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They gazed desolately at the lands destroyed by the cannons. The army of the thousand jaguars of the last lord of the Mayapan league was swallowed by the calm tide of the crystal-clear seas of the Yucatán Peninsula.
In the central region, thousands of Tlaxcalans pushed their chained prisoners with the technology brought by the foreigners into newly built prisons.
In the north, some tribes began to witness the relentless advance of cavalry mounted on infantry armed with muskets and pistols. Though terrified, they would not allow themselves to be overwhelmed by those beasts with six arms. They would fight back.
The coastal lands on the opposite side of the rich villa of Vera Cruz maintained a moderate sovereignty, although they were alerted by the fall of the old empire that had ruled them for two centuries.
In every place that was once land of great lordships, storms could be heard without black clouds in the sky. Gunfire, pistols, and the cries of inconsolable mothers.
Their leaders captured, courts dissolved, priests scattered. Necromancers and native priests of all kinds understood that there was nothing they could do to save themselves unless they made peace with the invaders and could communicate with others like them. People of faith, men and women knowledgeable of the mysteries of the world or life. Only then could they achieve peace.
Among them was a couple who had fought fiercely and survived. After negotiations with their leaders, they maintained sovereignty over the lands of the Purépecha empire, or what the Mexicas called "Mechuaca." They lived years of tranquility and worked tirelessly to influence foreign priests with their powers to teach the old teachings in their name. The process of syncretism between Christianity and the religions of many gods began.

Those who received inspiration in dreams wrote letters, petitions, and laws to safeguard the native people of those nations. In those lands, a new being was born who, unknowingly, would fight to keep the greatest secret safe. The offspring of the last ancient gods.
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Mexico City - Tenochtitlán, 1576

Several of his Franciscan brothers had become accustomed to the population of the very noble and loyal Mexico City - Tenochtitlán. In those years, the work of evangelization was progressing somewhat slowly. Although the common population readily accepted the teachings of the Lord and the sacred texts, some sectors maintained a significant degree of sovereignty, forbidding Christian priests from reaching the distant areas of the main seat of New Spain.

After the annulment of the decrees issued by the crown against the recommendations of Vasco de Quiroga, Viceroy Antonio de Mendoza, and Bartolomé de las Casas to recognize the human rights of the inhabitants of the Indies, revolts began to increase. “The prudent” of Spain, sometimes was not so prudent. Most were incited by shamans or old military elites of the Mexican nobility who fervently hated the conquerors.

In Europe, a new political and ecclesiastical reform was being forged, which over time would not only affect the presence of Christians in the world, but would directly affect the work that had been done since the arrival of a beloved Franciscan. The religious man had been sent several years ago by direct order of Pope Gregory XIII. A pope whom everyone knew, as an open secret, that his election was a direct result of King Philip II's intervention, not the conclave. He sought to place the Spanish sovereign above the holy mother church in the new colony.

Minimal problems, he thought to himself. What really mattered was his magnum opus titled "The Beautiful History of New Spain." Although that title didn't sound so great, he would reflect on it to make it more appealing. However, there was one detail that troubled him: despite having had the collaboration of good students in the school he founded in 1536 in the Tlatelolco area, he was unable to gather enough information about the so-called nahuales that his pupils and friends, like Antonio Valeriano, Martín Jacobita, Andrés Leonardo, and Alonso Bejarano, avoided speaking about.

It was normal, since they were children of Mexica nobles or "pipiltin," which would put them in an uncomfortable situation after having been trained in Christian teachings, only to later recall memories of their old pagan practices.

Friar Bernardino de Rivera, better known as Brother Bernardino de Sahagún, had been compiling the culture of the Mexicans for over twenty-five years, so it would not be lost from the annals of history. A civilization that dominated long before his arrival on the savage continent. That’s why, since his arrival in 1530 at Tlalmanalco, he focused specifically on learning the native language, Nahuatl, and from there began the titanic task of evangelizing the brown-skinned population. He always knew that being empathetic would open doors by sweeping away the abuses caused by the military or, in some cases, other ecclesiastics more concerned with gaining power than saving souls. The ideological war was not a matter of races, but of perspective.

For him, a real problem was beginning. Organizing so many reports, translations from Spanish to Nahuatl and vice versa, verifying that nothing was missing and following an exact chronology for those who would consult it later. Also, the title of the work which he couldn’t quite get convinced about.

