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Aztec, by Gary Jennings, is the kind of precisely documented, well crafted historical novel that becomes so realistic one may confuse it with real history. It is fiction at its enthralling best, with richly drawn, complex characters in transcendental situations, a thick plot pervaded by crisscrossing lines of thought, sex, love, hate, jealously, ritual and human drama on a grand scale: the fascinating story of Mexico’s conquest by a handful of Spaniards under the greatest capitan of them all, Hernan Cortés. In Cem-Anahuac Yoyotli is the central plaza of Tenochtitlan the sacred heart of the One-World. Like the ancient Greeks, the Aztecs of old had a concept or a god for everything and a word to describe it. The Great Pyramid, with the Temples of Tlaloc and Huitzilopochtli, the gods of water and war respectively, towers over the ceremonial Tlachtli ball court, the House of Song, the Menagerie, the Eagle Temple, the Snake Wall, the Platform of the  the Sun Stone, the temples or the … gods, the Tzompantli and the palaces of great princes past and present: Axayacatl, Ahuitzotl, Motecuzoma I and Motecuzoma II. It is a magnificent, enormously rich urban center, the seat of power like other in the New World. 

In the security of his fortress-like palace, Motecuzoma II, king of the Mexicatl or "Aztecs" of mythical origin, discusses the arrival of of Spanish ships in the Yucatan peninsula of modern day Mexico. When the Mayas first sight the ships, they cannot conceive what these objects are. Everything from flying whales to Quetzalcoatl, the revered "feathered serpent," is considered by the council of elders of the Mayan land. When ultimately their Uey Tatloani or "highest prince" is notified by the last team of relay runners scrambling up and down the mountains all the way to the Quelzalcoalle, the feathered serpent. Motecuzoma is terribly shaken despite his awesome power and reputation as a fierce, invincible warrior. Perhaps he sees this event as another bad omen in a series that vividly reminds him of his mortality and limitations. Why these meteorite showers lighting up the night skies for days at a time? Why the sudden floods, the eclipses, the earthquakes? Could it really be Quetzalcoatl returning after all, as he promised? 

Not satisfied with the shamans, the priests, the oracles, he calls upon Mixtli, a trusted advisor known for his wisdom in matters of state, also a pictorial artist and a man of great culture, to help him interpret the Mayas' outlandish descriptions which become increasingly detailed from closer observation of the ships, and they eventually pass closer to shore and enter in succession three of the main rivers in the area (today's Cano, Tabasco and Bandcras).
Mixtli, a severely nearsighted, humble son of a stonemason, is the central character in Jennings' novel, the narrator and the key element in a number of historical circumstances. He is a hero unlike most other fictional heroes, from another time, from another world altogether. He is the point of contact between Spain and European culture, the white race, technology and Christianity on the one hand — and the One-World of the Mexicatl or Aztecs on the other, whose universe is about to crumble to pieces before the military and ideological onslaught of a most singular, real-life caudillo from Spain: Hernan Cortes. 

Inexorably, he approaches Motecuzoma's redoubt, overcoming all matters of obstacles and odds, fighting not only unfriendly natives of various nations but Cuban Governor Velasquez and his search parties. The structure of the novel, before, during and after this dramatically tense situation, is simple: Mixtli, now an old Indian prisoner of the conquistadors with a gift for the traditional Aztec form of "picture- writing," as well as the Spanish language has been pressed into service by the inquisitors of the Catholic Church to narrate the history, customs, laws and religious traditions of the Mexica empire.

Mixtli's chronicle is addressed to His Excellency, the Most Reverend Juan de Zumarraga, Bishop of Mexico, and is recorded verbatim by a team of friars- stenographers assisted by an interpreter for an occasional classification. It is a tour de force, an eloquent testimony to the grandeur of complex, advanced civilization. 

The document is sent in installments to the Emperor Don Carlos, King of Spain, who is always eager for more of the old Indian's tale, thus prolonging his life unwittingly, for the inquisitors would just as soon burn him at the cross if it were not for His Majesty's specific request to keep the story going. The same "irreverence" for which the priests would burn Mixtli is what makes it so fascinating for the king to read his transcripts: interminable.
