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What if history had taken a different path?
M.A.C.H
07 / 13 / 2018
Prologue

Rarely have we paid attention to the complex political tensions between the various nations involved in the war of confrontation between Europeans and the native peoples of Mexico.

This book offers a very different perspective and answers a question many have asked themselves:

What would have happened if all the peoples and powers of Cem Anáhuac and beyond had united against the arrival of the Castilians?

This is not the story you learned in school, nor the one that rests, covered in dust, in the chronicles written by the conqueror’s pen. This is an alternative vision that gives voice to the people — none of them “defeated,” by the way.

When the sails of the galleons appeared on the horizon, no god arrived. The ancestors were not wrong, but their time of prophecies had not yet come. These were times of resistance, of honor and blood. Here you will learn the story of those who, against all odds, decided that it was not yet time to bow down.

The Fifth Sun was crumbling over Tenochtitlan, but the fall was not final. Tlatoanis, Irechas, Halach-Uniks, Coquitaos, and warriors of blood and clay wove an unexpected alliance to defend their world and their very existence. It was not a fair war, nor a clean one. It was the final war of the ancient peoples.

Within these pages, you will witness Cuauhtémoc raise his gaze not only as a ruler but as a brother. You will see Tangáxoan rebel against his fate, the Maya defend the jungles with ancestral cunning, and ancient peoples unite their forces so that the sun would not extinguish without a fight.

This is the chronicle of the Sixth Sun. Of a world that could have been. Of a hope that, even today, among mountains and ceibas, is still whispered in the wind.
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August 13th, 1521.

A bronze-skinned man, hairless and toned, with a timid mustache and a pair of evasive eyes, exhaled heavily, exhausted. Clad only in a leather military tunic stained with blood and sand—called an éhuatl—worn sandals, animal-hide chaps covered with a dirty cotton cape, and distinctive golden armbands adorned with red feathers matching a majestic eagle-shaped helmet, he was the living image of power, now battered by the unstoppable forces of his enemies.

Cuauhtémoc was besieged within the city of Tlatelolco. His eagle and jaguar warriors had fallen, victims of Spanish smallpox and the growing numbers of allies: Popolucas, Tlaxcaltecas, Texcocans, and others from Cempoala who swelled the ranks of the cunning Castilian captain Hernán Cortés.

The lordships of Iztapalapan, Coyohuacán, Atlacuihuayan, Xochimilco, even the island itself—the absolute center of power for two hundred years—had crumbled under the persistent assaults of the Mexicas’ former subjects.

Behind the barricades hastily erected by surviving noble castes, an improvised tlatoani mourned, fully aware of his inevitable defeat. Amid the boiling chaos of battle, he caressed his war helmet. The multicolored feathers trailing down his cheeks and the golden disc upon his brow, symbol of Tonatiuh’s divine protection, now felt heavier than ever.

Lost in his thoughts beneath the shade of a palisade, he reflected on the recent past, on his failed attempts to win over deserters from the enemy ranks. Left with no other choice, he resolved to die with dignity that day — fighting.

He refused to be captured by the iron-clad men who sought to erase his people from the world. He had seen what they did to the nobles of his city, and though he would never admit it aloud, the thought of being dragged in iron shackles to end his days burning at the stake or hanging from some nameless tree horrified him.

Despite the enemy’s howling taunts of cowardice and mockery, he drifted into memories of Nezahualcóyotl II, who foolishly let vanity and curiosity bring an unstoppable enemy into the navel of the world. He recalled, with melancholy, Cuitláhuac, the brother of the fallen tlatoani, who had valiantly driven the invaders out when he took command in an emergency council, only to die from the pox brought by the enemy’s sickened hosts. 

A noble man in heart and a warrior in spirit, Cuitláhuac would be remembered for proving that the Mexica lordship remained fierce even in the face of ruin.

In this haze of memories stood a fragile Cuauhtémoc, oblivious to the stones, spears, and bullets flying overhead.