"The most important resource is, ironically, to think about how to baptize the content of the book." He thought.

He also kept thinking about the topic he couldn’t shake off since that time in 1547 when, in Tepeapulco​[1], he met with wise men from the Mexican people who eagerly shared their "Huehuetlatolli​[2]" or ancient words. Dissertations on the existence of God as a single or multiple entity, which led him to write the text of the "Council of the Colloquies." Too bad it was lost among so many papers, if only he could remember where he had put it, he could obtain a guide to find those old hermits who lived in distant mountains. Men and women who were worshipped, feared for their great powers.

"Did it fall on the way?"

He longed to close the cycle by transcribing those old teachings to complete the history of New Spain. According to local stories, they had a direct connection to the old gods, to the soul of things, animals, and plants. They could control the weather, the strength of will, the thoughts of others, and move mountains with just a desire. Despite his age, he dreamed of that magical world that the Nahuas of the city had told him about in the courtyard of the College of Santa Cruz.

Would there be more of them? Why didn’t they accept his invitations? Perhaps it was because the volatile Archbishop; head of the Holy Inquisition in Mexico, Friar Pedro Moya de Contreras, had burned several of his "tlamatini​[3]" outside the viceroyal palace. Wise ones whose main task was to preserve their history, their beliefs, and the administrative records of the fallen Mexica empire. Just as he was now trying to do.

That night, by the light of candles in his room, he decided that it was time to leave the daydreaming for another time, for in the morning a new student would present himself. A young boy of just fifteen or sixteen years. He came highly recommended by the secretary and heir of the late Vasco de Quiroga.

He focused his mind on the province of New Galicia, on those beautiful lakes that covered much of its territories, particularly the longed-for and magical city of Tonalá. What a pity that the indigenous rebellions led by the native Francisco Tenamaxtli had moved it from such a beautiful landscape, taking it to the present Guadalajara.

"Powerful shamans. Subtle beings who exist between the earthly and spiritual worlds. Could they be mere legends of Indians trying to scare soldiers? Our men are prone to believing any nonsense." He thought as he walked through the halls of his office to the room waiting for him to rest his old legs.

He took off his monk habit until he was in his underwear. He removed his stockings, then dropped onto the soft bed waiting for him, covered by a warm environment. That day had been very busy. Especially after having gone to supervise the convent he had founded in Xochimilco on the other side of the city.

Santa Fe de la Laguna, Michoacán, that very night

"Are you playing that guessing game with the waters again?" "Ha! What do you know, woman? I told you I only want to gather old times to observe the ones to come." – Keeping his gaze fixed on a bucket filled with water from Lake Pátzcuaro. – "It’s nothing bad, besides, you too were complicit with the old gods. Have you forgotten?"

"One thing, Arhirani, is having sought wisdom to prevail as a culture, and another very different thing is to do sacred rituals again to take advantage of them. Even if you've relaxed, you know perfectly well that looking at the future can be catastrophic. If you don't want to put your family at risk, which is more than enough reason for you to leave that macabre past behind, I ask you to abandon the sorceries of your old lord of death and chaos, Uhcumo​[4]."

"And what do you suggest I do with my free time? Should I join the rebellions that are still active in the Spanish colonies or in those frail viceroyalties that won’t last long?"

"You can learn to stay still. Go to the other priests! They’ve dedicated their lives to teaching their students healing skills to keep people healthy. They've even transcended the horizons. You see, even from the Great Chichimeca​[5], they come to learn and exchange knowledge."

"Pure nonsense, woman! I don’t intend to sit still while my belly grows like the men or weave mats like their women in secluded landscapes. I want adventures! I’ve made my son someone worthy. He will be a student of letters and a collector of stories in Mexico City, for I don’t see him as a warrior or spiritual guide. So, I ask you to leave me alone with activities that harm no one."

"How can you speak like that about your own flesh and blood? It’s true that he lacks character, but maybe his destiny is different." – Approaching him from behind.

"Well, that’s exactly why I agreed to let him be formed under the Spanish mandate," – accusing her with annoyed eyes – "following your advice that maybe he could go up and down, traveling the world, while you and I fill ourselves with wrinkles, a pleasant life and problems like any commoner. We are shamans! Not ordinary peasants."

"Well, then open a school and teach your arts. The good ones," – emphasizing his knowledge of restoring tormented spirits, not his necromantic abilities – "to all those who want to learn."

