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"To be Mexican is perhaps one of the most difficult tasks, for we are a culture that, in order to flourish, must know how to remain in balance with all those who forged our nation."
—MACH
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"Blood Sacrifices"
The ideological war had moved from word to action. The inquisitorial order feasted, hunting the devil’s creatures beyond the watchful eyes of viceroys and town councils. Shamans—religious leaders of peoples born into a world they claimed was new. Irrational beliefs of those who, like the ancient cultures before them, saw themselves as chosen by the gods—or, in their case, by a single god they sought to impose at all costs upon uncharted lands.

Though there were philosophical debates over whether their inhabitants were truly human, beings resembling civilized men, or inferior—just as they had accused the peoples of Africa and Asia—the truth is they treated their subjects like beasts. Humanist friars, influenced by Enlightenment thinkers, changed the course of things by dignifying the common people through their writings, allowing them to be left in peace. Exploited, yes, but cast into poverty. Sadly, the African slaves did not share the same fate at first. They too would have to fight their battles for sovereignty and independence.

The priests who once ruled entire nations now had to live in hiding or confinement. With no one left to believe in their words, the memory of centuries would soon be lost in tales and childish ramblings. They would become stories—legends, nothing more.

Fortunately, five brave souls, refusing to be forgotten, emerged from the shadows to wage the bloodiest battle of all: the survival of their beliefs. They have forged alliances in both the physical and spiritual realms, determined to make from the torn earth a space where a new order could rise.

The end of chaos would begin at the tip of a spear, in the wake of monstrous creatures led by shamans from every region.

Ariché, Paxkú, Arhirani, Yetzali, and Iztli.
Names that shall never die.
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The Maroon Sharik had traveled hundreds of kilometers through forests, plains, and grasslands until reaching a lush jungle bathed in warm breeze. Since the day he had been rescued from European bondage—alongside the men and women freed during the bloody battle led by his friend, the Indian bokor​[1]—he had devoted himself to liberating others who, like him, yearned to breathe the air of freedom in those strange lands, far from their native Africa.

The warrior spirit of Princess Eréndira had gifted him a weapon he considered magical: an invisible bow with arrows that never ran out. That gift had helped him survive the attacks of those who pursued them, until one day he reached a coastal region—a place between sea and sky that might become a new home for the freed blacks.

His journey had been dedicated to rescue, for their ranks grew steadily as he and his new companions freed others while passing through Spanish farms and estates. Nights of anguish passed as they slipped into barns, silently breaking chains, slaying guards, and fleeing without looking back.

As they crossed borders, word of their actions spread. Others, throughout the land, fled from their masters to seek him out, gradually forming a group of six hundred men who traveled through unknown or rarely trodden paths, inspecting remote landscapes. They longed to secure a future. In his heart, Sharik felt the duty to find a safe zone, free of pursuers, where he could build a village for the freed to live in peace and harmony—a place to start anew.

They had been wandering in circles for several weeks among the hills of eastern Mexican territory. Just four days before, they had visited marvelous ruins. They appeared long abandoned. They could not name them, but explored them with curious eyes. Never had they imagined seeing stone houses raised upon massive earthen mounds, with hundreds or perhaps thousands of small square windows around them. Statues of monsters that must have ruled the land many generations before Sharik had come into the world.

Pressed to find shelter, and constantly terrorized, they chose not to enter the ancient temples. Perhaps spirits or creatures still dwelled within—beings Sharik did not wish to confront, for he lacked the experience. Without his friend the bokor, it wasn’t worth risking his people.

His new family, growing day by day, informed their leader in brief conversations that many among them had served as auxiliaries in the armies of the conquistadors. The more seasoned ones had even had military careers in the campaigns against the Moors in the Mediterranean. These tales astonished Sharik, for he himself had been captured and taken by Portuguese slavers to New Spain. Another reason to admire them was that those blacks of different ranks often walked with a certain freedom and were even permitted to carry weapons to defend their masters—or themselves. Therefore, many were skilled in handling arquebuses, pistols, swords, and even bombards stolen during raids on stray battalions. Others infiltrated the rooms of their masters before joining the African rebellion, escaping with greater ease, for though they walked unchained beside their European lords, they were still captives. A good enough reason to abandon that life of servitude and follow Sharik.

