of my small chest.
“Yes, and don’t say anything to disgrace yourself. That’s the point of this little evening.”
I frowned. My father was using the tone he saved for a stern reproof, but he did not seem angry at me. “Sorry?”
“The theme of the Socso Panaca’s party is ‘Tomorrow.’ Every powerful pacuyok and curaca in Cuzco is supposed to bring his favourite child.” I did not puff up at the compliment. I knew I was the favourite. “Everyone will be judging everyone else’s choice. What a way to introduce the next generation to one another, to have each picked out and ranked by his parents as better or worse, and all a month before the next intake at the House of Learning.”
I smiled, confident that I would be well-liked. My father was not so sure. He snapped at the woman measuring me to find something beyond sumptuous that was the right size for my tall and skinny frame, and he muttered that if he had been given more notice he would have had something made to order. It was only as he left that I realized he was worried. My mind flew to Mama Ocllo’s suggestion that other men wanted their sons to become He Who Sees All.
The day of the party came, and I had never worn such rich clothes before. That is saying something, Friar, for my father’s station required me to wear clothes every day that were finer than a puric would wear even on a holiday.
My little tunic was of interlocking red and white rectangles, and upon each white one was a smiling face embroidered in red stitching, while upon the red were faces of white. Each smiled in a different way, so that some smirked and others grinned, some looked pained and others seemed to be in mid-guffaw. Just by looking at it you could sense that the embroiderer was a woman of rare intelligence, the heart of her community. I wondered who she was and what special boon she had been given for going so far beyond her tax service quota.
A belt of silver-studded llama leather cinched my tunic at my waist, and I remember wearing sandals with matching silver studs decorating the lacings. The coca bag at my side was covered with silver scales. My mantle was my clan’s yellow with short white tassels at the fringe, held together on my shoulder with a pin of heavy gold whose broad head was worked to reveal the face of Inti peeking over the horizon between two mountains. My hair had been specially cut short that day and plastered flat so that not a single strand could drift out of place. Every speck of skin on me was scrubbed clean until I seemed to glow.
When my father finally came out of his chamber I could not recall him ever looking so fine, and he always dressed well on his tours of Condesuyu. That night he wore the uniform of an Inca general, a rank my father did hold even if his education denied him the battlefield.
He boasted both the red and white tunic of bravery granted by a battlefield commander and a chest disc of undecorated gold that said he had commanded a unit that made the crucial difference in a battle. My father had only been to war once, but once was enough. Many career soldiers did not boast such a disc upon their retirement.
His mantle was also of the clan yellow, but where mine was of alpaca his was of cumpi vicuna, that softest and finest of wools that is spun so perfectly you Spanish liken it to your silk. His staff of office was polished with wax. A blue tassel hung from his shoulder, the deep blue of the Socso Panaca. We were ready to go.
The Spanish do not have panacas, so I should explain them: A panaca is like a clan, but it is the clan that honours a dead Sapa Inca. When an emperor dies his spirit goes to the Upper Universe and his body is mummified, becoming a huaca of tremendous power. That power is not just spiritual, either. Sapa Incas do not pass their wealth down to their heirs, only their rank. Panacas controlled all the wealth of their dead emperors’ estates, the palaces and the villas and the flocks and the fields. To make them even more powerful, any noble could pledge to serve, giving the panacas constant influx of new members with each generation.
These cults gave members of the female nobility real influence, for women control the religious side of the panaca court, including translating the mummy’s wishes into vocal commands. An ambitious woman could come to control a panaca, wielding more power than any other woman in the world except the Sapa Inca’s Coya.
Now I would never speak ill of any panaca, but my father often did: They were collection points of malcontents and idle royals, scofflaws and layabouts. The women who joined a panaca often did so because of the sexual license permitted within the dead emperor’s palace. The private parties were so wild that the music and sounds of drunken orgies filled the nighttime air of Cuzco.
You might wonder, Friar, why a panaca is not a house of quiet veneration? After all, its purpose is to honour the mummy of an emperor. Well, there is certainly worship, devoted worship, but there is also immense wealth and power, and panacas tended to attract a dangerous mix of ambitious nobodies and aristocratic scoundrels. All this, combined with the inescapable fact that a dead emperor is never going to run a disciplined household when his wishes must be interpreted by his panaca’s members, leads to orgies and the feasts and the parties.
Knowing my father’s views on both unnecessary fun and unnecessary expense, it must seem odd that he felt we had to go to the party. The Socso Panaca’s one redeeming virtue in my father’s eyes was that it was dedicated to Viracocha Inca, his grandfather, the man who led the Inca out of our valley and set us on the road to world domination. The mummy we would visit had our dried blood in its veins. From its now desiccated loins had sprung his father, my grandfather.
If my father was being invited to a party by the worshippers of dead Viracocha Inca, and the invitation was reinforced by the command of Viracocha’s grandson, the Emperor Topa Inca Yupanki, my sovereign lord, great-uncle, and the best friend of my murdered grandfather, then my father would swallow his dislike for frivolity and attend.
The party was to start mid-afternoon, but my father had enough social acumen to know no one of importance arrived early. The sun was beginning to set when our honour guard arrived at our door, all dressed in the clan yellow. These pacuyoks were seasoned soldiers in their late twenties and early thirties, bastards of my father’s brothers and cousins. Ten of them formed two lines to either side of the narrow street in front of our teak door, and when my father and I were enclosed within their ranks they began to march in step, the studs on the soles of their sandals ringing loud against the cobbles and echoing eerily among the stone walls.
My father did not need protection, of course, except that his station demanded an entourage of some kind. With the possible exception of kicking a stray dog out of the way there was nothing for them to do except walk us there and then walk us back. My father had considered taking his litter, but he knew the best of his Rucanas might be poached out from under him by other lords at the party. The men of our honour guard were blood relatives. No one would take these men away from the service of Tocoyricoc Tupac Capac.
We approached the Amauracancha, the Serpent Enclosure, as the Socso Panaca’s palace was known, and my father’s expression darkened as if he truly were entering a monster’s lair. He put his hand around the back of my neck. “You are going to see bad behaviour in there, boy. Just remember I brought you up better than this.” With that final warning we entered the largest of the panaca’s courtyards.
It’s funny to think what first impressed me as to the wealth of the Socso Panaca was not the gold platters or silver chalices, the legions of yanaconas or the dozen llamas rotating on spits: It was the fact that the torches had been lit long before sundown, and as we arrived still more were being fired up despite the cheery glow of sunset still visible in the sky. In my household as long as there was enough light to walk the even floors with confidence we did not need a flame’s illumination for help, but then my father was frugal in all things.
Women circulated through the crowds with trays heavy with cups of akha, and my father’s grinning honour guard lightened the women’s loads before heading off to a smaller courtyard set aside for servants, escorts, and retainers.
The main courtyard of the Socso Panaca was big enough to fit our house inside it without touching any of the surrounding buildings; it was filled with dazzling white sand like the Huacaypata. Spilled drinks were easily dealt with by kicking fresh sand over the wet.
Drums and cymbals and flutes filled the space with their merry beat, and the revelers took their cue from that, mixing and mingling, each eager to see the chosen child of a friend or rival. The party’s theme was a huge success.
I was stunned to see so many nobles, pacuyoks and curacas alike. Everyone was in their best dress, and these people were entitled to wear the best in the world. The colours exploding from the cottons and wools were as vivid as any jungle bird could boast.
My father wasted no time on casual banter. He looked neither right nor left as he led me towards the Emperor, his hand firmly on my shoulder so I could not fidget or flee. The far end of the great courtyard had been separated off from the rest by a translucent cotton screen behind which the Imperial Court could feast without inflicting the rest of the guests to the rigors of court protocol. Within the screen, however, we were in the presence of the Emperor himself. Great measures would be taken to show our respect.