"There are no human spirits worth saving. Nowadays, everyone wants to be like the ones who came from distant lands." – Lowering his voice with melancholy. – "No, Iztli, I can’t continue like this, I don’t want to become..."

"Old?" – Gently caressing his head.

"Bored, I’m already old." – Taking her hand and leaving the bucket of water he had been concentrating on. – "Iztli, all my life I’ve been a man guided by my instinct, and that brought me to you a long time ago. Do you remember? Now look, spending the last years raising our son. He’s gone, and suddenly, I don’t know what to do."

Iztli, Arhirani’s wife, noticed how much sadness was in his heart. She, as a wise woman, knew how to channel the energy of her ancestral knowledge into the task assigned by another deceased priestess named Aranemi, who took care of the survival of their traditions in the Purépecha lands. Her husband, despite his efforts, was unable to hold himself together. The truth was that during their son Tzilacatzin's lifetime, he had managed with responsibility and judgment, abandoning the teachings of the god of death. Instead of chaos, he created life and harmony around him, but now that he was once again alone with his wife, something inside him reawakened. Perhaps the yearning to return to practicing dark wisdom or necromancy was taking hold of his spirit. It would be better to clear his doubts.

"Are you feeling the desire to practice again...? You know..." the woman asked.

"What, the energy of death? Not quite, but I can't stay still in a village where nothing happens. Besides, there are many things still to learn. Not all ancestral wisdom can be confined to mere words, there must be more. I’m sure, but after so many years of passivity, where to search?"

"Maybe if we find those old colleagues of yours. They have different knowledge, and they are still friends. Or you can contact my twin in Mexico City."

"No, no. I’m looking for something different. I’ve felt that priests and necromancers from other nations are calling me, like in dreams. That’s really what I was searching for when I tried to see the responsible one in the reflection of the waters. Like something new was being formed, and look at me! Wasting time in that little school where they mix their strange religion with the words of our great lord Curicaveri​[6]."

"Don’t get angry, darling. Let’s have dinner, and tomorrow we’ll talk about it more calmly."

Iztli knew something was troubling her husband. Although she had always understood that his mind had never fully recovered since consecrating himself in his youth to the god of death, now more than ever, she had to find the root of his unrest and keep it from taking hold. She didn’t want to lose him after spending more than half their lives together.

“What are we going to eat?” Arhirani asked, rubbing his belly with unease.

“Your favorite. Enfrijoladas filled with turkey meat and chili-spiced chocolate.”

“Hmm. Sounds delicious, but I’m really craving amaranth and... roots?”

The comment unsettled Iztli slightly, as that had been his usual diet back when he was a necromancer. She disguised her concern behind a gentle smile.

“I can make that for dessert. If you’d like,” she offered, a timid smile playing at her lips.

“No, we’ll eat enfrijoladas and go to bed. I’m exhausted.”

Without further words, they caressed each other briefly as they passed in the earthen and wooden kitchen—beautifully built by young apprentices of the trades taught by Vasco de Quiroga some years before.

At the table, two plates were emptied within minutes of being served. Arhirani seemed more absorbed than usual by the thought of running off again, reuniting with the shamans from other regions, just like in the past. The problem was that rebellions among the Huachichiles and Cuextecas were now more frequent in the northern provinces of the Great Chichimeca, north of the Purépecha territory. And from a Maya friend, he had learned that in the southern tropical highlands, hidden groups in the dense jungle continued to strike at the Spaniards, even though they had already settled along the rivers. He was confused.

“What are you thinking about?” Iztli asked.

“Whether I should go help the northern resistance,” he replied firmly.

“You’re not young enough anymore to be fighting or wasting your strength on battles we know will end badly.”

“You’re right. Forgive me, my beloved Iztli. I’m just so tired—I need to sleep,” he said, rising and taking his plate with him to wash it before heading to a bedroom more hispanicized than he would have preferred.

Drawing on her ancestral knowledge, Iztli stepped out into the courtyard of a complex resembling the monasteries that had sprung up everywhere in the territory subdued by Spanish iron and faith. Truth be told, they lived quite comfortably. They had inherited the favor of an archbishop and the affection of the local people, which rendered them nearly untouchable. She knew this tormented Arhirani, for in truth, they were mediators between the encomenderos exploiting the land’s riches and the Mexicans working merely to survive—very few of whom could rise within the new foreign bureaucracy shaping a new nation.

