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“As we wander through the world, a mere shadow of something beyond comprehension, a senseless memory; yet, ideas endure and transcend time”.

MACH
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“Lords of Darkness”

Years after the great wars in which thousands of Tlaxcaltecs, Cempoalans, Popolucas, Mazatecs, and other peoples united under the promise of a foreigner—one who gave them reasons, safety, and strength enough to defy the greatest power in the known world—the mystical priests lived in hiding. Each in their own way, they struggled to survive and resist the attacks of those metal-clad beings, guarded by their Chichimeca allies.

After the fall of the island capital, they believed the conquest would cease. But the invaders kept arriving from the coasts in their floating houses, ceaselessly. They built ports, homes, roads, and extravagant structures that amazed the common people, and sent with them priests with strange customs who tried to pacify the spirits of the land through peaceful means.

To the native spiritual guides, these newcomers considered them bearers of evil, hunting them down in secret to exterminate them. They sought to erase their beliefs at any cost. And though some of them were still alive, these foreign clergy referred to them as “ancient deities,” as if they had never truly existed. It was humiliating—but the peasants, laborers, and even some local rulers yielded to their evangelizing pressure, for fear of being slaughtered as they had done to the jaguar and eagle warriors, and to the citizens of the imperial capital of Tenochtitlan who resisted having their heads wet with water.

However, five brave souls chose to traverse their world to defend what is sacred. Governments and armies could fall and vanish—it mattered little. But to murder their legacy through forgetfulness, to erase those who once gave them life, that was unforgivable. A confrontation was inevitable.
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Somewhere in Michoacán

Arhirani was headed to the city of Zacapu, where the first sacred temple of the Purépecha gods was located. Specifically, he sought the temple of the goddess Cuerauáperi​[1], hoping to find allies. He clung to the hope that they hadn’t yet been captured—or worse, executed.

The road from Valladolid to Zacapu was infested with soldiers and merchants, as it was the most direct route to Nueva Galicia, where the Viceroy had relocated after the conflict with the last forces of King Tangaxoan Tzintzicha​[2]. The province of Michoacán required a strong military presence, as fears of uprisings persisted. Though the region had been pacified and the people were seen as docile, even the slightest misstep could lead to arrest, chains in a dungeon under charges of treason against the Crown, and—after public humiliation by Christian priests—execution by fire or dismemberment.

Walking cautiously through the dusty path, Arhirani waved a twig he’d picked up from the roadside, where carts and horses continuously kicked up clouds of dust. The necromancer inhaled a calmness he hadn’t tasted in a long time. He watched the people and realized the gods were right to speak to him in dreams: there was no point in killing these pitiful creatures—so small in spirit, dim in thought, and powerless in society.

The real threat lay elsewhere: those who poisoned the soul with images glorifying human pain and suffering. Since he’d first encountered the religion of the nailed god, he’d wondered why people would admire a man who allowed himself to be tortured to save others.

"Isn't that just stupid?" he often thought. "What good can come from a dying man? And save them from what, exactly?"

The invaders constantly criticized the Mexica for human sacrifices made to honor a warrior god who instilled fear in their enemies—that made sense. But killing to demonstrate kindness? That was simply irrational. The bearded ones were mad: seeking peace with one hand while gripping a dagger with the other. Sometimes he pitied them. Most of the time, they lived confused, consumed by the anxiety of not knowing what to do—or worse, why to live.

Some preached the desire to do good in order to earn entrance into a heaven suspiciously similar to earthly life. Others feared committing any offense lest they be cast into a fiery place they called hell.

In his culture—and in all the others he’d encountered—no such concepts existed. One simply died to be reborn, or passed into another world beneath the earth ruled by deities that never punished petty actions made in the realm of the living. Justice was delivered in the waking world—Echerendu—not elsewhere. For the dead, what purpose would punishment serve?

"Ridiculous," he thought. Even their clothes were absurd. And their priests? Laughable, with their backward haircuts exposing the tops of their heads to let the sun scorch the madness out.

Ahead, on the path, he saw a man being viciously whipped by a Spaniard. But his skin was not brown—it was black. Arhirani froze. He had never seen a man with those features before. He felt the pain radiating from the groans of that giant, who endured the lashes of what appeared to be his master.

"Why did he not fight back?" The beaten man was much larger and stronger than his abuser—yet he stayed still.

As a priest, Arhirani needed to understand the situation before judging who the true criminal was. Though he hated the invaders, he had to avoid raising suspicion. People walked by them as if they were invisible—but not to him.

He would do something about it. Calmly, he approached.

“Excuse me, why are you hitting him?” he asked.