In an anteroom --really just another cotton-walled partition-- my father and I removed our sandals and placed small burdens on our backs. Those who stand in the presence of the Shepherd of the Sun must always remember how humble they are.
Upon entering the Imperial Presence your eyes are overwhelmed by the splendour of the gold and silver, the feathers and clothes, the jewels and furniture, but you cannot stop to look around. You approach, head bowed, never dreaming to look at the Emperor directly, then you stop, bow from the waist with arms stretched out in front with the palms open and facing down, then you make a kissing noise.
You remain there, in that awkward position, the weight on your back and your bare feet reminding you just what differences in status separate you from the most powerful man in the world until the Emperor acknowledges you. Only then can you straighten up and look around.
For this party the Imperial Court was roughing it, bringing only their most transportable luxuries. There were dancers and jesters and acrobats and jugglers and bards lining the walls, waiting respectfully for a moment when the Sapa Inca should order an amusement. There were four royal quipu masters in one corner, ready to tie down any proclamation. There were also hangers-on and flunkies jockeying for position. My father and I passed through this multitude to genuflect before the Emperor.
A stage of interlocking teak had been erected on the sand, and only the truly worthy could stand upon it. There were the four viceroys, of course, each in charge of one quarter of Tahuantinsuyu: Viceroy Mayta of Condesuyu, my father’s only direct superior save for the Sapa Inca, stood at one end smiling at us; Viceroy Achachi Michi, one of the greatest military minds the Inca had ever produced, was reading a quipu and chewing on a wad of coca. He claimed he could not go campaigning anymore because his work as ruler of Chincaysuyu took too much of his time, but there were whispers in the halls of power that his back hurt, terribly, and that only the sweet relief of chewing coca allowed him to rise from his sleeping pallet in the morning.
Also on the dais the brothers Viceroy Hualpaya of Andesuyu and Viceroy Illyapa of Collasuyu stood engrossed in conversation with the three Ocllo sisters. Illyapa was emphasizing a point by waving his staff of office, on its end a chunk of black glass --the rarest of jewels-- sparkled in the torchlight.
While I was conscious of everyone, there was no way to ignore the Sapa Inca. A smaller platform rose up from the stage almost to waist height, equipped with an elegant low wooden stool; upon this throne, called an usno, sat the Shepherd of the Sun, unquestioned Lord and Master of the Four Quarters of the World. Everyone had their body turned to face him. He was the centre of our universe.
Sapa Inca Topa Inca Yupanki must have been in his late sixties at the time, and his face bore every line one would expect from a man who had fought his way across the length and breadth of Tahuantinsuyu, married a thousand women, and established the stamp of our civilization on more than fifty reluctant tribes.
His golden earplugs were so big they brushed his shoulders. His headband encircled his brow five times, with the red fringe of vicuna wool marking his Imperial office dangling from golden tubes to cover his forehead. Tucked into his headband with a golden holder were two short feathers, a white one and a black one: These came from the Curiquinque bird, so rare that it is said that only one mating couple exist at any time.
Topa Inca Yupanki’s attire put the rest of the nobility’s garments to shame. His mantle was of woven bat fur, dyed bright yellow, and anyone who has ever seen how short the fur of a bat is can appreciate what that means: Tens of thousands of bats had been caught and shaved, then their fur, shorter and finer than eyelashes, was dyed and spun into threads. These were worked onto a loom whose warp and weft was so tight that hundreds of threads would go back and forth in the area covered by my thumb.
As if this embarrassing richness of human labour were not incredible enough, the mantle was decorated with blue and red hummingbird feathers --each smaller than a kernel of maize-- that made up an elaborate geometric pattern.
In total the mantle must have been the work of dozens of weavers, dyers, hunters, and pluckers, and may have taken five years to go from concept to finished product. The Emperor never wore the same clothes in a given month, and unless he took it off and gave it to a favourite as a gift the mantle would only be kept in his wardrobe for a year before it was ceremonially burned as an offering to Inti.
As we waited there for him to acknowledge us my subtle inspection moved from the Emperor to the man standing closest to the usno. His heir, Titu Cusi Huallpa, also wore a royal fringe on his forehead, but where the Imperial fringe was red his chosen successor’s was yellow. Titu Cusi Huallpa was a short broad-chested man, not yet in his twenties, with a kind-looking face marred only by his eyes, which were hard and black and seemed to miss nothing.
“You are welcome here, Tupac,” the Emperor said at last. His voice was a dusty rattle, as if he had lived forever. He was old, yet timeless.
“Hello, Sire,” my father said. “This is my son, Waccha.” He pushed me forward and I genuflected again.
Old Topa looked me up and down, interested to see the boy whose birth had caused such a stir. “He is tall for his age,” he said. I tried to stretch even taller in response to the praise; we Inca, like all mountain people, tend to be short and burly. I was already as tall as a short man thanks to my mother’s Chacapoyan blood.
“I agree he is too tall,” my father said, quick to make the Emperor’s compliment a complaint to cool the hostility of the surrounding lords. “And skinny too. I hope he builds some muscles: It takes broad shoulders to carry the burdens of a tocoyricoc.”
“My son has broad shoulders,” Viceroy Achachi Michi said from around his mouthful of coca. I wondered if he was the friend of Cari Ocllo’s who wanted his boy to succeed my father. “But I wouldn’t trust him to add two to four. Leave administration to the smart ones.” He flashed me a smile flecked with shredded green leaves. I decided then that I liked the general, a decision that would keep me in good stead throughout my life.
“Do you want to be tocoyricoc, son?” Topa asked me.
“Yes, Sire,” I said, my heart jumping to be spoken to directly by the red-fringed Emperor.
“You wouldn’t prefer to be a soldier? Your grandfather was my finest soldier.” Topa smiled the smile of an old man reminiscing, then he perked up, as if at a sudden thought. “Isn’t that right, Pilla-huaso?”
From the crowd of nobles behind the stage a strangely dressed man stepped forward. His tunic and mantle were of green cotton, and his headdress boasted a small emerald in the centre of his forehead. You could see that once he had carried himself with more pride, stepped with more swagger. “Of course, Sapa Inca,” the man said in accented Runa Simi.
“Tell the boy who you were, and what his grandfather made you,” Old Topa ordered.
“I was the highest sinchi of the Quitu armies, and with the death of the last Scyri of the Kingdom of Quitu I am the most senior noble of the Cayambi tribe,” the man said in a tone implying he spoke by rote. “Your grandfather, Tillca Yupanki, made me a hostage against my people’s continued good behaviour. When-—“
“If,” Topa corrected him.
“If they revolt, I will be strangled and my body will be left for the crows.”
The yellow-fringed heir Titu Cusi Huallpa smiled at that. “Come now, we can do better than that for you! A man of your station should only be eaten by condors, don’t you think? Crows are for purics.” His mother Mama Ocllo laughed, and when the Coya was amused, the Imperial Court dutifully joined in her merriment. Pilla-huaso did not. He stepped back to his appointed place, and I could see now it was a crowd of foreigners, some dignitaries and some hostages, none of whom would be allowed to speak unless spoken to. Such was the Sapa Inca’s power.
“Is there anyone else back there you want to talk to?” Topa asked, noting my interest.
I should have said no and terminated the interview, but there was one so exotic looking that I could not contain myself. “Who is that with the face paint, Sire?” Several courtiers chuckled at my ignorance, but the man stepped forward. His face was painted in a complicated pattern of red and white, and the long silver ornament through his nose was complimented by a bulbous one dangling from his lip. “I am Minchan-caman, the Great Chimu of the Kingdom of Chimor.”
Every Intip Churi within earshot scowled to hear him speak: Here before me was the former ruler of the coastal empire that had been greater than our own. The Chimu’s armies were so numerous that the Sapa Inca Pachacuti and Topa Inca Yupanki had both forbidden their generals to provoke a war with them. The general who sparked the conflict was beheaded for it, despite being the elder brother of the Viceroys Hualpaya and Illyapa.