What had once been a small group of defenseless men became a true terror to the white men who encountered their fury. Some spread rumors that they were violent by nature—but how could they not be, when given the chance, those same white men would shackle them again in irons?

They roamed the jungles for so long they came to know the geography intimately. They had heard rumors of a liberator and guerrilla fighter who had founded a city of slaves and fugitives nearby. Sharik pondered. Perhaps it was not his destiny to found a town. He set out with his warriors to join the true liberator.

It took them no more than two days to reach the rebels’ settlement. Though the Spaniards had not succeeded in locating the maroon leader, word spread swiftly among their kind, giving precise directions to find him. They entered an area that seemed pulled from a fantastical tale—the camp perfectly camouflaged within the vegetation. Hanging bridges stretched from treetops, and traps were prepared by the locals to warn of enemy incursions.

Masked bandits confronted them with genuine admiration in their eyes. They were questioned about the purpose of their visit. The guerrillas trusted no one easily, even if they shared the same skin color, for the Spaniards often sent servants to spy, promising freedom in exchange for reliable information. After exchanging words and ensuring they were truly fugitives, they were granted passage.

Trade between Mexico and Veracruz was not exactly fluid thanks to the man who haunted that region. His name was Gaspar Yanga, liberator of the blacks.

Sharik felt excitement—he had finally found a place that could become his home. He searched everywhere for the mythical leader Yanga, but could not recognize him, as Yanga hid his identity to avoid betrayal. He asked about his wife and found no news of her either. A sorrowful feeling filled his heart. Months passed. His thoughts drifted between staying with these men fighting for their freedom, or returning to the adventure and searching for his family on the distant southern coasts.

One cold night, the spirit of Eréndira spoke to him in the way only the elders know. His friend, the bokor Arhirani, needed help. He must gather all the men he trusted and guide them to the wastelands outside a city that worshipped the killing of slaves: Puebla de los Ángeles. It would be a difficult task, but he had to get there.

In time, Sharik met and earned the trust of Yanga. Though enjoying a degree of sovereignty, his spirit was not at ease. Many of that exceptional man's followers had become thieves or liars. He was growing displeased with the community he now partially belonged to.

He would follow the princess spirit’s counsel and prepare to depart in a few nights for a new adventure.

The next day, he approached two freedmen he had befriended. He told them of his plan to march to the land of Puebla de los Ángeles to reunite with his friend, the Indian sorcerer. They would need help, for they were at war with the Spaniards. Someone nearby overheard the conversation and asked if they were heading to attack the whites. Sharik replied affirmatively, and unexpectedly found more allies than he had hoped for among Yanga’s ranks. Though Yanga was a good leader, he was distrustful and unfriendly. His suffering had blinded him to the point of trusting no one, even betraying his own by closing ranks. The end of peace in his new community came when he formalized an agreement with the Spaniards: from that moment forward, he would hand over any fugitive who arrived at his settlement, in exchange for peace.

Some grew discontented, for even though the authorities couldn’t catch them, the population was growing, and idleness bred conflict. Because of this, Sharik left with Gaspar Yanga’s blessing and two hundred men armed to the teeth with weapons stolen from European squads. They adorned their farewell with drums made from the hides of local animals and songs to their deities.

The freedman and his men dressed in the fashion of warriors from their homeland. Upon his shoulders, he wore the skin of a leopard. His companions followed suit, and others painted their faces in white and red dyes. They bore their identity upon their skin.

Those who saw them would remember the fierceness of the African warrior.
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The Wait of Ortún

Following the orders of the self-proclaimed inquisitor Diego de Landa, the Mexica—filled with rage for not being allowed to attend the battle against the shamans—remained stationed with his fellow soldiers at the Xochimilco barracks. Though he spoke little, the locals respected him, for he was a fierce fighter and a bold strategist. Thanks to him, the revolts in the region were effectively subdued, especially through his partial involvement in interventions led by his superiors against rebellious Tlaxcaltecs, who were crushed once Hernán Cortés no longer needed their help.