“Shut your mouth, Indian! He’s my slave and I can do with him as I please,” the man barked, continuing the beating.

The shaman used the Christian’s own faith to challenge him.
“But don’t your people say that violence is unworthy in the eyes of your God?” he said, crossing his arms.
The Spaniard paused, wiped the sweat from his brow with a handkerchief, and looked the insolent native directly in the eyes.

“My God, you say?”

“God... I mean...” Arhirani realized his mistake. They were always hunting for signs of heresy.

“This is not a man. Just looks like one. But look closely, Indian. I bet you’ve never seen a beast that pretends to be human, have you? His only purpose is to serve. Nothing else.”

“Well, it seems to me you're the unjust one here. Has he hurt you?” He turned to the slave. “And you... why don’t you fight back?”

The African man had served the Spaniards for so long that he knew any resistance would cost him his hands—or his life. In his mind lived the memory of his wife and daughter, who were somewhere far away, near where they were disembarked and sold, torn apart more than ten years ago. He hoped one day to escape and find them again in Champotón​[3].

“Ha! I told you, nosy Indian, the Black can’t even talk,” the Spaniard mocked, adjusting the whip in his fingers.

“I don’t like how you treat him, Spaniard. You are cruel,” Arhirani said, feeling a fire rise within.

“If you don’t want to taste my whip too, then be on your way. No one will miss garbage like you.”

The African, laying on the ground, subconsciously touched his neck, feeling the red and black beaded collar given to him by his priests—the Eleke—before he was captured.

His heart slowed. He began sweating profusely—not from the heat, but from something deeper. He was weakening. Then he opened his mouth and spoke directly to the Purépecha:

“You are a Bokor.” He stared at Arhirani and clutched his collar.

“What?” Arhirani turned his gaze.

Another strike landed squarely on the man's head, knocking him unconscious. Arhirani could take no more. He reached out and touched the Spaniard’s face.

“Today, your life is mine. Or better yet—I’ll gift it to him.” He gestured at the broken man lying on the ground.

“Don’t make me laugh, Indian.” The Spaniard tried to retreat.

“You said it yourself. No one here cares what happens to anyone. So no one will care what happens to you.” Arhirani’s long fingers made contact.

At that moment, time seemed to stop. The whip hung in the air, frozen like a serpent ready to strike. Arhirani exhaled, inhaled deeply, and stared fully into the man’s eyes.

His face changed into something spectral: white as ivory, sunken eyes, no skin, no muscle. The face of death.

The Spaniard tried to scream but couldn’t. His movements froze. A cadaverous hand slid into him. He watched in horror as those bony fingers reached his jugular. Arhirani inhaled, drawing in the man’s life force. His energy drained, heart slowed to a whisper, then silence. When the ritual was complete, the man collapsed in the dirt, raising a small cloud.

Time resumed.

Arhirani felt renewed—empowered by the delicious energy. But that was dangerous. Every time he took a life, the hunger grew. He had to control it or risk destroying everything in his path. He compressed the energy in his palms. It wasn’t for him.

He would give it to the man lost in dream.

He approached the African carefully, placing his hands on his forehead and transferring the energy into him.

“No! Bokor, please don’t kill me!” the man shouted, suddenly awake.

“Calm down, friend. I’m not going to kill you. Are you alright?”

“I know what you are!” the man gasped in fear.

“You're clever. No doubt. But I have nothing against you. Tell me, what is your name?”

The lashes on the man’s body faded. Joy filled him. Though whole, he didn’t dare rise.

“My... my name is Juan. That’s what they call me here.”

“Bah! What a despicable name. That’s what these brutes name their pets. Tell me your real name.” He knelt beside him, locking eyes.

“Sharik, sir. My name is Sharik.” He still avoided eye contact.

“Interesting name. Where are you from?”

Arhirani extended a hand and helped him up. They had to move before someone noticed a slave, an Indian, and a fat dead merchant. He led Sharik toward a nearby spring—Arhirani knew this land well. Sharik, trusting him, followed. But not before rummaging through the merchant’s wagon for clean clothes, some food, and water. The man hadn’t been Spanish—he was French, a textile seller.

Once in the forest, Sharik answered the question from the intrigued shaman, shorter than him and slim, but undoubtedly a powerful black sorcerer.

"I'm from Daloa, far, very far away. I was brought in chains by men different from those who live here. I arrived with my family to a place they call Champotón. Clear water, blue as the sky."

"Easy now! Sounds like you came straight from Avándaro​[4] itself," he said with a wry smile.

"What is Avándaro?" Sharik asked while changing clothes.

"Haha, my good friend Sharik, Avándaro is the sky, where the gods dwell. My gods." He winked at him.