Only a supreme and unwanted struggle won us our victory, but now the greatest of the Chimu stood here, a mere Imperial toy. He reminded me of one of those pots his tribe makes showing people performing all manner of unnatural sexual acts: intriguing, but provoking a vague sense of guilt.
“Would you like to tread on the enemy, Waccha?” Topa teased me. It was traditional for a battlefield commander to step on the neck of a surrendering foe to show his dominance, but I had not beaten Minchan-caman. It had taken every Inca general, three hundred thousand men, and fourteen years to do that. Minchan-caman’s face twisted, and Topa’s amused smile disappeared. “You should be grateful to be alive, Great Chimu. You could be something much worse.” Topa gestured to a corner of the curtained Imperial enclosure.
I looked over and my head snapped back to the Sapa Inca. Sitting there in the corner was the Emperor’s personal runa tinya, man drum. A Colla rebel general had insulted Topa Inca Yupanki to such an extent that his corpse had been skinned and stuffed with a drum in his abdomen so that men could beat on his belly with sticks and hear the echoing boom come out of his mouth.
“I want to be a tocoyricoc, Sire,” I said, wanting this interview to be over. The thought of more of our former foes being trotted out made me feel ashamed, as if they deserved better. All of our enemies had been offered peaceful amalgamation into Tahuantinsuyu, where they would have been retained at their appropriate rank and station. It was their own fault --their resistance to the inevitable-- that had led them to this humiliation.
“Then do well in your studies, son, and the job is yours,” he told me. I genuflected again, and my father reached out to lead me out of the Royal Presence.
“Don’t you think it’s time Tupac takes another wife?” Mama Ocllo asked her husband. My father’s hand froze. All eyes turned from the Coya to the Sapa Inca and back.
“My mother often speaks of you, Tupac,” Crown Prince Titu Cusi Huallpa said. “She seems to think you’re lonely.”
“And what do you think, my lord?” My father asked respectfully, for this man would be our emperor one day.
“I think my mother is not often wrong about these things.” He gave Mama Ocllo an affectionate smile. “What would it hurt to indulge her?” Those hard eyes of his looked out from under the yellow fringe. He loved his mother as no one else in the world seemed to, and I think he suspected my father spurned marriage just to vex her.
“I do not refuse to displease her. I just know I will never be happy with another wife, at least not happier than I am with the concubines I already have,” my father said.
“Well I think it makes all the difference in the world.” The Coya adjusted her shawl like a preening bird.
Now it was the Sapa Inca’s turn to speak. “I don’t know. Having an official wife differs little from having a concubine except that the children are legitimate.” Both Mama Ocllo and Chiqui Ocllo straightened a little at the reproof. The Viceroys Illyapa and Hualpaya gave looks of embarrassed sympathy to the Imperial women. Viceroy Achachi Michi spat his plug of coca into the sand and drew a new one from his bag. Viceroy Mayta just cleared his throat.
Old Topa ignored them all, turning back to my father. “You are dismissed, Tupac. I will see you tomorrow to review the Huanca levy figures.”
“Yes, Sire.” My father genuflected. When we were in the anteroom we removed our burdens and put our sandals back on.
Outside the party had picked up, thanks in no small part to the quiet distribution of the illegal liquor viñapu, much more potent than mere akha. The banquet portion of the evening was still well off, and so the nobles were toasting each other with wild abandon to pass the time.
I did not know exactly what to expect at a social event of this size, but I did notice that because of the theme few nobles had brought their daughters. Girls could not hold government or military rank and so would not be the heir to any of the invited guests’ positions. Any girl in the courtyard that night stood out, for she must either be the jewel of her father’s eye or a child of a sonless house. There was one girl, though, who would have attracted stares even in a parade of daughters.
Every boy remembers beautiful girls from his youth, but to recall their face and form from the lofty heights of adulthood is disappointing. So many girls are just that, girls, not women. For a full grown man to desire the fancies of his youth would be to admit to being the worst kind of pedophile. There was that one, though, who young and old could not tear their eyes from. I do not remember ever viewing her as a boy does a girl. Never. From the very first she was always a woman to me.
I learned later that she was twelve, two years older than I, but she had the body of a woman full-grown. True physical beauty cannot be captured by words, but I can describe some of its manifestations so you can picture a pale imitation of the wonder that walked that courtyard, absolutely aware of the effect she was having on all of us.
She had swelling hips that swung through an arc like a weight on a string, a movement so irresistible that men near turned to follow their gyrations. She had breasts so pert
--despite their full roundness-- that as a tall man looked down on her the mounds of her nipples poked straight up at him through her filmy gown.
Her face was as pale as the moon, and it did not hold a single straight line except for a perfectly proportioned nose. Truly, Friar, if you carved the face of the Madonna in the image of that girl you would have less trouble converting us to your faith. She walked through the crowd, her thin clothes clinging to her in all the right places. She turned her head from side to side in slow and graceful movements. She had a long neck without a line or crease on it, as if she always carried her chin high. She was looking for someone, or perhaps she was weighing the merits of those she passed. I wanted to talk to her, but I could not stray from my father’s side. When he caught me trying it he put a hand on my shoulder.
“Where are you off to?” He asked. I did not have to answer his question. He followed the direction of my gaze, straight as the royal road through the coastal desert. He harrumphed. “Oh, it’s her.”
I tore my gaze from her to look up at my father in confusion and annoyance. His voice had held no reverence, no respect at all. If he knew anything about the girl across the courtyard he should share it with me, but he should do so in a tone fit for someone capable of squeezing my heart at fifty paces. “Who is she?”
He grabbed my other shoulder and spun me around to face him. It felt cold to be turned away from her radiance. “Her name is Atoc China, the Vixen, and she is husband-shopping.” My mind panicked, for I was far too young to marry and the thought of losing her when I did not even have her yet struck me to the marrow. He shook me. “Don’t you fall for her too, boy! Half of Cuzco is besotted with her, and the other half has already been turned down in their courtship.”
He let go of me and I turned back to face her. I could not look away. He harrumphed again. “I don’t know what everyone sees in her, frankly. Her face is pretty enough, and you could build a mountain-top temple on that chest, but just look at the difference between her hips and her waist! Put your hands around her and your palms are almost facing straight down.”
He sounded disgusted, and for a moment I smiled at being able to so clearly read my father as a man. The Vixen’s greatest physical asset was the exact opposite for his own personal recipe for attraction, and so of course he thought the world was mad.
“You said she was husband-shopping?” I asked, looking around for any man puffed up enough to have been selected.
“Yes. She needs to marry up if she’s going to get anywhere in life. She’s the daughter of an Inca-by-privilege. He’s third generation, but he’s still a nobody. His own daughter makes him dance to her tune. No, she’ll need a powerful husband to do what she says she wants to do. As it is, her father and Old Topa have put her into Cuzco’s House of Chosen Women until she picks her husband.”
I wondered for a moment how any girl, however beautiful, could have persuaded her father and Emperor to allow her such a privilege. “What does she want to do?”
I suppose my father decided I was paying her far too much attention, for instead of answering he pulled me into a circle of old soldiers discussing the latest Andesuyu campaign against the jungle savages. The group shifted so that I could only keep an intermittent eye on the Vixen, and this seemed to satisfy my father.
Eventually I did tear my gaze from her, but it was her doing. The Vixen was looking long and hard at something, so I turned my head to see what had so caught her attention.
Once I spotted him there was no doubt what had arrested the Vixen. I was closer to him than she was, and he pulled my eye to him for a reason that had nothing to do with beauty. You could sense a palpable force around the boy. Something was going to happen.
He was tall and thin, making him stand out from the squat solid boys who were crowding him against a wall. He was taller even than I, and he used his height to glare down at the others, daring them to show a weakness he could use. His eyes were hard and black, their gaze sharp as obsidian flakes as he looked from boy to boy. His nose was a beak that threw shadows over a lipless mouth. He had a long, drawn face with cheek bones so high that he looked gaunt, as if he was starving. Of all the children I saw, only he looked like a man.
