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Around him, thousands of bodies lay strewn across the earth. The carrion birds circled above, feasting beneath their dark feathers. They numbered in the thousands. Halberds, arrows, gunpowder, iron, mud, and blood.

Fear not my realm.
Are you not the least bit curious, my most loyal warrior?
Behold the obsidian butterfly.
Rejoice at the jade mask.
Clutched weakly between his fingers, he held the sword earned through enviable military triumphs. His eyes—blue as the Caribbean seas from which he had once been rescued by the Mexicans decades ago—slowly rolled in their sockets. Cautiously, he searched among the debris of battle for the source of such florid words. His golden hair, now dirty and stiffened by the filth of war, swayed with the gusts of a foul wind.

He clenched his jaw and strained his eyes. He remained still, hard as the ancient rocks beneath his feet. He was the last living man from that clash of nations. He blinked twice. He shuddered upon realizing that the ghostly words he had just heard were spoken in the language of his adoptive mother—Nahuatl. Frozen in time, foreign to the lush jungles from which he came, standing between two worlds, he remembered.

The weariness of battle forced him to his knees. He massaged his confused forehead with trembling fingers. He clearly saw images from his earliest memories: times of survival under the rule of Yucatán. The son of Spanish merchants who had settled in the New World. A pirate attack on the coast. His hacienda, surrounded by thick jungle. The infernal coastal heat. Ships, crates, slaves. A sister, a tiny golden pearl. Cannon fire, shattered glass. His mother drowning in her own blood. His father cursing. Words in strange guttural tongues. Violence. Savagery. The British.

A terrified child, hidden among the ruins of a once-prosperous hacienda, saw his future crumble one early morning in the 16th century. He could still hear the waves of the sea, relentless assaults from the Old World that had pursued and annihilated his family.

He smiled at the memory of his saviors, who raised him as their own despite knowing they were enemies. Yetzali and Tonatiuh—a Mexica priestess and a cuauhpipiltin​[1] warrior. Keepers of ancient knowledge who sheltered the descendants of their foes: a dying child and his younger sister.


—Eusebio is my name... —he whispered to himself.

—Tonatiuh! —howled the wind, filled with resentment.


He dropped the sword. He took the iron helmet in his hands, struggling to ignore the spectral voice. He tried to summon the smile of his real mother, or any resemblance to a father erased from existence before he was even ten years old. He frowned, frustrated by his failure. Instead of fair-skinned tutors with light eyes and golden or chestnut hair, his mind conjured the joyful childhood he spent with the dark-eyed woman and the dark-skinned man with the hawk-like nose who had taught him so much.

—María, Xóchitl.

The only remnant that allowed him to recognize himself as Spanish—or caxtilteca—was his sister María, renamed Xóchitl by the natives.

Perhaps the serene, penetrating gaze of that blonde-haired girl could revive the image of the mother murdered beneath Breton swords. He had never truly known them. He had never even had the chance to discover his true origin. Was he from Seville? Barcelona? Murcia? Perhaps Naples, Navarre, or Milan?

He wondered whether his father had been a merchant or a deserter. In those days, desertion was common, for the New World promised true riches, and many chose to abandon their military units to seek a better future beyond the ocean. His own captain had deserted when he fell in love with a Flemish woman and fled to New Spain to save his neck. Such desertion was not mere cowardice but treason. Yet what could one expect? The empire was more occupied with defending itself or expanding than in cornering and judging traitors in lands forgotten by God.

The earth began to pull him downward. The helmet grew heavier. The thoughts came too fast, too disjointed. His face turned pale. His golden hair burst into the mud as he collapsed forward. Rolling onto his back, he exhaled laboriously. The thick liquid pouring from his mouth quickly covered his cheeks. He brought his right hand to the side of the reddish doublet that marked him as an arquebusier of the glorious Spanish Tercios. His fingers explored a small hollow—the wound left by an enemy bullet he had not noticed until now.

He gazed at the sky, attempting to whisper the first verse of the Pater Noster. He hoped to see the angels descend to carry his soul to salvation, redemption, and the eternal life of heaven, just as the friars had taught him at the College of the Holy Cross in Tlatelolco.

—...Ahmo axcan, caxtilteca...​[2]

The voice slithered like a serpent, caressing his ear with its forked tongue. He tried to forget those Nahuatl words. It was not right. His blood was Christian. He was supposed to go to heaven, to sit beside God and behold Christ in all His glory. He blinked, slowly, and turned to his side.

—Nonatzin​[3].