"Oh, well, I don’t think I come from where your gods are. I meant to remember that name—Champotón—because my wife and daughter came with me, but we were separated there."

"Why didn’t you fight back if you're so big? You're strong." Arhirani said, squeezing his muscular arms.

"Nothing stands a chance against their guns."

"Is that what they call those fire-throwing weapons?"

"Yes, and they have others. They use cannons—heavier and bigger—they load them with iron balls. They use them to destroy entire towns."

"Yes, yes. I’ve noticed they have tools we’ve never seen before. But I have something better, eh?" He let out a macabre chuckle.

"You are a Bokor, I felt it. You steal lives. You eat spirits."

"No, nothing like that. I protect my people. I've noticed you're familiar with the Spaniards. Could you tell me more about them?"

"I suppose I could. They're evil, they beat and kill without fear. They want to live off the gold that's here."

"That I already know. Let me be clearer. Who leads them? Do they have leaders?"

"Yes, there's one they call the Viceroy, and he's the one in charge. They also have other smaller leaders who use their soldiers to loot and kill or capture people and send them off to their cold lands."

"Hmm... what about their shamans?"

"They don't have shamans. Witches—all women. They fear them greatly. When we were prisoners in their land, we saw one being burned in a plaza near the port. The screams were such that many of us cried in fear. Imagine... if they do that to their own people, what wouldn't they do to others unlike them?"

"Ha! So even among their people there are women-shamans." He leaned back.

"That I'm not sure of. What I do know is that their priests—the bald ones—are expert witch and sorcerer hunters. You must be careful with them, Bokor. They're very skilled at unmasking someone like you. They're also daring because they hunt when you're off guard. They don’t fight head-on, maybe because they can’t defend against magic."

"Good, you're helping me a lot, Sharik. By the way, I gave you a gift. Do you feel any pain?" He patted his back.

Sharik touched his body, amazed to find that he no longer had scars. The brown-skinned sorcerer had healed all his wounds. He didn’t feel tired or hungry either. He was very powerful despite his young age—back in his village, only the elders had such power, and never so obviously as this native did.

"None, thank you very much, Bokor."

"Don’t call me that. My name is Arhirani. Pleased to meet you." He bowed his head.

"Hello... Arhirani. And what were you doing on that road in plain sight?"

"Well, I have a mission. To make those bastards suffer until they leave my land in peace."

"But you’re just one man."

"I know. That’s why I’m going to look for others like me. I will start a war that we stupidly or carelessly failed to fight on time alongside our armies. We thought our warriors would annihilate them, but look... here we are..." He shrugged like a child with no answer to a difficult question.

The shaman’s good humor slightly scared the African, who hadn’t been used to sincere laughter in a long time. Having suffered so many abuses and humiliations, he could no longer remember what joy or hope felt like as a source of happiness rather than refuge from pain.

"Well, it’s been a pleasure, great Sharik. I have to go back, and I recommend you don’t go near the roads—they’ll surely capture you again, and you don’t want to return to life in chains, do you?"

"No..."

The African stood in silence, deep in thought, while Arhirani stretched and prepared to head back toward Zacapu.

"Arhirani?"

"Yes, Sharik? Tell me." He turned to look over his shoulder.

"I don’t know where I am or where to go... could I come with you?"

"You can go to that place—Champotón." He instinctively pointed south.

The freedman scratched his head hesitantly. Arhirani hadn’t expected that reaction. He realized he had freed a man who now wanted to follow him—like a creature whose spirit had been broken through domestication. He would die sooner or later if left to his fate in a world he knew nothing about.

"I'm heading toward certain death. I hope you're ready for that, if you want to come with me." He retraced his steps.

"Of course, Bokor... sorry, Arhirani. I don’t know if my family is still alive. I hate the whites, and you saved me. I want to help you. I can fight." He rushed his words—he hadn't held a civil conversation in years.

"You stink of fear. First, we must purify you. Or maybe not. Maybe we can turn that stench into a wrathful perfume."

"Heh..." He hugged himself, feeling a shiver down his back.

"Let’s go then, through the sierra."

Both headed toward Zacapu. They could dodge the traps along the way, but he would need to feed the wounded heart of the poor slave with bravery. Otherwise, he would become a burden rather than help.

Meanwhile, in the city of Valladolid, a messenger pushed through the crowd to deliver the edict sent from the province of Yucatán. He ran, sweaty and breathless, as it was urgent to deliver it to the cathedral, which was in the final stages of construction. The current archbishop, Vasco de Quiroga, directed governmental and ecclesiastical matters from there. Unfortunately, the messenger had to run even faster, as his secretary informed him that the man of great charisma was enjoying a delicious native meal at a local place to which he had been invited.