I watched as one of the boys began to taunt him. The tall boy lifted his arm to show bulging knotty biceps out of all proportion to his long thin arm. When I look back over the griefs and pains and regrets of my life, I laugh to think my first glimpse of Chalcuchima was of him flexing his muscles to intimidate a bully.
Pretending to be unimpressed --though I noted the laughing boy did not offer to compare his own strength-- the gang leader gave the tall boy a shove. They began to argue, and the circle grew larger to allow the two to scuffle, but it would be no private battle. I could see already the other boys up on the balls of their feet, opening and closing their hands. They would rush him once the first blow landed.
I wonder now where their parents were, but I did not look around at the time and now I can only speculate that the children were nothing special and their parents had dismissed them to enjoy the party after the Imperial audience; whatever the reason, the boys were unsupervised and in a moment things would get ugly.
Instead of hitting the short bully and beginning the fight he could not win, the tall boy began saying something slowly. The gang’s leader shook his head, speaking fast. I watched, stunned, as the tall boy stuck his hand into a nearby torch, his eyes locked on his challenger.
I imagine my face must have looked much like the shorter boy: Slack-jawed stupefaction replaced by dawning fear. The tall boy’s condor-like face did not even twitch as his hand hovered in the flame. The discipline, the mental control of that act, stunned me.
At last --though thinking back it could not have been more than a few moments-- the short boy slapped the hand free of the flames. The lipless one gave a joyless sneer to acknowledge his victory. The former bully looked at the ground, shamed at his defeat.
I heard a raised voice and saw a curaca swoop down on the short boy, yelling at the tall one. A woman emerged from a nearby crowd and pulled away the burned boy. Who was he? I decided to ask.
“Father, who is that?” I tugged at the sleeve of my father’s tunic and pointed at the retreating mother and son.
“That’s Capac Yupanki’s widow and the aucca’s son, damned nerve bringing him before the Emperor. Viceroy Illyapa told her not to.” I stared up at my father for a moment. Runa Simi has a number of words for traitor, and aucca is the worst of them: To call a man an aucca and be proven right is the man’s death sentence, but to falsely accuse him gives the man the right to kill you without punishment.
“What’s his name?” I asked.
“With that nose and those eyes? Mallku, Young Condor. Though his father’s dying wish was that the boy’s adult name should be Chalcuchima, and he was a powerful enough man that most people call his son that out of respect.”
Now that I had shown interest in someone other than the Vixen my father relaxed his hand on my shoulder and I slipped out of the circle of old men. I headed straight for the girl, of course, but slowed when I saw her go to join Mallku.
He was not cradling his hand, despite the blisters already appearing on its palm. She picked it up and turned it over, as if to predict his future in the bubbles between the lines, a more accurate prediction than any of us could have imagined, but that was a lifetime away yet.
At last I gathered the nerve to approach her, but all of her attention was on Mallku’s hand. He seemed totally uninterested by the obvious pain he was in, though he did shift his position to put more of his strong body between me and the Vixen, who was commiserating with him.
“Is he badly hurt?” I asked her. I should have asked him, of course, but he meant nothing to me, whereas she was fast becoming the thing I valued most in the world.
“Wasn’t he brave?” She whispered, at last releasing Mallku’s hand. The tall boy turned on me. He set his jaw until the muscles in his neck twitched, something I later learned meant he was deeply annoyed. He had succeeded in drawing the most desirable girl at the party to his side, and I was ruining his moment of triumph.
“I suppose he was, if making himself useless is bravery.” He glowered at me with those dark eyes of his. “That is your right hand, isn’t it?”
“I use my left hand for my sling and lance,” Mallku said stiffly, not prepared to have another altercation but clearly uncomfortable with keeping his temper in check.
“What did the other boy say to you that provoked you to do a thing like that?” I could think of nothing that would make me burn myself.
“He was trying to pick a fight, but he had six other boys with him. I told him one on one I was stronger than any of them, and when they still didn’t offer to even the odds I said I was braver than all six of them put together.” Mallku held up his palm. “The trick is to know that you can take it longer than they can. Someone was going to stop me. The pain doesn’t matter. It’s a temporary thing.”
I eyed the heat blisters. Nothing looked permanently damaged. “What was the fight about?”
“He insulted my father,” he said. “My father conquered his people, long ago.”
I don’t know why I said it, but I asked, “Wasn’t your father a traitor?”
Mallku puffed himself up, the resemblance to a strutting condor obvious. “My father was a great soldier, as I will be. He was killed by the Emperor for his success, and only his rivals dare say he betrayed his people.”
I tried to sound reasonable, knowing I was dealing with a boy prepared to burn himself to prove a point. “My grandfather was also a general: Tillca Yupanki. He was executed on the order of Pachacuti, but no one calls him a traitor. What did your father do differently?”
“What is your name?” He grunted at me, his neck muscles clenching. He knew now that I was well-born: Tillca Yupanki had been a half-brother of the Sapa Inca Topa Inca Yupanki.
“Waccha. My father is Tocoyricoc Tupac Capac.” I saw the Vixen fix her full attention on me, and I must have puffed up a little too. I felt a strong finger poke me in the chest, and I turned my head back to see Mallku almost purple with anger.
“My father has done more for Tahuantinsuyu than your father ever will, and I will do more than you ever will. The head of my clan is my uncle, Viceroy Illyapa! My sister is betrothed to the heir, Titu Cusi Huallpa! I have more Imperial blood in my veins than you, more military talent in my little finger, and I even have a manlier name than you, Unfortunate. Remember your place and respect your betters.” His eyes darted over to the Vixen, but I had her full attention. I knew my family had impressed her, and all of Mallku’s statements had not won her attention back to him.
I admit I was scared of him, for even at ten he was a scary man, but in front of the Vixen I could show no fear. I put on my most pompous airs. “I think I hear your mother calling you, Mallku.”
“My name is Chalcuchima.”
By sheer coincidence his mother did, in fact, notice her son on the brink of another fight, and she called him to her side in a tone that brooked no argument. He shot me one last look of disgust, a quick glance at the Vixen to see if she was going to say goodbye, which she was not, then he turned and stormed off.
Later I would think about the way he left and remember he clenched his hands into fists despite his blistered palm. A boy who could turn off pain: It sounds like a monster in a children’s story, doesn’t it Friar? He was real, though, all too real, and he was furious with me. He had won the Vixen’s attention, and I had taken that prize from him. Knowing what I know now, I am surprised he did not try to throttle me on the spot. He could have done it, blisters or no.
I said I thought about all this later, and I mean just that. The Vixen was before me, and I could think of nothing else in her presence. However beautiful she may have been from a distance, all my preconceptions were washed away when I looked into the Vixen’s eyes.
When the Vixen looked at me I could hear counting boards clicking and quipus being tied. She was always thinking, and her calculating brilliance shone through those two brown-irised portals to bathe me in attention.
“I am Atoc China,” she said. A twitch of her thin eyebrows and a quirk of a smile from the corner of her beautiful lips implying she thought well of me.
“I know,” I said, robbed of all intelligence by the mind her eyes revealed. I was overshadowed, dwarfed, and I was terrified she would know it. Her laugh was deep and rich, not the tinkling giggle of a little girl but the warm chuckle of a woman full-grown and worldly. She touched my arm and I felt as if I, too, had stuck it in a fire to earn her attention.
“Don’t be shy, Waccha. I know all about you, though we’ve never met. I know how you got your name. I know that your father doesn’t like me. I know that you’re his hand-picked successor, which means you must be brilliant because Tupac Capac is too honest in his dealings to choose his son over a better candidate. You are destined for greatness, Waccha. Greatness...” She let the word trail off, and a silence grew between us that I was loathe to break.