He struggled to rise from the muddy ground, drawn back to reality by the foul stench of decomposing bodies piled outside the wooden and stone barriers. He attempted to stand but failed, collapsing again against the makeshift wall his unit had built. Barely able to lift his feathered shield, he set it beside him.

Suddenly, heavy footsteps splattered mud onto the weary warriors who clung to life after twenty days of relentless combat. The young, frightened tlatoani raised his gaze, meeting the imposing figure of one who seemed to stride forth as if sent by Quetzalcóatl himself. He put on his helmet, composed himself as best he could, and addressed the warrior who announced himself with barely a whisper.


-  I welcome you, brother. May the great lords guide your path, - he said, gripping once more the obsidian-bladed wooden sword, the macuahuitl.


The man, taller than the others, brought to Cuauhtémoc's mind the legend of the giant Tlahuicole, who had defeated more than twenty eagle warriors in the gladiatorial circle with nothing but a feather-adorned wooden sword before meeting his death. The warrior advanced two steps and knelt respectfully before his weary leader.


-  I kiss the ground you tread, noble lord. I am Tzilacatzin, Cuachic​[1] captain," —his shaved temples and central crest made it obvious — I have defended this final bastion at your side. I do not come to boast of my meager efforts, - he said, kneeling even further, drawing from his belt a shining object which he offered humbly.

-  My noble tlatoani Cuauhtémoc, I bring you a message.


The young leader’s eyes widened, recognizing instantly what the giant warrior held in his calloused, bloodstained hands.


-  Where did you get that?! - Cuauhtémoc exclaimed, pointing at a golden dagger with jade inlays on its hilt.

-  It comes, incredible as it may seem, from emissaries of the Purépecha Lordship.

-  But they have always been our enemies. It could be a trap, Cuauhtémoc replied, taking the beautifully engraved dagger between his fingers.

-  They have sent two of their nobles to speak with you. They await at the southern border of the Tepeyacac​[2] hill. They are not far. They claim that if you wish to save your people, you must meet them today.

-  What possible interest could our old enemies have in this war? - Cuauhtémoc asked.

-  I do not know, my lord. But if I may give my opinion...


Cuauhtémoc's mind turned away from the Tlaxcalan vanguards who relentlessly searched for weak points in the defenses of the last free city of Tenochtitlan. His focus shifted to deducing why the usually indifferent Purépecha would seek an alliance with them now, when defeat seemed certain.


-  You may speak, Cuachic Tzilacatzin,-  he said, still examining the dagger.

-  They fear that the invaders may soon turn their eyes to their lands and suffer the same fate as ours. They may be aware of what the arrival of the men of metal means for our future. At least, that is what I would imagine, my lord.

-  I am not convinced, but it is worth the risk. Gather four of your best men. We will not fall into an ambush.

-  As you command, my tlatoani, - Tzilacatzin said, rising and glancing around for the first time. -Who shall be left to defend Tlatelolco?"


Without meeting his gaze, Cuauhtémoc touched his shoulder and said firmly, "You." The captain smirked with satisfaction. That afternoon, he would make the enemies of the Triple Alliance taste the intoxication of war, as he would make them drink their own blood. He thought not of going to Tonatiuhichan—the warriors' afterlife heaven​[3]—not yet, for glory might still be within reach.

That afternoon, two fateful events unfolded for the Triple Alliance, the greatest dominion these lands had ever known.

First, under Captain Tzilacatzin's fearless command, the survivors hiding behind the battered walls of Tlatelolco found renewed courage. Many enemies sent by the Spaniards to breach the defenses fell like flies before the sharp mind of the Cuachic captain. 

His strategy had been to open deliberate gaps, luring the overconfident invaders into flanks packed with spears tipped with the sharpest obsidian. In an instant, rivers of blood gushed from the bodies of the invaders. Outside, near the lakeshore, the Spanish brigantines​[4] retreated. Pedro de Alvarado, the butcher of the Great Temple Massacre, and the naval captain Hernán Cortés, shouted the order to withdraw. 

