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"Your faith in those devils is nothing but heresy, and by my hand, you shall all fall."
—MACH
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"Priests"

The shamans had to overcome personal obstacles, each one walking their own path toward an uncertain future. The gods had commanded them in dreams to find their equals—others who held within themselves the longing to restore a land thrown into chaos. For the necromancer, the journey had been tortuous, but the creator goddess granted him the chance to know friendship through an African freedman. Ariché was led down paths into the past, where omens foretold things that, though horrifying, would be inevitable. The knowledge that their struggle was to keep their deities alive was what drove him to strive harder each day.

The twin sisters—one patient, the other reckless—learned, as the days passed, to revere the memories of their late grandfather, who was now beginning his journey through Mictlán, that he might return to become part of the universal energy that surrounds us all. And Paxkú, the brave Mayan woman raised by mystical beings such as the aluxes, left behind the comfort of her southern jungle to discover the chaotic world of humans.

On their path, they have learned valuable lessons that will prepare them to face the most fearsome enemy they have ever encountered: the religious fanatic Diego de Landa. A man who, no matter what happens, does not cease to fight in order to achieve one goal alone—to annihilate every shaman who keeps the flame of hope alive for the original gods. He considers them heretics, demonic, infamous. For Friar Diego, there can be only one truth, and that truth is his own.

May the celestial headdresses cover our heroes with their mighty feathers...
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In Xochimilco, a busy Bernardino López was gathering tools to dig behind the monastery, a place where he had buried gold, relics, and jewels that his indiscreet female parishioners had entrusted to him in order to cleanse their sins—particularly those born of lust and greed. He was sweating profusely under the burning sun, relentless for men like him, unaccustomed to great exertion. Many priests employed the natives, paying them with false words and trinkets of little worth. In that, they resembled the Portuguese slavers, who lured their future victims along the coasts and islands of Africa. Excellent trade allies, yet godless creatures who respected neither life nor soul.

Diego de Landa, meanwhile, was heading toward the encampment, hands clasped behind his back in a contemplative posture. Anyone watching him walk might have thought he was the very incarnation of Saint Thomas himself. But no thoughts of piety stirred in his mind—only strategy. He was mulling over a plan to lure the regional captain under some pretext in order to strip him of his military units, which were doing little to nothing in those parts, behaving passively, lazily—even as opportunistic criminals.

“How to make him visit the chapel in the afternoon or at night, so that that accomplice of Satan might take him to hell with him?” he wondered, glancing sidelong at the chubby priest still digging for treasure in his sacred courtyard.

The trotting of a group of infantrymen, marching toward the same place as he, distracted him from his erratic thoughts. Upon hearing the clinking of the soldiers’ swords, his attention shifted to the procurement of weapons, fighters, and permits. All that would be required according to legal statutes. He lived under a bureaucracy—perhaps the greatest enemy in the war against sorcerers. He would have the necessary letters drafted once the authorities began to interfere. For now, it was best to defy man’s laws in order to fulfill a divine purpose. That thought quickened his heartbeat, his breath, as he walked on, trying to restrain his pace toward the military camp so as not to appear anxious.

Infantryman Don Pedro Santa María was at the barracks, speaking with his captain, who stared at him with wide eyes. A provincial was on his way—less than ten minutes out—to speak directly with him and, under Christian authority, to demand no fewer than three hundred well-armed men, who that very morning had been idling away their time wandering the alleys of a subdued, defeated town. It would serve as good exercise for his men. He had no idea what future his god had prepared for him.

“Captain Montalvo, I tell you the man approaching is none other than the Provincial of Yucatán. He wants an army of men, though I know not for what reason.”

“A cleric? Well, times have certainly turned mad! What exactly did you say he wants my men for, Pedro?”

“He insists on some sort of selection for what he calls ‘a divine act.’ He wants to exterminate the sorcerers of the region.”

“But for that they already have their own men. The inquisitors have a corps of ‘hunters.’ He himself is one of them. I see no justification in attaching our infantry to his schemes. Besides, these clerics are nothing but scavengers trying to profit from their so-called ‘devil-worshippers.’ They merely want to seize land and gain riches, like that corrupt priest living in the parish.”

The captain had grown angry at hearing his soldier’s report, but he failed to notice that just beyond the door, Diego de Landa was listening closely to his replies. Things would change very soon. Inside the room, the conversation continued, growing more heated over this supposed sacred mission.

“It all stems from what happened a few weeks ago with the witches. Remember? The siren who threw herself into the canals to escape the mob set on killing her.”

“What siren? Nonsense, Pedro. I’m sure it was fantasy, those magical tales you fill your head with that made you mistake something ordinary for a legendary creature. The Indians don’t even know of such things.” He huffed in his wooden chair.

At that moment, the Franciscan, resolved to enter the room, knocked twice on the door, waiting patiently to be let in. Pedro, upon seeing him, immediately bowed his head and stepped aside to let the man pass.

“Monseñor, the captain,” he said, trying to make introductions with as pleasant a tone as possible.

“I hear you do not agree with my intentions, Captain,” said the friar, addressing the leader of the unit stationed in Xochimilco directly.

Don Andrés de Montalvo, regional commander, looked him straight in the eye. No little padre was going to intimidate him, much less issue commands of war without prior authorization from the councilmen or the new viceroy. Both men stood. The cleric, hands behind his back, walked to the office chair and, with a hand gesture, asked permission to sit.

“Take a seat, Father Provincial,” said the captain, sitting beside him.