At last I thought I had something worth saying. “My father tells me you have plans of your own, but he wouldn’t tell me what they were.”
Her eyes danced. One of her long fingers drifted down my arm to clasp my hand in hers, and her other arm waved all around her, taking in the party, the courtyard, the whole palace complex. “This, all this, will one day be mine, or something very much like it.” She smiled, pulling those generous lips back to reveal perfect square white teeth, absolutely straight, as if a mason aligned them on the orders of the Emperor himself.
“For men the ranks of the world go Sapa Inca, Viceroy, Tocoyricoc, then down through the various governors and masters of taxpaying denominations.” She spoke quickly, her words carefully rehearsed and often repeated. “But for women there are fewer positions, which means each has that much more power. The top position, of course, is Coya, but the man wearing the Yellow Fringe is already married, so for my generation the top spot is taken.”
I had never heard a woman talk about power the way a man does, and like everything else about the Vixen I found it intoxicating. “You would have had trouble with that one, not being a full sister. Most coyas are blood relations of the emperors,” I said. She nodded her head and shrugged. “So what is the next step down for women in power?”
“Having my own panaca,” she said it with awe, and I knew just as my father longed to stand in the plaza of Quitu without a shadow, so the Vixen had revealed her dream to me.
“Your own panaca?” There was no disbelief in my tone. At that moment I felt this girl could do anything, but she removed her hand from mine and drew it to her chest.
“You don’t think I can do it?” She asked sharply.
“Of course it’s possible.” Again, I did not intend to sound critical. I just did not want to pour my adoration at her feet for fear it would be unwelcome.
“You think it’s my low birth, don’t you? My family has been Inca-by-privilege for as long as the Inca have been raising purics up into the ranks of pacuyoks. Your own mother was a commoner elevated up to Inca-by-privilege by your father. If she can make that vaulting leap, I can make this smaller one. All I need is a powerful husband, and for one of the panacaships to free up--”
“Or for a new one to appear,” I clamped my mouth shut, realizing I had just said that one day Old Topa would die. Men had died for less. She warmed to me now, adjusting her stance so all her weight was on one hip, the other titled up at an impossible coquettish angle. It was the most erotic thing I had ever seen, and I took a physical step back at the force of it.
“You and I will be going to the House of Learning together soon, you know. I have made arrangements to attend so my education will not be lacking when I do become leader of a panaca. You and I could become friends there...” There was a lingering promise that I could not decipher. I was too young, my upbringing too sheltered, but the Vixen knew exactly what she was talking about. A word never came out of the Vixen’s mouth that was not calculated by that mind of hers.
“I...” I could not think of anything to say, and the conversation ended against my will as my father’s hand settled once again upon my shoulder. I muttered something about seeing her in school, then I was dragged away to the understanding snickers of the fathers and sons around me.
* * *
If there is one ability mountain men have that never fails to impress you Spaniards, Friar, it is our capacity for drink. An Inca banquet had food and music, of course, but more than anything it is a drinking party, a competition of drink, a celebration of inebriation, of capacity and fortitude in the face of alcohol.
We sat together in our clans, facing across the courtyard at our rival families from the opposite end of Cuzco, and the akha never stopped flowing. The area between us was filled with jugglers and acrobats, actors performing their plays, bards telling the history of Viracocha Inca, whose mummy was now presented for the panaca’s veneration. Colla Topa, the major-domo of the Socso Panaca, moved through the crowd dressed head to toe in the deep blue of his panaca, his big booming laugh reminding us all that we were here to enjoy ourselves.
And while we did enjoy ourselves, of course, our eyes never strayed too long from our vigil of the opposite clan, watching for the first signs that their steady consumption of akha would unman them before us.
As a boy I was not subject to the same punishing pace as my father, but I soon understood why viñapu was illegal: Akha makes your head grow fuzzy, like uncarded wool, but it was a slow fogginess that crept up on you. The young men who I saw sharing the flagons of viñapu at the beginning of the party were either snoring in the sand now, being mocked by friends and foes alike, or they were swaying violently, sitting in a quiet stupor, oblivious to the party around them. Akha is a challenge. Viñapu is a vice.
My father had locked eyes with the two viceroys sitting across from us, Hualpaya and Illyapa, and his beaker was never emptied before a panaca girl filled it for him. Their game was a friendly rivalry, in a way, for nothing was being wagered except pride, but they were members of our rival clan and so he drank for the family’s honour. One by one his relatives and retainers succumbed, acting raucous or taking a woman off into one of the guest rooms, but still he sat on his stool, taking long pulls from his cup and making little conversation. I watched him and gradually so did everyone else wearing our clan’s yellow. Tonight he was our champion.
“One more, Tupac,” one of my uncles said.
“That’s incredible, Uncle,” a cousin slurred.
“Is that cup full of water?” Hualpaya finally called from across the courtyard. The drummers and flautists stopped. The silence stretched.
My father was grinning ear to ear, a sign of weakness, but he managed to sound sober when he asked in a polite tone, “Have you had enough?”
“Nowhere near,” Illyapa answered for his brother, though he slurred his words.
“Well, shall we make this a real contest then?” A low cheer went up from the revelers, and I heard laughter from behind the Imperial curtain. “Sire, can we borrow your runa tinya?” My father raised his voice perhaps a little too far to be respectful, but the screen parted to show a group of guardsmen carrying out the Imperial man drum. At Colla Topa’s booming commands, servants appeared from one of the courtyard’s galleries with three high stools, one for each of the contestants.
The Inca, their high-ranking subjects, and the collected children all watched as the two viceroys and the tocoyricoc perched on their unnaturally high stools, their feet only just touching the ground. They were each given two beakers, one for each hand, and a yanacona with an amphora stood behind them ready to top off after each swallow.
“To the Sapa Inca!” My father began, raising one cup for the toast before draining it. The guardsmen began to beat the man drum slowly; the rumble from its belly coming out through its mouth to form a coughing laughter.
“To the Socso Panaca!” Hualpaya returned, and he and his brother drank.
It went on for a long time with the runa tinya speeding up and the crowd roaring their approval and encouragement. The toasts became hurried and silly, as both sides tried to keep pace with the drum.
“To the chosen women who warm your bed!” My father said, choking back a drunken laugh.
“To your cold pallet!” Illyapa returned. Hualpaya managed to strangle his chortle of glee at the retort.
“To Hualpaya’s hiccough, there!” My father returned, lightning fast.
The challenge was not just one of putting the akha down, but of the quick and witty retort, the lack of emotion, the balance in staying on the stool. When you think that all three of them had been imbibing steadily since sundown, it really was amazing that they were able to play.
“To your wit!” Hualpaya toasted.
“To your lack of it.” That got a roar out of the crowd. Even Illyapa laughed, and when he went to slap his brother on the back he missed and his stool shifted dangerously. Acknowledging defeat, he stood, gave a clumsy bow to his audience, drained the last of his akha to a smattering of applause, and then returned to his low stool to watch his brother defend the family honour.
“To your wife,” Hualpaya said, trying to slow things down. The man drum continued its fast beat.
“To my wife,” my father said, quaffing his cup like it was empty.
“To your future wife,” Hualpaya smiled.
“To obeying the Emperor,” my father returned.
“To...” Hualpaya trailed off, his head sagging.
“Well put.” My father finished his last cup. Hualpaya sat on his stool, his head too heavy to bring his chin up. My father walked across the courtyard and wrapped him in a warm embrace. “Well done, cousin. Well done.” Though they were from rival clans, the mention of their distant blood relation took all the sting out of the battle. The crowd roared its approval at the happy ending.
I do not know how the party finished, though from my experiences at future fetes I suspect it did not and many of the revelers just awoke in the sand, their cups still in their hands. My father, who was never really comfortable at parties, chose his moment of triumph to take his leave. He collected me and as many of his retainers as could still walk. He was quietly ill in a gutter half way home, but it was for the best. No one should drink that much.