Their metal halberds grew small in the distance, while the cries of jubilation from Tlatelolco echoed through the land. That day, the largest marketplace in these lands became the graveyard of two thousand enemies. The Mexica had won a battle, but they knew the war was far from over. The most critical fight was yet to come.

The second event was the swift legs of the young tlatoani, who wasted no time running towards the sacred hill of Tepeyacac, not far from their position. While Tzilacatzin unleashed destruction upon the invaders, Cuauhtémoc, accompanied by four trusted Cuachic guards, spotted from afar the Purépecha banners waiting under the scorching midday sun. As his captain had said, two nobles stood there, dressed in modest earth-colored garments that reached their ankles, with cane crests mimicking crowns. Unlike the Mexica, the Purépechas adorned themselves simply, and their vertical feathers pointed skyward, a contrast to the horizontal plumage favored by the Triple Alliance’s nobility.

One was a mature man, his face painted black, wielding a staff taller than himself, decorated with leather strips hanging from its golden-tipped end. At his side stood a shorter figure with loose hair fluttering in the eastern breeze. As Cuauhtémoc drew closer, he realized it was not two emissaries, but a pair—a couple. The woman, her features obscured by the playful wind, bore blue and red lines painted across her eyes, forming a mask. Despite being a woman, her attire was identical to her companion’s: simple and loose-fitting. They stood like statues, making no reverence, not even when the Lord of México-Tenochtitlan stood panting before them.

Without waiting for an introduction, the elder stepped forward and placed his open hand upon Cuauhtémoc's chest. The tlatoani froze, holding the man's gaze, while his guards pressed their obsidian-tipped spears against the impudent Purépecha’s neck. The unbothered elder responded with a mocking smile, speaking in broken but comprehensible Nahuatl, enough to make the guards step back.


-  "My name is Timas Cuynierángari. I am the general of the three armies now united under a single banner: that of the Irecha​[5] of the Purépecha Lordship, who reigns from Tzintzuntzan, his dominion stretching to the western sea, the northern volcanoes, the eastern deserts, and the southern forests. I have been sent to parley with whoever has the authority to mobilize men to war," he said, without moving his hand.

-  I greet you, noble Timas Cuy... —Cuauhtémoc stumbled over the difficult name and tilted his head slightly— "great lord, emissary of your sovereign. I am Cuauhtémoc, son of the great tlatoani Ahuízotl, heir appointed by the council of elders to succeed Cuitláhuac, now under the care of Tonatiuh​[6], and commander of the Mexica Lordship. Today, I fight my final battles for survival, - he declared, stepping away from the elder's reach.


The Cuachic guards could hardly believe their tlatoani had just acknowledged defeat—especially before ancestral enemies. Yet they were far from their palaces, where surely they would have intimidated the envoys of Tangaxoan Tzintzicha, the Irecha who, only months ago, had killed several Tenochca envoys seeking alliance.


— Tell me, Timas, why have you now decided to forge an alliance against the Tlaxcalan League and their bearded friends? You slaughtered our emissaries when we sent them long ago, foreseeing this war that is now a cruel reality. Our city lies in ruins. Thousands of men, women, and children have perished under the cowardly attacks of the Tlaxcalans and the thunder hurled at us by those men who ride giant deer. Do you fear sharing our fate? Is that what led you to send an old man and a brat to convince us? — he raised his voice with each word.

— I understand your anger. I regret that my lord Tangaxoan acted so late and so recklessly, but we could not trust you. We needed to witness the threat with our own eyes, as you rightly say, now ravaging our lands. Recently, we spotted men mounted on hornless deer raiding the Otomí​[7] border villages — he pointed eastward — they intended to enter Tzintzuntzan, but the brave defenders resisted, though not for long, for they now flee into our lands seeking refuge. My spies have confirmed that they are bearded scouts, led by a yellow-haired man who calls himself ‘Cristóbal de Olítzin,​[8]’ whose sole intent is to massacre us as they have done to you.