At that time of year, the weather was kind. It was summer, and the air blew gently, carrying a peace scented with the pines surrounding their home. Human silence. Animal songs enclosed the woman that night. A Mexica by birth, heir to the wisdom of a grandfather who had survived the scorching fire that destroyed the navel of the world. Wife to a priest fallen from grace in the enemy empire and mother to a young man baptized with the name Tzilacatzin, in honor of the giant warrior who had crushed hundreds of enemy helmets with his bare hands at Tlatelolco during the final battle for Tenochtitlan’s survival. Iztli closed her eyes in reflection.

She was forty-four, while her husband had passed fifty. They were growing old, the link between the last days of imperial splendor and the birth of something multicolored. She inhaled deeply, trying to summon peace, and exhaled her worries. To soothe herself, she prepared some tobacco. She knew it was not the moment to open the door to the spiritual world, so the smoke from her cigarette was merely a distraction. After the final puff, she tiptoed back into the bedroom and, without a sound, slipped into bed, wrapping her arms around her beloved as was their custom. She rested her head on his chest, letting herself drift into a hollow sleep. Arhirani embraced her unconsciously, out of habit.

In the old man’s mind, a convent took shape. Twelve Christian priests, their heads shaved into halos of hair, stood before four brown-skinned elders clad in the garb of the guardians of history. They were gathered in a roofless central courtyard surrounded by columns, much like the offices of the viceroys. Each elder represented a deity, though Arhirani could not discern clearly which or whose, though they were unmistakably Mexica, Tlatelolcan, and Huexotzincan. That drew his attention even more, and he tried to approach. But one of the friars seemed to notice his presence and turned his shoulder to look at him, prompting the dream-shaman to hide behind one of the pillars bordering the courtyard, which now began shifting in structure until it resembled a religious school. It was absurd, just his imagination—no one could see him. He chuckled nervously.

In reality, Iztli noticed the natural giggle and finally allowed herself to sleep peacefully, knowing her husband was dreaming soundly.

When the four elders entered a room with massive wooden doors—similar to those found in the palaces she knew well from her errands in the city of Valladolid—Arhirani emerged from hiding and followed the friars, who were themselves following the guests. The Franciscan in his dream looked at him with suspicion and stopped him as he passed.

“Are you a sage?” asked the Christian.

“Of course! One of the finest,” Arhirani said with a confident smile.

The elderly cleric allowed him entry, and they stepped into a large hall. Windows bathed the front of the room in light, and the doors boomed shut behind them, echoing across the chamber. On the walls hung four beautiful paintings, each displaying scenes curious to Arhirani and evidently from Spain. The figures wore feathered hats, women adorned in lavish dresses and jewelry, strolling down cobbled streets. Several horses stood with riders exuding heroic pride to any who might gaze upon them from outside the canvas. The rest were divine scenes. The largest portrayed the god-man Christ in agony, gazing toward the sky where a star sent down golden rays, magnifying him above the others who dwelled in the shadows. The medium-sized painting showed a woman holding a child in her arms, her eyes filled with a mother’s love. The final painting, horizontal unlike the others, depicted Christ at a table dining with several of his followers.

Arhirani admired the paintings with awe before scanning the room. To his right, twelve seats; to his left, five finely carved dark-wood benches with red cushions, unmistakably clerical. The Franciscans took their place on the right, while the indigenous elders seated themselves on the left. The bald friar, still eyeing him with curiosity, sat directly opposite Arhirani’s chosen seat. Another, even older—if such a thing were possible—spoke:

“On this third day, we are once again gathered as emissaries of Our Holy Father Jesus Christ, in the name of the Christian Church, to continue the colloquy and deliberate on the existence of the one true God, as well as to hear from the invited sages. Your views on those false demons you worship in league with the evil Satan. For as we have observed through these times, you, noble leaders of the Indian peoples of these lands, continue to reject the existence of the true God.”

Arhirani understood where all this was headed and tried to warn the others, telling them to run, for they were none other than the hunters of priests—or as they called themselves, “The Holy Office.” He rose from his chair and shouted to everyone in Nahuatl—since his wife, being Mexica, had taught him the language—that they should flee or fight, but in any case, leave the place immediately. Unfortunately, to his surprise, no one seemed to see or hear him. Both friars and Mexica priests looked right through him as if he were a spirit.

“No one is going to kill anyone here,” someone replied, in the Mexican tongue.