He tucked me in that night, and he seemed almost sober as he did it. He made me change into a clean tunic as he laid down a couple of blankets onto a fresh pallet, stuffed with grass, then he made me lie down in the centre and wiggle around until I had a body-sized cavity. He then put more blankets on top of me. I knew he would have a story for me, but I did not want one of his stories. I wanted to know what made Mallku’s father an aucca. I asked him, and he swayed slightly as he sat down next to me.
“You remember the tale of how Pachacuti defeated the Chancas?” He asked. I nodded. The Chanca had come to conquer us when Viracocha Inca’s fledgling Tahuantinsuyu began to rival their own confederacy, and such was their warrior spirit that Viracocha’s chosen successor Urcos panicked and abandoned Cuzco, leaving a younger prince to win a miraculous victory over the Chanca on the field of Xaquixahuana. It was the battle that made the Inca Empire as it existed today possible.
My father frowned. “Well, you know how formidable a warrior people they were. For a time it was decided that once they were absorbed into Tahuantinsuyu the Chancas would pay their taxes exclusively in military service, just the way the Rucana tribe only give tribute as litter bearers and the Chumpivilcans serve exclusively as royal dancers.”
I pictured a nation under perpetual arms, our bitterest rivals putting on their puma capes and vermillion war paint to die in our service. “You said for a time?”
“Mallku’s father was named Capac Yupanki. He was a great general and a legitimate son of Viracocha Inca by his second Coya, making him a near equal of Sapa Inca Topa Inca Yupanki and far superior, by birth, of your grandfather. Capac Yupanki was ordered to take the rich valley of Xauxa in Huanca territory, former allies of the Chanca. He was also instructed to venture no closer to the Kingdom of Chimor on the coast, which at the time was as big as Tahuantinsuyu and much richer.
“His legion of Incas tried to storm the fortress of Xauxa and failed, and the next day the Chanca legion succeeded. The Chanca grew so hot-blooded that they had triumphed over their former allies in the service of their former enemies, succeeding where we had failed, that they picked up and marched into the jungle to the east, taking their women and children with them.” I shuddered a little in my bed, imagining the Imperial fury that must have been waiting for Capac Yupanki upon his return to Cuzco.
“Embarrassed, Capac Yupanki did not come back from his campaign. Instead he attacked Caxamalca, an ally of the Kingdom of Chimor, against specific Imperial orders. He was trying to placate Sapa Inca Pachacuti with fresh conquests, but the Chimu counterattacked in support of their friends and Capac Yupanki had to retreat, leaving five thousand pacuyoks defending the Caxamalca fortress with no hope of relief for more than two years.
“He lost us the Chanca. He dragged us into a war with the Chimu that he was specifically ordered not to start, a war that taxed us to the limit. He abandoned the flower of his troops to a siege and then marched back to Cuzco. It was a miraculous feat of arms that our warriors held out until they were relieved by Topa Inca and your grandfather,” my father shook his head, remembering.
“For his crimes Capac Yupanki and his eldest son, Mallku’s brother, were imprisoned for years then beheaded and their bodies thrown into the Sankihuasi, the Pit reserved for traitors. Capac Yupanki’s full brothers, Viceroy Illyapa and Viceroy Hualpaya, adopted Capac Yupanki’s infant son Mallku and declared that their brother had done no wrong. My father was the most vocal of his prosecutors, and so our clans have feuded ever since. There is rumour that the insult my father gave to Pachacuti’s Coya was set up by those two viceroys, but I have no proof.” He pulled himself up onto his feet, swaying as he did it.
“Do I have to go to school, Father?”
“Why would you even ask that?” He murmured, pulling the blanket up to my chin now as he prepared to leave.
“I’m afraid of Mallku,” I admitted. Now that I was away from the distracting euphoria of the Vixen’s presence, the thought that I had made an enemy like him frightened me as badly as any of my half-remembered nightmares.
My father stood over my pallet for a long time in silence, mulling over what to say. Finally he settled on, “You should be. From what I hear of him, you really should be.” He kissed me on the forehead, ruffled my hair, patted my shoulder, and left my room.
I don’t know whether he was trying to downplay my fears by agreeing with me, or whether he was setting me up for a challenge. Either way, I did sleep well all that night.
Did you go to school very long to become a priest, Friar? Never mind. I have asked you not to write your own words except at the very end --if you wish-- and so I should not countermand that order now and allow you to express yourself against my wishes. Let me just say that I have often heard Spaniards claim that we were a stupid people, without either steel or the wheel, but I doubt most of the illiterate conquistadores who pillaged my land would have prospered at the House of Learning.
Every Inca male and most of the nobility of our conquered provinces attended the House of Learning, and a few girls, like the Vixen, were also permitted to go. The standard curriculum lasted four years, but there was a great deal of variety as to what extra classes a student could sign up for.
The House of Learning was in the palace of the dead emperor Inca Roca. The whole complex has been rededicated to the task, and wise men knowledgeable in every aspect of the world walked its corridors, lecturing in its halls and courtyards. The Empire made a point of bringing in only the most brilliant men to teach.
Generals stopped in to give lectures and run war games. Bureaucrats from the Royal Quipu Repository rotated through, teaching a year at a time before they were eligible for promotion. Medicine men from the Kallawaya taught both their healing art and the many languages they had mastered. Priests taught religion, augury, divination, and astronomy. The official Inca historians told the authorized stories, only to pull aside promising students like me to whisper the true events that were too unsavoury to be official.
Every one of these teachers would add the honorific Yachapa, He Has Taught, to their full name, and for his occasional math lectures this was another of my father’s many monikers.
School... I tell you Friar, my schooling was harder than any of my peers. I was enrolled in class from dawn until almost dusk, and after each session I had still more private teachers, so many teachers! I learned the Colla tongue from a disgraced lord of those people; Mochica, the language of the Chimu and the Cañari, from a retired caravan lord; Chibcha, the Quitu tongue, from a curaca of the Cayambi tribe brought to the Cuzco valley as a mitmak. I learned the art of oratory from an old wind bag who filibustered Viracocha Inca as a young man.
Before I started at the House of Learning I daydreamed about spending all my time there with the Vixen, while at the same time dreading Mallku. I need not have worried on either count. My father and I put together a course of study that kept me so busy I had only fleeting glimpses of either of them for months and months. I woke up, did my accounting chores, went to school, came home, did more classes, and slept. That was my life for most of my time at the House of Learning.
My early school days came to revolve around my father’s math lessons. In my first year of schooling, two years before other boys would learn multiplication, I would report to my father’s counting room. His rule was I would solve one math problem before I would be allowed to play, and if I did not have an answer for him by sundown I would work through the night.
He would sit on his stool with one of my sisters on his knee, and he would say, “Listen well: One hundred alpacas can produce thirty-five bags of fleece that can be spun into one month’s tribute in cumpi cloth for Chiaquitinta, the curaca of Upper Tumipampa.
“If the flock loses one adult alpaca out of ten every year, and the seventy females in the flock each year produce one kid who may equally be male or female and take two years to breed and contribute wool, how many months of tribute can this one flock produce over the course of ten years? How much wool is left over? How many alpacas are in the flock after ten years? Do you have all that?” He would ask. “Good, because for each time I have to repeat it, you miss a meal. Round up or down as I have taught you, and assume any odd numbers for births and deaths affect the females.”
To his highly trained mind this was a simple calculation, and he had the answer by the time he finished the question; meanwhile, I would labour over my counting board, moving my little chips of stone frantically back and forth with a hypnotic click, click, clicking. My siblings watched in fascination, for it seemed I moved the stones at random. Woe, as well, to whichever of my father’s bastards moved a stone from its appointed place. I remember when my brother Ronpa did it I bodily threw him out of my room, knowing my father would not excuse the delay.