— So, you are afraid... you have chosen the perfect time to appear. We have no resources left. Barely a few hundred warriors, and tonight, trusting in Quetzalcóatl’s wisdom, perhaps my captain Tzilacatzin will manage to halt the invaders’ advance. It would be a pitiful alliance — he stood tall, trying to balance defeat with a dignified posture.


The girl, who had remained silent throughout the exchange, stepped forward and bowed as was due to great nobles. She knelt before Cuauhtémoc, asking for permission to speak. The tlatoani lifted his head and nodded solemnly. She stood again, confronting the young man of barely twenty-five years.


— My name is Eréndira Ikikunari, daughter of the Irecha who rules the lands you chose as enemies. Yet today, I do not speak in the name of my great lord, but on behalf of many peoples, of many nations. We are not here to mock or take advantage of your misery. We have come to forge an alliance. I believe, even if your captain achieves a victory, it will matter little, for thousands march behind those who have already breached your last stronghold. They know it. Today’s battle will be no more than the sting of a bee, painful for a moment, soon soothed with a little aloe — she stepped closer to the tlatoani’s face — I offer you a hive of wasps, relentless until they drive out the white men and crush the cowards who follow them, lured by the false promises of victory.

— You are bold for a woman — he raised a brow — even if you are a princess.

— And Cuauhtémoc is a defeated ruler — she replied — Like you, I am sovereign. Not just any woman, and I can assure you, tlatoani, that if I leave you tonight, you will save the scraps of a non-existent lordship only to end up chained and surrendered to those metal-clad savages.

— And what do you propose I do? Bow before you so you may use your mystical powers to rid me of my enemies? — he chuckled nervously, causing his guards to break into harsh laughter — Are you perhaps the reincarnation of Chimalma​[9]?

— Not exactly. Embrace us, and I assure you that you will save the skin of your remaining officials, who, I assume, have stayed far from the conflict but will serve when we need diplomacy elsewhere. And you will save your own neck.

— How do you intend to win against those who wield the power of explosive fire? Are your armies here already? — he lifted his gaze beyond the girl’s head, hoping for a glimpse of salvation.


Eréndira said nothing more. She opened both arms, palms up, awaiting to see if the proud Mexica would swallow his words and pride to prolong a war that, by now, had lasted too little.


— Perhaps we shall form an alliance — he slowly pulled his arm back — but I need more reasons to entrust you with our lives.

— Would you rather die today, Mexica? — Timas interrupted.

— My land shall feel this body, dead or alive. I will not ally with you to become your victim or vassal.

— Do you seek proof, then, to trust us? — Eréndira interrupted with contained fury.


The Mexica warriors stepped back, for the power in the girl's voice was overwhelming, almost like that of a tlahuelpuchi, a blood-drinking spirit. Cuauhtémoc, after regaining composure, raised his chin and nodded calmly.


— If you want proof that we can drive the plague from your lands, you must come with me — she softened her voice.

— Where to? — asked one of the Cuachic, intrigued by the potential power of this strong leader.

— To cross this hill — she pointed behind her with a thumb over her shoulder.


No one spoke, and the six of them climbed the slopes of Tepeyacac Hill. Almost reaching the summit, Timas suddenly turned, standing before the tlatoani who had, without realizing it, abandoned his political position by following two mere emissaries. Striking the ground with his staff, looking skyward, he spoke in his tongue.


— Upon this sacred earth, we consecrate ourselves in loyal alliance with a vast and powerful lordship. Purépechas and Mexicas shall fight side by side. Protect our weapons, beloved Curicaveri — then he turned to his niece, the princess Eréndira.


— Who is Curicaveri? — asked Cuauhtémoc.


— The ruler of war and the sun. Today, he shall rejoice, for his fields will be watered with enemy blood — the girl answered.


At last, they continued, reaching the highest point of the hill, where stood the temple of the mother Coatlicue — Tonantzin. Circling the sacred center, they lifted their heads enough to see the horizon and discovered several small units on the hillside below. Barely five hundred men stood there, their uniforms marked by three distinct colors.