That was his final word.
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I woke overwhelmed. I could have sworn I had fainted on the battlefield, for my wounds were grave enough to have stolen from me the delights of life. I hastily inspected the parts of my body that had been injured by enemy swords or pistols. To my surprise—and horror—the blood that once flowed was now dry. Black. Rot had taken hold of me. If I did not return to camp or find a doctor, gangrene would surely kill me.

When I raised my eyes, I realized I was no longer on the battlefield. The corpses that had surrounded me moments ago had vanished. The land was barren, sandy, with a few trees that must have withered long ago. The sky itself seemed to have disappeared, for I was encircled by a dense, bluish mist.

A sharp pain pierced my head. The voice I had heard before echoed all around. It sounded like inhuman growls.

A giant, I thought, as the ground began to tremble. I was surprised, for in Spain, if the earth moved at all, it was barely noticeable. But in New Spain, in Tenochtitlan, the earth shakes just like this. The sand 
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beneath me turned liquid. Before I could stand, a whirlpool formed and swallowed me whole.

I screamed into the nebulous sky, pleading that I did not deserve to go to hell, for my loyalty was to the Almighty Lord and Christ. I prayed desperately, hoping for redemption, for this place resembled all too well the torturous fate awaiting sinners. I swallowed sand, each grain drying out the last drops of saliva in my mouth. Suspended in the void, I closed my eyes once again.

A ghostly voice flooded my ears with a chilling laugh. It spoke to me in the language in which I had been raised, though not the one into which I had been born.


—Get away, scoundrel! The strength of God is with me!

—There is no god but Ometéotl. And if you wish to meet them, you must prove yourself worthy by facing me.


Confused, I shouted every prayer I knew in Latin, for it is said that this is how one repels the provocations and insults of demons.

—Do you deny your lineage, Tonatiuh?

—Eusebio! My name is Eusebio.

Like a lightning bolt striking an unsuspecting tree, the memory of Yetzali pierced my heart. A young Mexica woman who rescued my sister and me from ruin when I met her by divine providence as a mere child.


—Have you forgotten the vow you made alongside that woman, beloved by the gods, before us?


—But my faith is in Christ!

It was true that María and I were, by birth, Spaniards. But as orphans abandoned in strange lands, our fate had been sealed. We knew little or nothing of our origins. The closest we ever had to a mother was Yetzali, a priestess who, in those days, fought against the inquisitor Diego de Landa—known to all as a man sick with power.

Another fleeting memory burned into my pupils—the fateful scene I never dared to share, lest I be accused of lying, or worse, heresy. The mystical war in which I lived alongside creatures the Europeans stubbornly denied. They replaced them with their own monsters, those easily vanquished or used in bedtime tales to subdue the imagination of mestizo children.

Buried in the sand, I breathed laboriously. My uniform constricted so tightly it painfully bound my body, so I tried to unbutton it. Each heartbeat tightened the threads around my chest. I grabbed a knife and tried to cut, but to no avail. The images dissolved like mist scattered by the wind. I clenched my eyelids, feeling as if I were dying a second time.

Something wet caressed my right hand. Instinctively, I tried to slash it with a sweep of my sword, but the Spanish weapon crumbled. I was freed from the cocoon when I struck something hard. I imagined myself as an ant trapped inside a droplet of water, surviving only because it slid down a leaf and struck a pebble.

A faint prick undid the tightness of my shirt, allowing me a brief gasp of life. Before me stood a reddish-colored dog. In terror, I could only utter a single word—one that implied an eternal journey.

—Mictlán!?

The dog glanced sideways at me, amused. It was not of the noble breed the Mexicans chose for funerary sacrifices. It was no xoloitzcuintli. It was one of those loud-mouthed dogs that always accompanied merchants like my father. A techichi​[4]. I felt some relief, convincing myself that I was only hallucinating, imagining the underworld my Mexican tutors had described.

—Am I hallucinating? Is this real?

The little dog tilted its head as if considering my words. There was something strange about the way it moved, the way it observed me.


—Why have I come here? I am a Christian. God and Christ are to save me, not a pagan place like this.


The dog twisted its snout into a demonic grin and answered with unsettling clarity:


—You were raised as a Mexica, and so you shall die as one.


—But my skin is not like theirs.

I even dared to chuckle. I clung to the most basic forms of alienation, hoping to assert some sort of superiority. I yearned to find a way back to the promise of eternal life the friars had drilled into our heads since the first day we stepped into the college.


—Do not bother looking for differences. Your heart is like all others. Skin does not matter. Come now, young Tonatiuh, follow me.


With his tiny paw, he offered me a flint dagger—the same one that had cut the cord of my clothing and, without my noticing, shredded the remainder of the fabric that marked me as a foreigner. I was a ragged mess, and so I began walking behind the little mutt.

With a piece of the
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