In the end it’s a simple compound addition problem, and, like my father before me, I can now solve it in my head as fast as I can ask it: Thirty-six months of tribute with twenty-nine bags left over from the total of twelve hundred and eighty-nine bags, and the flock would consist of four hundred and sixty-nine females, four hundred and forty-six males, and eight hundred and thirty-four young.
Of course it’s a nonsense question anyway because the birth and death rates are ridiculously arbitrary, as is the age at which young animals contribute to the community good. Also, why isn’t anyone butchering the extra males for meat? It’s also too simple, if you can believe it, because he did not make me factor in the size of the pasture involved, which would be finite and thereby limit the flock, plus the herders, weavers, and porters would all need to be compensated out of the State coffers.
You look less than impressed, Friar. You think it is a trick, perhaps? Or maybe just an example I already worked out? You have heard it said that in Tahuantinsuyu, a realm of twelve million people, not a single pair of sandals was ever unaccounted for. Who do you think kept track of such things? My father and I. Oh, we had our quipucamayocs and our ledger men and our accountants to help us, but my father and I had to be over and above such men, more talented in every way so that we could find any hint of impropriety.
As I said, this was only my first year of schooling, and it would be two years before my peers learned the counting quipus, but already I was expected to record the results of calculations in the strings, and even if I got the answer right but the knots wrong my father would ask still another question.
Most boys did not begin their formal education in quipus until their fourth and final year at school. The smart ones would take extra classes early, but it was by no means common. It was unheard of for a boy in his first year to take every quipu class offered, but that is what my father enrolled me in, and then he had extra classes on top of that scheduled for private tutors, including himself, after school each day.
It occurs to me I have spoken several times in passing of quipus, but now I shall be specific, Friar. There are two broad differences in quipus, the kind that record sounds and the kind that record numbers. It is not that simple, of course, though how I wished it had been as a boy. There are many styles of number quipus throughout Tahuantinsuyu. If I were to learn just the Cuzco style, that would only give me access to ledgers from a quarter of the Empire. There were regional variations in the Collao, Chimor, and Quitu, to name just the major ones. Almost any tribe that had been large enough to keep track of their wealth had developed their own style of quipu accounting, and I learned all of them, as well as the art of picking up an unfamiliar quipu and puzzling out how it worked.
There are some common traits between all number quipus: They have a main cord with a clearly marked starting and ending point. From this cord dangle pendant cords, usually grouped together in a logical way rather than being strung at random, and from these pendant cords there can be further and further cords breaking away from them.
These strings are usually colour coded in some way to help the accountant remember what is being recorded, and the knots themselves are ones through nines in units of ten along the string, with blanks left for zeroes and placeholders. If a number became truly great, say, more than ten thousand, there were further knots to show the numbers multiplying beyond the ungainly thousands.
That is just the very broad idea, of course. For instance, some of the pendant strings are actually meant to be held up between thumb and forefinger above the main cord. Some quipus are meant to be held between the toes of one foot, pulled taut with one hand and read with the other, while others can be casually read held between two hands without actually feeling the knots.
I learned all of them, and, in truth, it was more the breadth of the variety of quipus than the actual art that I found difficult. The Colla quipus and the Chimu quipus, for instance, are almost identical in appearance but with almost all the rules reversed; many was the time I wondered how a Colla llama herder had afforded to slaughter three hundred and one prime breeding stock only to realize I was actually reading about a Chimu guinea pig butcher who was trying to requisition one hundred and three animals for slaughter.
No, looking back on it my complaints with the number quipus were merely the complaints of a young boy who wanted to be at play but was forced time and again into the company of wheezy old bureaucrats with long fingers callused from a lifetime of string work.
My real trouble was the Royal Quipus, those holy strings that record a man’s thoughts and words and deeds.
I have told you, Friar, that these knots I hold in my hands right now record sounds, the sounds of the Runa Simi language. Do you know how many different sounds there are in that tongue? Six hundred and forty-eight.
Think about that, Friar. If you had to sit here with a bit of yarn and not move until you had created six hundred and forty-eight knots, what would some of those knots look like at the end? Huge hulking things that take far too long to tie and lack all elegance, aside from being impossible to untie afterwards.
Royal quipus take those six hundred and forty-eight sounds and replicate them in forty common knots and another eighty rare ones, each a word that uses different sounds from the Runa Simi language. Take the word Pachacamac, the coast’s name for our creator god Viracocha. Pachacamac is one word, one simple and easily recognizable knot, but it is actually four sounds, Pa-one, cha-two, ca-three, mac-four. All one knot with four sounds that I can break up to show which sounds I wanted.
For instance, suppose I wanted to tie down only Pacha, Earth. I would tie the knot for Pachacamac and then tie two more knots, the numbers one and two. Pa-one-Cha-two. You see? And if I wanted to actually use the whole word Pachacamac I could do so without a following knot.
Elegant, simple, easy, fast, and still not enough, for a man does not speak forever in one tone of voice, does he? There is a rhythm, a beat of ups and downs. As I watch you write on your paper you stop one line and go down to the next. You punctuate to better make your words imitate what I have actually said. So too must the royal quipu master.
Royal quipus are so colourful that the undyed threads are the unusual ones, indicating some rare point of grammar, like a rhetorical question. If I want the words to be read quickly I tie them in red thread, slowly in blue. Other colours imply surprise, exclamation, enthusiasm, all the emotions that can be produced by the human voice. There are also ways to arrange the pendant cords to say where a sentence starts and stops, or to show two people speaking and make it obvious who said what and in which order.
It took me four long years to learn the whole system, and when I was proficient it was seen as such an event that my father summoned our clan together in the Huacaypata and sacrificed a hundred llamas, then threw a party with an enthusiasm I had never seen from him before.
But I’m getting ahead of myself. I should go back to the early years. I was walked to school each day by my father’s door man and picked up afterwards by his gherkin fetcher. I was given no leave to play after their classes, and, to be honest, I did not have the time.
The other students fell into two broad categories: Ones destined for administration or bureaucracy, like me, and those destined for military service, like Mallku. It took most of the first year for me to really notice, but those two groups formed into cliques, and as the most outstanding individuals in the two groups Mallku and I came to the forefront whenever there was conflict.
Mallku’s followers were the future legion officers, for he excelled in every military pursuit and leading by example is a fine way to inspire others. My own supporters were a mix of Mallku’s enemies and a few boys who seemed to think the hard work I did as a tocoyricoc-in-training would somehow translate into a benefit for them. I had no time to cater to them, no time to make friends.
My one indulgence was to follow the Vixen with my eyes as she moved from lecture to lecture, and I must admit I signed up for classes on panaca ritual and augury that interested me for no other reason than because she was there.
No, it occurs to me that may have been my first reason for taking the class, but I must admit the teacher fascinated me: His name was Cusi Topa Yupanki, and even though he was only seven years older than me he was already acknowledged as being the finest living augur in Cuzco. Such was his passion for the divinatory arts that any bird or cloud would bring him to stop mid-sentence to scrutinize the hidden meaning.
One day after he dismissed his class I caught him looking up at two fledgling hawks circling overhead. He was smiling a distant smile, his mind far away.
“What do they tell you?” I asked.
“Do you have an enemy?” The Bird Man asked me. I told him I did not, but he just shook his head and pointed at the two young raptors above us. “They are so alike, maybe even from the same nest, but they are rivals. Only one of them will ever get the prey that they hunt, and then one will try to steal it from the other, and back and forth until they have grown old together.”
I walked away, muttering under my breath that he was a strange one, but he was the best augur in Cuzco for a reason, Friar. He always seemed to know what was going on, and if you could tear him away from looking up long enough to tell you, you would be better off.
As I said, I did not see much of Mallku at school, but he was aware of me. He and I were the two stars of our age group, though because he reveled in it and I did not he seemed to feel slighted, even insulted. My attention towards the Vixen did not escape him either. He bided his time to confront me, but he would start us down a road together that would see us as old men before its end.