The largest group wore red garments from head to toe, much like the eagle warriors, bearing shining shields and axes clearly forged of some metal alloy. The second group, on the left flank, wore dull green tunics with iridescent feathered crests and carried spears resembling a small, motionless porcupine. The third group wore cotton trousers, wicker breastplates, and their heads were shaved and painted the white of spring clouds.


— Behold the armies of Tzintzuntzan, Ihuatzio, and Pátzcuaro — said Timas.


The elite warriors, the four Cuachic, exchanged looks and let out grotesque chuckles, much like when they had first felt uneasy at the sight of the emissaries. Cuauhtémoc raised both brows, crossing his arms in disappointment.


— Is this your army? A mere handful of men — he said, pointing disdainfully at the troops awaiting orders below. — As the princess rightly pointed out, we face thousands who will soon regroup and return even stronger.

— Do not forget — Eréndira said, smiling wryly — that this handful of men has kept your armies from our borders.


An uncomfortable silence fell over them.


— Let us see what your “mighty little warriors” can do — the tlatoani finally said, extending his hand toward the girl.

— Uncle, give the order to advance — she said, gripping Cuauhtémoc’s forearm — tonight, your men shall sleep in peace. Tomorrow, we will retreat to Maravatío.

— You must be insane! We cannot lose Tlatelolco; it is a strategic point — he jerked his hand away.

— We will not waste armies sending them to certain death. We are here to give you an escape route to regroup. Have you learned nothing from the invaders?


Eréndira was right. The bearded men, when defeated, always retreated to recover, recruit allies, and return in greater numbers to the island city. Against his pride, Cuauhtémoc restrained the fury boiling within for having to heed military advice from a woman.


— I grant you freedom to command your armies, and for this occasion, I shall listen. What do you plan? — he asked.

— You will soon see — she replied, looking again at her uncle. — Give the general order, Timas.


Timas spun his staff in the air and let out a horrid cry, almost like a raging beast. Below, the dozens of spines forming Pátzcuaro’s unit, the greens known as xunhápeti, advanced along the left flank, circling the hill eastward. The reds, the charápeti of Ihuatzio, marched directly towards the tlatoani and his leaders. The whites of Tzintzuntzan, or urápeti, mimicked the red unit, ascending the hill.


— Why are the greens circling the hill? — the tlatoani asked anxiously.

— You shall know in due time — whispered the general.

— The footsteps grew louder as the red-and-white units approached. Cuauhtémoc was able to observe them in greater detail as they advanced. The warriors of the red unit carried macuahuitls embedded with obsidian and copper, short axes hanging from their belts, and beautifully polished shields engraved with intricate images of macaws at their centers. The others, by contrast, bore only coiled ropes across their chests and side pouches that jingled as if filled with loose metal.

— When they were ten paces away, they stopped with absolute discipline, kneeling to show respect to the sovereigns standing before them. A muscular man, with harsh features and several scars marking his face, rose from the red unit and approached the Purépecha envoys, requesting permission to speak, which was granted by his general, Timas. The captain spoke in his native tongue, and Eréndira translated for the Mexica.

— “Our emissaries have headed to the appointed places. They will soon begin dismantling the bridges.”

— Advance. Once the survivors are secured, do not stop until you reach Cuauhtitlán. You are to safeguard the escape of our new friends — added Timas.


The Purépecha general nodded, smiled at his niece, then at the Mexica.


— It is done — he said, finally relaxing his stance — The sons of Tenochtitlan shall live to reconquer their city.


While the general exhaled with relief, the troops advanced, leaving the Cuachic and their leader dumbfounded as they marched past without sparing them a single glance. They seemed hypnotized. These were warriors perfectly disciplined in absolute obedience.

— What is done? — Cuauhtémoc finally asked.


— They will keep your city safe — Timas smiled at him — Perhaps you should send one of your shaven warriors to deliver the order for retreat. The sun is setting, and you must rest, young tlatoani.