“I’m sure my documents have confirmed who I am.”

“No need to check—I recognize you, Friar Diego de Landa y Calderón. Years ago, I arrived alongside you at the shores of Champotón. Do you remember?” he asked, insolently using the informal tú with someone he knew outranked him.

“No, I’m afraid I only keep in mind those... who matter,” Landa replied, his sarcasm laced with scorn.

“Like yourself. Surely you’re a grand strategist when it comes to instilling the love of God in these lands,” Montalvo responded, struggling to keep his irony in pace.

“Well, it’s not about knowing how to instill mercy into the souls of these poor Indians. It’s about ensuring that divine morality shelters us all. You see, there are plenty of little Spanish heretics as well, and they too must be led back to the teachings of our Lord.”

"Using torture, Inquisitor?"

"Punishment of the body is venerable when it succeeds in recovering and safeguarding the soul."
"Well, enough of these philosophical talks. I will not comply with your request to assign men, for I find it absurd and insulting to the discipline of our crown. Soldiers are not meant to be taken on ecclesiastical missions. They are here to maintain order, peace—not to partake in the antics of a fanatical upstart." His athletic build was imposing, even for Diego de Landa.
"I sense your irritation. Is it perhaps due to some misunderstanding with our Church?" he asked, raising an eyebrow.

"It is not against your institution, but against the petty thieves appointed here to enrich themselves through the lies they preach."

"Ah... I see. Then, have you been a betrayed husband?" he replied, attempting to unsettle him.

"Please, of course not! I have, however, witnessed the countless injustices committed against the people of this town—including Spaniards. Extortion, blackmail, and feeble accusations from that lecherous old man who runs the parish."

"Do not concern yourself with Don Bernardino. He is fulfilling his penance and will soon be given a mission to redeem him in the eyes of God. Back to the matter at hand: if you reject my request on the grounds that it is an affair of the Church, and I find that you are not as good a Christian as you claim, then consider it an order from the Provincial, requiring two full units."

"I'm afraid I cannot comply with that order either, for I command barely one unit to oversee this entire zone."

"Perhaps you might persuade your neighbor—the captain of the unit stationed in the town of Tláhuac. With those two, it would be enough." Attempting to soften the negotiation, he added what he assumed would pacify the fierce captain.
"Do not worry, I shall leave you a few. You have two days to send them to the monastery of Friar Bernardino López before sunset. They will be well compensated, and if you could come tonight to the parish..."
"I have no business with any of you," he said, turning his head toward some papers on his desk.

"It is not to confess, but to hand you the document making it official. You shall not regret having helped us. With your leave, and may God guide your steps." Cutting the conversation short—he was issuing orders, not negotiating.

Without another word, Diego de Landa stood and departed, leaving the soldier posted by the door and Captain Montalvo dumbfounded. He hadn’t given him time to react, not even to ask a single question. He was arrogant, no doubt about it, but he was exercising his political authority with precision. Captain Montalvo felt the obligation to obey and not risk undermining the fragile peace he had worked so hard to achieve.

With the swiftness of thought that defined him, he resolved to go that very night to sign the official document he had been promised. It was a secure way to avoid punishment for disobedience to the viceroy, and to ensure that the zone would not be left unprotected—especially when so many natives were still watching for signs of weakness to rise up in arms.

In the office, silence reigned for a few minutes. The sun illuminated a worn-down desk. Yellowed papers piled up in an open cabinet. Everything was rather basic. The faces of the two men seemed worthy of a painting—one that captured the tension before the march to war. The soldier stood motionless, keeping guard, awaiting orders. In his mind swirled hundreds of thoughts: fear, ambition, fury. He would need space and patience to maneuver according to his own interests and desire for military recognition. He longed above all to become a hidalgo, to gain land and wealth. And if he had to betray one of those fiery characters, he had no doubt about which one it would be.

Seated, Andrés Montalvo leaned back, analyzing what had transpired. Yes, he would accept the friar’s terms—but not with the blind obedience owed to a general. He was also prepared to counter the schemes of one known, at times, to act as a rebel.

"Pedro, I want you to ready a harquebusier and a crossbowman. Prepare my uniform and sharpen my sword. Tonight, we shall forge a pact with God—or perhaps with the devil."

He stood, left his office, and walked through the barracks’ corridors with a martial stride. Upon stepping into the courtyard and seeing his soldiers salute him, he considered seeking allies among them. If they were to hunt men and women, he would summon the most violent of his unit. He would sabotage the mission. He would assign to the provincial the most impatient, impulsive, undisciplined, or easily irritable personalities. The worst of his men would be the ones granted to Diego de Landa’s request. Let him see how capable he truly was of taming such wild hounds.

The most intelligent soldiers would remain behind to manage the zone. From experience, he knew the natives respected knights who treated them as human beings rather than as scum. Among the Spaniards, there was always extremism—some admired and appreciated the native way of life, seeing them as dignified people, while others, plagued by their own sense of inferiority, despised them. Renegades, murderers, and thieves who fled Spain to take refuge in barbarian lands were those who committed the atrocities that reached the ears of His Majesty Philip II. It was no wonder they seemed like disgraceful exiles rather than a glorious armada.

How he missed his beloved Tercios—first-class military units that safeguarded the magnificence of Spain before the world. Still, chasing fugitives was an exercise that would keep the men alert, awake, and disciplined. In the end, perhaps it wasn’t such a bad idea. Yet he continued to deliberate between two decisions, with only a few hours left to
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