“How is it that you can speak Nahuatl? And how is it that I don’t control you? This is my dream,” he said, stepping back.

“Sir, I ask you not to interrupt this colloquy again, or I will have to ask you to leave,” said the man, settling back into his chair.

Though confused, Arhirani obeyed, turning his attention once again to the one who had opened the session.

“...and so it is, now that we have resumed the sacred divine laws and are acting entirely within the legality of the Spanish Crown’s mandates, we shall begin the deliberation...” the friar said, taking a seat among his Franciscan brethren.

That middle-aged man, compared to the one presiding, stepped into the center of the room. He extended a hand toward the Mexica sages and addressed them in Nahuatl.

“My lords. As you have heard, for four days we have presented to your reason the existence of God. Who the angels are. The rebellion of the bearer of light, who later dedicated himself to deceiving men by giving them false images to lead them away from the goodness of the Heavenly Father, as has been your case. And how, as a consequence of the Great Flood, the idolaters were punished. Now, it is your turn to explain why you continue to worship your demons, who, as you must now clearly recognize, are nothing more than bearers of hatred and fear.”

The eldest of the Nahuas rose, placed a hand on his chest, then brought two fingers to his lips in a gesture of reflection, and began to speak.

“Indeed, for three days and four nights we have listened to the existence of your god. This does not surprise us, for we too believe in a divine entity—omnipresent, omniscient, and omnipotent—just as your angels dwell in the house of the heavens. The children of Ometecuhtli and Omecíhuatl spread throughout the heights, the earth, and even the underworld. It is only natural that, being the first, they could engender many more who lived among us for many years. But your god is a man, and the question we have asked ourselves is... how could a male give birth to as many children as yours?”

“Blasphemy!” shouted one of the Franciscans accompanying the delegation.

The one who seemed to preside over the debate—a monk with deep-set eyes but a compassionate gaze—raised his hand, signaling his brother to keep silent, for they were there precisely to listen and be heard, not to descend into violence. The elder continued his remarks, which were quickly translated by the interpreter, while Arhirani chuckled discreetly, covering his mouth with the back of his hand, amused by the boldness of the sage's words.

“Likewise, you have spoken of how your god incarnated himself and later offered himself as a sacrifice to cleanse mankind of its sins, rendering man a fragile being devoid of purpose... Correct?”

“That is correct,” answered the interpreter.

“Then your god incarnated as a quinametzin? For we cannot conceive that the blood of someone as frail as the one hanging on that cross could be enough to cleanse all humanity.”

“Pardon me... what is a quinametzin?” interrupted another friar seated in the back rows.

Arhirani also wanted to know, for he was not sure he understood the reference—though he did grasp the irony in the priest’s tone, pointing out that their own assertions were just as faith-based as those they so eagerly tried to prove.

“They were the mankind of the Sun of Rain and their governing god Tláloc—the Lord of Waters—who, upon being sacrificed like your Christ, ascended to the heavens to illuminate the earth and watch over his creations: the giants. Moreover, those of great stature and strength built Teotihuacan and Tlachihualtépetl​[7].”

“Do you refer to the great pyramid near the City of Puebla de los Ángeles?”

“Perhaps you should call it... Puebla of the Quinametzin, for they built it first,” he said, leaning back in his chair with a defiant posture.

The Franciscans present there realized that the sage’s witty and bold responses were beyond their argumentative reach. His reasoning was refined, and the comparisons did not steer the conversation to any turning point that would lead them to admit they were ruled by demons. The one who led the group of clerics rose, bowed respectfully, and prepared to pose yet another question.

“Then, would you agree that we are brothers in the eyes of... the Divine?”

The elder—tlamatini, or sage—bowed his head in assent.

“We have tried to understand you, and despite those efforts, you refuse to share table and bread with those present here. You will not attend the Gospel lessons offered freely in our schools and churches. Do you truly prefer to remain obstinate, clinging to an inflexible, uncivilized, and dark stance, rejecting new knowledge?”

Another sage, dressed in blue robes, with hair so long it nearly touched his ankles—filthy in appearance and foul-smelling—raised his hand, offering himself as the one to reply.

“Yes, go ahead, my lord,” prompted the interpreter, as the elder smiled kindly at the assembly.

“I greet you, great lords and caretakers of the sacred fire that you raise to your god,” he began, clearing his throat a little. “Is a bird happy within a cage, where it may live in comfort, fed with grains of corn, sheltered from frost in the cold seasons, and shaded in the heat? Is it true that it sings joyfully and rejoices when the hand of its captor—who no doubt seeks to care for it—denies it that which is more sacred even than the commands of the gods?”