The Mexica tlatoani sighed, following the advice of his new and unexpected ally. Yet he added one more command. He ordered his warriors to search for survivors along all borders and to send them as swiftly as possible to Ehecatepec. There, he would gather them and, under the protection of the Purépechas, relocate them.


— Why send them to the land of the wind? — the princess asked curiously.

— We do not know if enemies might infiltrate. The Tlaxcalans are cunning.


— A wise strategy, tlatoani. Shall we go?

One of the Cuachic dashed off to deliver the orders to the giant Tzilacatzin, while two others ran eastward. The last headed west, searching for survivors to guide them to safe zones.


— I will wait for my captain Tzilacatzin here, if you do not mind — said Cuauhtémoc, approaching a tree, laying down on the ground, and removing his bloodied and muddy helmet.

— We shall seek the entourage that accompanies us. They are not far from here — Timas pointed out.

— Of course — Cuauhtémoc replied, dismissing them with a loose wave of his hand.


Eréndira and her general began descending the sacred hill to summon their attendants, while at last, left alone, Cuauhtémoc wept. He rejoiced, for his prayers had been heard by the venerable Huitzilopochtli. He cut the palm of his hand to offer blood in gratitude to the lord of war. The Mexica people had found a way out.
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On the walls of Tlatelolco, the fierce Tzilacatzin drove away the last Tlaxcalans, who still attempted, in a pitiful combat stance, to repel the brutal assault of the Cuachic and his warriors. The sun painted the waters surrounding the scene blood-red, a reflection of the savage battle. Even now, the cries of exhilaration rang from throats worn from so much howling, for the valiant giant had cleaved the head of a horse with his macuahuitl, shattering simultaneously the metal-clad body of one of those invaders who had dared to trespass into unknown terrain.

Though he was finishing off the mortally wounded enemies, Tzilacatzin took pride in his feat and could not wait for news from his noble lord. His face was drenched in blood, his arms wounded by small cuts from the Spanish sword that had failed to sever his limbs. The Mexica warrior laughed thunderously, holding the enemy’s metallic helmet, trying to put it on and mocking how small the head of its dead owner must have been. His nearby warriors shared in the monstrous joy of the slaughter.


— Those bearded men are so small! — he shouted euphorically.

— I wonder if they’re small in other places too! — another yelled from the riverbank, smashing the neck of a Cempoalan warrior with a rock.


New bursts of laughter filled the battlefield, where the only other sounds were those of agony, final breaths, and the wailing caused by Tzilacatzin's terrible savagery. His combat had surely instilled terror in the hearts of his enemies.

The messenger who arrived in haste to Tlatelolco felt immense joy in his heart. The brave Cuachic had crushed his opponents, and though the sight was horrible—as the stench of feces, urine, blood, and entrails became unbearable with each step closer—the faces of his fellow warriors gleamed with the purest happiness.


— I seek Captain Tzilacatzin! — the envoy of Cuauhtémoc shouted at the top of his lungs.


Behind several warriors who prowled the ground, thrusting daggers into the necks and chests of surviving enemies, the towering warrior emerged to greet the messenger.


— Here I am! — he replied, waving the helmet as if it were a toy — What news do you bring, brother?

— The alliance has been forged. The Purépecha warriors are coming to rescue our people. We must depart immediately to the hill of Tepeyacac to regroup and move on to Cuauhtitlán.

— What?! That cannot be! We just made those damned xoloitzcuintles​[10] flee, and you’re telling me we must abandon our victory?

— Orders of the tlatoani — the messenger said, kneeling in the mud.

— Well... if it is our lord's command, it shall be obeyed — Tzilacatzin said, lowering the helmet and tossing it aside with disdain. He then shouted at the top of his lungs — To the hill of Mother Coatlicue — Tonantzin! Quickly, you lazy dogs!