He had been evangelized after surrendering to save his men, forcing them to receive the Eucharist, and thereby keeping their throats safe. Many accused him of cowardice, but they failed to understand that thousands of corpses rotting beneath the sun served no purpose. In silence, he longed to keep his story and roots alive—and if to do so he had to obey the orders of the bearded men, then so be it.

He had no friends, only colleagues or superiors, and perhaps subordinates in the form of enlisted recruits. At times, he had to bite his tongue to avoid lashing out at the pale-skinned weaklings—whiny and pathetic. He yearned to buy chilies and burn them as punishment, just as it was done to children in the calmécacs of Tenochtitlan. He made an effort to calm himself by tensing and relaxing his body, knowing well that he no longer lived within an empire, but in a city governed by opportunists who had taken advantage of the rivalries among subdued peoples. He knew this all too well. Though the European chroniclers insisted on portraying themselves as supreme conquerors, the truth was that it had been the Popolucas, Tlaxcaltecs, Cholultecs, Xochimilcas, Chalcas, and many others who had shed their blood in the fields of battle and overthrown them. The bearded veterans who had fought in the battles of Tlatelolco, Tlacopan, or Azcapotzalco knew it too, though they never spoke of it in his presence or beyond the walls of the military stronghold—for fear of contradicting their own historians.

Unexpectedly, he had been appointed by the Spanish captain Andrés Montalvo to lead the men in Xochimilco during his absence, as the friar had entrusted the soldier with leading an extermination expedition to the northern deserts of the Kingdom of Nueva Vizcaya. Ortún knew that the other soldiers would not tolerate such an appointment.

“A miserable Indian is to supervise us while Don Andrés wars in the north? Outrageous!”

Using the Castilians’ disdain for him to his advantage, he informed his immediate subordinate that he would be absent for an entire day. This would give them time to come to terms with the captain’s order. Of course, the lower-ranking officer responded with forced obedience, and once the report was recorded on bureaucratic paper, Ortún ensured he was safe from suspicion or slander born of envy.

The day after Fray Diego’s men departed southward, and Andrés de Montalvo’s unit headed north, Ortún left to wander through Xochimilco. There was little to do in the camp, for everything was in perfect order. Some soldiers had even requested leave to explore other parts of Mexico City, famed for its beautiful scenery, including views of the Popocatépetl and Iztaccíhuatl volcanoes. Since the arrival of the new viceroy, the rules had grown lax—especially for a man like him, used to a life of war or constant military training.

That morning, he left the compound washed and dressed in simple garments that restored his Mexica identity. He tied on his huaraches, replacing the leather boots that hurt his feet. He left his weapons in the barracks, trading his iron sword for an obsidian dagger—a memento of his former days—secured in a cloth belt. He groomed himself and once again wandered the city.

Perhaps it was fate, or the gods who had never turned their backs on their most rebellious son, that compelled him to do something unexpected. He approached the unit’s commander and asked for that night and the following day off to return to his native Iztapalapa. Of course, it was granted. No European was willing to serve under a Mexica’s command, no matter how brave he might be.

Though he sometimes patrolled the area with other soldiers, he never lifted his gaze unless necessary. His shame in treading upon the land he had sworn to defend from the invaders—now consorting with the conquerors clad in red and gold garments—kept him from looking at the townsfolk. Though many newcomers from other kingdoms had come to occupy the ruined homes of the Mexica and begin rebuilding without recognizing him, his heart grew heavy with every step.

He had found himself wandering, as if in a dream, near the teocallis—the houses of worship for the gods—shedding silent tears. Tears flowed from his eyes in search of forgiveness he knew he could never obtain. He was a dead man walking, with no destination to reach in the afterlife, for he did not truly believe in a martyred god and had turned his back on his own. He was confused, tormented.

As absurd as it may seem, he searched for xoloitzcuintlis when no one was watching—for deep within, he held on to the hope of reaching the underworld, making his way through the nine levels to present himself before Lord Mictlantecuhtli and Lady Mictecacíhuatl. All he needed was to adopt one of those dogs, guardians of the tonal—or soul, as the Christians said—in order to safely reach the first realm: Itzcuintlan. Then he would cross the river Apanohuacalhuia and continue forward through the silent waters of Chiconauhmictlan. But given how he had lived in recent years, he would not be able to return to feed on offerings, for surely no one would remember him, and he would suffer eternally
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