Despite all the atrocities committed by the invaders, this was a kind and principled man, faithful to his legal background, as he had been a jurist before being appointed as a religious figure.

“Monsignor Vasco!” – the messenger shouted, slamming the wooden doors open – “I kiss your hands. With utmost respect, I deliver this missive sent by Monsignor Diego de Landa y Calderón, Provincial of Yucatán and Guatemala. For your eyes only.” – He whispered the last part.

“Come now, calm yourself good man. No need to be so fawning. You're not before any majesty. I am merely a servant of God and of the community I’m fortunate to know.”

Saluting in military form, the messenger left the premises. Monsignor, known for his simple habits, continued enjoying his plate of beans, avocado, and turkey meat. With the prudence that characterized him, he excused himself, leaving the plate half-finished, as he sensed—based on the messenger’s attitude—that it must be something important. He returned to his quarters with growing curiosity.

A tiny office, right beside the cathedral he was building to honor the Almighty Lord, awaited him with lit oil lamps. Once inside, he asked to be left alone as he didn’t want anyone to know about the mysterious letter delivered in such a rush. It might not be good news.

He read the missive carefully, placed it on the table, leaned back, and, massaging his temples with both hands, tried to understand the purpose behind this desire to restart a witch hunt that would cause unrest in his province. He pondered.

Fortunately, he thought, the letter had only been sent to him as archbishop, and unless he gave authorization, no actions would be taken against the people who had learned to live peacefully with them.

“Seize, confess, cleanse the land through acts of faith with the captured heretics,” he summarized mentally. It was an open provocation. The Provincial of Yucatán, Diego de Landa, was famous for his irascible character, but this went too far. He took the letter and immediately burned it. If that command didn’t spread, everything would remain peaceful. Another one of his southern colleague’s insanities. If no one listened, nothing bad would happen—but what if someone did?

The messenger, who earlier had delivered the letter to Vasco de Quiroga, had open instructions. He was to deliver it to all churches, with or without the archbishop of Michoacán’s approval. Diego de Landa knew his colleague’s passion for the Indians and was even aware of the heresies he committed himself by getting involved in their care, teachings, and traditions. He was a strong enemy, well positioned.

Respected not only by his “riffraff” but by the Spanish Crown itself and the Vatican. Precisely for that reason, he told those he dispatched to deliver his message to the churches of Nueva Galicia:

“The faith of the Holy Church of Merciful God must be imposed diligently throughout all territories conquered by the Spanish, to uproot the devil who attacks their troops, their good subjects, and their slaves.”

The effect was as expected. In most of the churches along the roads of Yucatán, Tabasco, Veracruz, Oaxaca, and mainly Puebla de los Ángeles, the priests took it upon themselves—excluding for now Mexico City and the province of Nueva Galicia—to openly hunt down anyone suspected of heretical activities.

In Michoacán, Vasco de Quiroga prevented such actions from taking place openly, as he was in favor of learning about and preserving traditions he deemed harmless. He didn’t want to give the locals a reason to rise up in arms again after the destruction of grand temples dedicated to pagan gods or the murders committed for trying to maintain their worship rituals.

The Purépecha empire had already suffered greatly under the command of Cristóbal de Olid and the savage Nuño de Guzmán, whom he himself judged for war crimes during his time in the Second Royal Audience.

Sadly, not everything turned out as positively as one would hope. The learned archbishop could not be everywhere at once to prevent the number of arrests being carried out under the cloak of secrecy or conspiracy by some priests who fervently followed the words of a violent institution like the European inquisitors. It was impossible to stop the madman Landa.

For now, the territory of Michoacán was relatively stable and safe for shamans, as well as for some devotees of the old gods. But soon, the letter would cross much broader borders, putting at grave risk those who clung to the past.

In the mountains, Sharik and Arhirani had reached the top of a hill after a long journey, where they were preparing to set up camp. It was getting dark, and although the shaman didn’t truly need fire, it seemed to bring comfort to the poor black-skinned man who trembled with fear at the slightest sound from the forest. The one blessed by the underworld still had a bit of compassion in his heart. He lit the much-needed campfire, accompanying the crackle of the tinder with conversation.

“I see you’re still unfamiliar with my land, right, Sharik?”
“No, my lord. I’ve lived in stables most of the time I’ve been here. I don’t know what kinds of beasts live in these jungles.”
“They’re not jungles, Sharik, they’re forests. Don’t tell me your homeland doesn’t have this kind of vegetation.”
“It’s thicker, hotter, and we can recognize the roars of dangerous animals. But here...” – his eyes widened with concern.
“The only animals you
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