“We are not trying to capture you, if that is what you imply with your poetic tone,” interrupted the eldest Franciscan.

“You ask us to live among you, prostrated in a temple that never gazes upon the beauty created by the divinities. Enclosed, staring at four walls or always at the ground, as you yourselves do when you walk. Living in poverty and isolation. Denying yourselves the scent of flowers, the sweetness of a woman’s caress, and the connection with your essence as men—eating without flavor, suffering in constant penance. Tell me, does your god delight in the suffering of his children? Does it please your lord to see their backs torn open?”

“He prefers it over knowing that his children kill their brothers to offer him blood.”

“Do you call it murder when someone willingly offers themselves in sacrifice to dwell among our lords in the heavens?” the Mexican replied almost immediately.

“And what of those you capture in your wars—your enemies who weep and suffer?” the friar asked, shifting in his seat with visible discomfort.

“They are not so different from yours. They know they will be sacrificed, and in that knowledge they find peace. Your soldiers, on the other hand, bind us in chains to make us suffer in silence for a lifetime. Tell me, good priest, is a slow death more merciful than ending it with a single stroke? Does the bird flying free hate God or the gods when it is caught by a coyote, a puma, or an eagle?”

“But you are not coyotes, or pumas, or...”

“That’s correct—we are eagles and jaguars,” he said, smiling with a hint of amusement, leading his companions to laugh gently.

“All right, enough!” the friar barked, now visibly irritated. “Enough of these words unbecoming of a debate on the divine. Tell me—how do you claim to ensure peace among men if you are constantly at war with your brothers?”

“By the same logic you follow, white brothers. We bring calm to the spirits who have been conquered by our tlatoanis​[8]. We grant them sovereignty and demand tribute, just as you now demand it from my people. Do we not function the same?”

The conversation stalled, for the more astute among the Franciscans realized they were facing true sages who understood human nature—and apparently, the nature of the gods as well. These were not barbarians, as every arriving Spaniard had tried to portray them, scandalized by the rumors of past massacres recorded by the first chroniclers. After all, they themselves had not killed thousands, but hundreds of thousands in the name of God, in wars against infidel Moors.

“And what do you say about the religious cannibalism you practice?” he asked, abruptly changing the subject.

This time it was the third sage who rose to respond—more orderly in appearance, with neatly cut hair and impeccably clean skin.

“Good men, I greet you, and may Tonatiuh keep you. Why not ask yourselves the same question? Do you not offer the body and blood of Christ to your children? To us, it seems rather abominable to eat your god.”

“It’s bread! It is not real flesh nor actual blood poured into the cups. It is only figuratively that we speak of accepting God through the sacrifice He made.”

“And yet you ask that He be stripped of His spirit-flesh to feed your children. An ignoble task, this dismembering of your protector at each ceremony, only to ingest him. Do you seek to become like Him? That seems to resemble quite closely the vanity of your favorite angel—this Lucifer you speak of.”

Everyone was visibly unsettled. The interpreter tried to intervene, hoping to defuse the tension before a burst of anger might lead to blows within the monastery walls. Arhirani could barely contain his laughter; the discussion made it clear that the Christian priests, bold as they were in attempting to subjugate the will of the Mexican sages, lacked the tools for such a task—for they had never taken the time to view the divine with eyes not their own.

“My lords, allow me to introduce myself,” said a voice, raising both hands to be seen. “My name is Bernardino, from the province of Sahagún in Spain. As you well know, I have devoted myself to learning your language so that this gathering might proceed in harmony and with the best of intentions. However—and this I shall not translate into Castilian,” he continued in Nahuatl, “for I wish your words to be only for me.”

The fourth elder stood, walked over to the interpreter, and whispered something in his ear, leaving everyone expectant.

“So it shall be, noble lord,” he confirmed with a respectful nod to the Mexican priest, continuing in Nahuatl. “Why do your gods not seek peace, but war?”

The same elder opened his eyes wide, surprised by the precision of the question.