One day the gherkin fetcher was late in collecting me, but I was not angry. It was gherkin season and I was sure he was procuring a snack for my father. I was waiting in an outer courtyard, working on a word quipu my father had given me that morning. It was only as the noise level dropped away but the crowd grew thick that I realized I was the centre of earnest attention.
“What?” I said. There were easily fifty of them. Ten were future bureaucrats like me, the rest were Mallku’s cronies. They had dummy lances and shields leaning against their shoulders, as they often did at the end of school. They would venture outside the city and play war games until supper. I had never gone with them, but I heard all about their mock victories the day after in the halls.
From the crowd emerged Mallku, a smile on his vulture face. I was not deceived. This was all too orchestrated for my liking.
“You never play with us. Are you too good for us?” Mallku’s smile looked like a sneer. He couldn’t help it. He had thin lips.
“Too busy,” I replied, looking back down to my word quipu.
“With that bit of string?” His tone dripped sarcasm.
“Just because you haven’t been allowed to learn how to read and tie the royal quipus doesn’t make them worthless. I don’t consider soldiering worthless, but I haven’t been trained to do that.” I tried to sound reasonable. I wanted no trouble from a boy who would take it too far.
“Pah! You haven’t enrolled in the military courses because you could never be a soldier. Look at you! Twigs for limbs and an empty amphora for a chest. Spend more time with a lance and shield and less time with your twine and maybe you would have some muscle on those arms, eh stick boy?” He took the word quipu out of my hands. Other boys were gathering now. The courtyard seemed to be crowded with them, all with eyes ready to watch me being shamed.
“Give it back,” I said, trying to sound firm.
“Give it back. Give it back,” Mallku repeated in a falsetto.
“You couldn’t understand a word of it. It is useless to you. I have to read it now because it is being returned to the Great Quipu Repository tonight.” I dropped the name of the institution, hoping he would be afraid to damage or destroy state property, but he had other plans.
“Ah! Vixen my dear, Waccha and I were just discussing the value of royal quipus.” I turned my head and, sure enough, the object of our mutual desire had entered the courtyard, a length of unknotted yarn between her fingers.
“I suppose you think them useless?” She said, and my heart skipped a beat at the thought that she would so openly side with me.
“No, far from it,” Mallku protested. “I was merely arguing that Waccha here should spend less time with his string and more time with his sling, being a man.”
“You spend all your time with your war toys, and it hasn’t made you a man yet,” I said, my tone too strident. I felt some of the boys flanking me slowly drift back, disassociating themselves with me.
Mallku smiled his lipless smile, running my word quipu through his fingers. “You can read this?”
“Yes, slowly, I’m still learning.” I did not want him to try and make me demonstrate my skill. Royal quipus were not an easily mastered trick.
“If you can do it, so can I,” Mallku announced. I looked over at the Vixen who was watching both of us, her eyes taking it all in and her mind reaching conclusions I did not like. If Mallku wanted a showdown with me in front of her, I would have to put him in his place. There was nothing else for it.
“You? You couldn’t tie your own name!” Now this sounded good to my ears, but in truth I could not have been more foolish. I was learning to read royal quipus, but I had not yet learned to tie the knots. In truth, I could not have tied Chalcuchima’s name. Also, Chalcuchima was a born military strategist: He knew all about reading an opponent and setting a simple ambush.
“Oh?” Mallku arched an eyebrow, and I felt a sinking feeling in my belly, for his condor face looked like he was suppressing a wave of triumph. “Vixen, my dear, would you kindly give me that string I asked you to bring?”
It was a set up, and I had walked right into it. She glided over to us, handed him the yarn, and without taking his eyes off me he tied the knots quickly and fluidly. He handed it to me and my heart sunk. Mall-One Ku-Two Chal-One Cu-Two Chi-Three Ma-Four. “Do you need me to fetch a teacher, or can you read that?” He asked.
“I can read it.”
“And it says?”
“Your name.” I would not call him Chalcuchima.
“Now Waccha,” he wagged a finger at me, playfully. “Chusek over there could have told me I had tied my name, and he can’t read a knot. What does it say?”
“These four knots say Mallku.” I pointed at the top of the string.
“And the last eight?”
“The name you are to take as an adult.”
“Which name is that?”
“You know which name.”
“Remind me.”
I twisted the string in my hand. “Give me back my royal quipu... Chalcuchima.” He handed it back to me graciously, his lipless smile playing over our audience.
“Just out of curiousity, Waccha, can you tie down your own name?” I did so, slowly and carefully, never taking my eyes off the string as Mallku had done. Everyone noted the difference. The fact that Mallku had clearly interrogated a royal quipu master on the knots and practiced them at home for days escaped all of them except me, and possibly the Vixen. All they saw was their great Chalcuchima do easily that which I vaunted as being so difficult. He had beaten me, and he did it in front of her.
I brooded over the defeat for some time, and it was only after my shaming that I realized how few friends I had. Everyone made their excuses to distance themselves from me. I knew I would have to do something about it, but I could not fathom what. I was at school early and left school late, so my campaign for fellowship would have to be done in the halls and classrooms, but how could I win them over without licking their sandals or letting them walk all over me?
I should have known the Vixen had already worked it out. She approached me one day in a quiet corridor and pulled me aside into an alcove. It did not take much persuading. My heart was beating like a mason’s stone hammer to receive such personal attention. Boys passed by too often to call our proximity private or intimate, but it still felt good to be so close to her.
“If you meet your father’s expectations, one day you will be He Who Sees All?” She asked, toying with a spindle she had in her hands.
“I suppose so,” I replied, my tongue feeling twice its normal size. I had to concentrate to not stumble as I spoke.
“No one else at school stands a chance at that.”
She made it a statement, but I felt I had to confirm it. “Yes, that’s true.”
“And none will be a Sapa Inca, and none will be a viceroy.”
“No...” I was not sure where she was going with this.
“One day you will be one of the most powerful men in the world, more powerful than any of these boys.” I felt my mouth twitch into a smile at the thought but restrained myself. “Has it occurred to you that the friends and enemies you make here will be your allies and foes for the rest of your life?”
I shrugged, unsure what she wanted me to say. The gesture angered her. “You’re a fool to be so distant to them. You will have tremendous power, but if every one of your colleagues works against you then you will achieve nothing at your post.”
“You have a suggestion?” I asked, sure that this entire conversation had been carefully rehearsed by her ahead of time.
“You will be the greatest bureaucrat, so you need not worry too much with boys destined for the administration. They will be your subordinates, and the ones worth keeping will follow your orders whether you are their friend or not.”
“Fine,” I said, pleased to listen to her keen mind’s labour.
“The same goes for officials: You will be the Emperor’s watchdog. Allies are good, but if you have enemies among the provincial governors, city mayors, or masters of taxpayers, it is they who will have to worry about you, not the other way around.”
“True,” I said, not wanting to disagree with her. In truth I had already decided to be nicer both to my future subordinates and to my future resident officials. Friendly intercourse would make my job easier.
“What you need are friends among the officer corps--”
“I will not bow and scrape to Mallku,” I interrupted her. I might have been besotted with her, but I had my pride.
“Is Chalcuchima the only young officer? Yes, he has the most promise, but more than half the boys here are destined for the legions.”
I could find nothing against her logic. The army was as much a part of the Empire as the bureaucracy, and I had been prepared to throw the good potatoes out with the bad. I nodded and she smiled at me.
“I knew you’d see sense.” She reached into her coca bag and handed me a small handkerchief of cumpi cloth, just clumsy enough in its weave to prove it was made by her own still-unpracticed hand. “There. That’s for you.” She smiled her perfect smile and walked away before I could thank her, and throughout the day whenever I fingered the cloth I seemed to float with the knowledge of her favour.
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