“Like you, though unlike my companions, I have tried to understand you. The path to peace is paved with violence and blood. Life itself is aggressive. Your merciful god, according to what I have studied, has revealed to me that He is not as peaceful as you claim. The difference lies in the fact that every element of nature—human, animal, or plant—is governed by different principles. Knowing them all would be impossible. Thanks to the gods, we have a path to draw near to them, to love and be loved in return. As you rightly say, not all sacrifices involve blood or displays of strength—they are sometimes military tactics devised by our tlatoani to inspire fear in neighboring peoples who, if they realized they were stronger and more numerous, would crush us. But in matters of faith, some sacrifices are made through work, effort, active thought, and a calm spirit. That knowledge, however, lies with others even wiser than us.”

“Who are these ones you speak of?” the priest inquired with interest.

“Beings as old as the gods themselves. Those who, in the childhood of humanity, lit the fire—the creative force behind all things.”

“But fire destroys...”

“No, there you are mistaken, good man. Fire is the only element you cannot touch, yet it can touch you. It is the direct connection to the spiritual world. Its mysteries may never be fully understood, save by those sages who, despite all the changes civilization has undergone, remain steadfast. They are the bridge between the divine, the living, and the dead.”

The clergymen, having been sidelined by the private discussion between Sahagún and the fourth sage, began to clear their throats in hopes of learning what was being said. Even Arhirani was stunned into silence, though deeply fascinated by the priest’s words.

“Brother Bernardino, may we be included in your discussion?” asked the eldest friar, the leader of the Franciscan delegation.

“Yes, forgive me. I was merely speaking with the elder about possible sages of whom we have no knowledge, in hopes of inviting them and seeing whether we might ally with them in the evangelization of their peoples.”

“Well then, make haste. We still have the matter of baptism to discuss,” he said, raising an eyebrow.

“My noble lord,” Bernardino said again in Nahuatl to the Mexica, “what are the names of those beings who possess such vast knowledge?”

“Tlatzini, Tlamatocani, Nahualmictía​[9]...” he replied, withholding the rest of the answer for himself.

“I thank you. Now we shall take a brief recess to drink water, eat something, and resume the matter of baptism, if that is agreeable,” he announced, translating into both languages.

In the hall, all nodded. Once again, the procession repeated itself, this time heading to the courtyard—first the sages, then the native priests. Arhirani, however, chose to remain behind until all had left, waiting to catch this Bernardino alone.

“May I speak with you?” he asked, touching his shoulder without waiting for a reply.

“Oh! Of course. You must be a new guest, I imagine. Why did you not speak alongside your brothers?”

“Are you real?” he asked, brushing the tonsure of hair atop the friar’s head.

“Haha, you are a funny old man. Of course I’m real. Why do you ask?”

“Because I’m certain this is a dream...”

At that moment, both Fray Bernardino de Sahagún and Arhirani awoke abruptly, each in his own dwelling. They were sweating profusely, their hearts pounding like drums in the throes of the most frenzied dance. The sensation of instruments playing close to their ears still lingered.

The former instinctively poured himself a glass of water and drank it down in one gulp. The latter, frightened and shivering, tried to slip quietly out of bed to get some air. But in vain.

“Husband? Where are you going?” Iztli murmured sleepily.

“That’s what I have to find out... where I must go. Tomorrow.”

The Spaniard, having calmed down, drifted back to sleep without giving it further thought. But the other was determined to make a few visits and inquiries about the existence of the priest Bernardino in the governance of Valladolid as soon as dawn broke.
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The following day, Fray Bernardino emerged from his chamber with a joyful spirit, having experienced a peaceful dream. Of the encounter with a shaman, no memory remained. His mind was focused entirely on the arrival of the new student from the province of New Galicia​[10], who would not take long to arrive. Surely, the young man would be eager to begin his work in evangelization, as well as lessons in Castilian and Nahuatl—a language he admired for its soft and rhythmic sound, undoubtedly worthy of being called the poetic tongue of the Indies.

As he walked down the corridors to get a breath of fresh air outside the school, he delighted in the beauty that reminded him of the glory of the ancestors who had once inhabited such a marvelous city. The School of the Holy Cross had been built upon the remains of a great pyramid, the base of which still stood beside the church at the rear of the building. It was a curious landscape, for surrounding the Christian site one could still see the Mexica roads firsthand, with their temples, buildings, and the occasional half-destroyed structure. Years before, by the order of Pedro de Gante, it had been decided that stones from the pagan temples would be used to build churches.

He had believed the natives would look more favorably upon the temples of the true God. How mistaken he had been—for, as Bernardino had come to know from reliable sources, many of the locals
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