Instantly, the dozens of warriors who had fought aligned on the bridge that connected the Tlatelolco marketplace to solid ground, swelling their ranks by the hundreds. Civilians also emerged from the buildings where elders, women, children, and some cowards who had feared to wield the obsidian sword alongside their fierce warriors had taken refuge. They joined the silent procession. Most were pochtecas—merchants—who knew little of military training and were instead greedy with their riches. The order was given to any person of Mexica, Tenochca, or Texcocan origin to move as swiftly as possible to the place designated by their leader. Behind them, they left a trail of death, destruction, and horror that the enemies of the Lordship would not soon forget.

Some even dared to shout that the dead of the Great Temple massacre had been avenged. Though they were withdrawing, they did so with wide smiles on their faces. Those too wounded to walk were gently relieved with the blades of daggers, sending them to rest in the calm waters of the Chiconahuapan River, where hairless dogs, the xoloitzcuintles, would collect them to begin their journey through Mictlán​[11]. Without a doubt, many of those brave warriors would return as hummingbirds to accompany the supreme warrior lord Huitzilopochtli, waging eternal battles against the darkness to give light and warmth to their children, the chosen of the sacred lands of Mexico.

Tzilacatzin, for his part, tried to carry the heavy horse's head he had severed to create a new tzompantli​[12] and thus honor the mighty lord of war. Others who had witnessed their captain's feat vowed to return to gather the heads of their enemies, feeding the wall that would also serve as a warning to all who dared to take the city-market of Tlatelolco.

Their steps were heavy through the mud, but as they reached the other shore, the survivors felt relief, for the air was lighter, free of stench, smoke, and sorrow. They left behind the last bastion of battle with heads held high. That evening, as the god Tonatiuh ended his journey to allow Coyolxauhqui, the moon goddess, to rise and illuminate the rest of the path, a people gazed with renewed eyes at the hope of once again emerging victorious from their wars. The Tlaxcalans and their treacherous vassal allies would regret having sided with the sorcerers who spat thunder from their magic lances.

The procession resembled a black serpent slithering along the Tlatelolco causeway to reach the wind-swept lands of the god Ehécatl after regrouping behind the slopes of a small hill, sparsely covered with shrubs and many rocks: Tepeyacac.

Meanwhile, the Purépecha warriors of the green units ran like possessed men to reach the roads of Tlacopan, Atzcapotzalco, and Popotlan. Their plan was to search not only for survivors but also for barrels of the black powder the bearded men used to make explosions, intending to steal them and take them back to their territory to analyze, understand, and eventually reproduce them. Unfortunately, they had no luck at their first stop. Tlacopan was abandoned. It seemed that the armies that had been besieging the Tlatelolco area had decided to withdraw further south, plundering the adobe, stone, clay, and wood houses along the way.

One of the green warriors, an expert tracker, read in the marks on the damp earth that they carried a large number of wounded, for the traces were not firm footprints of a strong army but drag marks, surely from men carried by the shoulders of their equally weary comrades. He paid little attention to this and instead turned his gaze to the borders, where small yellow dots began to light up, illuminating the path. He silently shared his discovery with his companions, pointing out the enemy's position. They were no more than fifty men, but they were the most efficient. In fact, their fame stemmed from their swift feet, their stealth when setting up ambushes, and their enviable aim with arrows, slings, and spears.

They moved using the ruined houses of Tlacopan as cover, avoiding the eyes of the guards who constantly glanced backward, fearing they were being followed. Ten warriors covered the rear of those fleeing, wounded in body and spirit. Five were clearly Tlaxcalans. The others, men of metal. All on foot.

The captain of the xunhápeti pondered whether to attack or follow them silently until they found a possible camp where they stored the ammunition they used. From within a crumbling home, listening attentively to the rear guards, he decided that the moment to strike had come. They would kill them, steal their uniforms, and attempt to infiltrate the enemy lines. Eréndira had ordered them to gather as much information as possible, for they were not facing a common enemy. They had to infiltrate, to know them from within. Many of the unit knew they would not return alive, but whoever managed to gather the most strategic intelligence on the ways of those barbarians would escape to bring good news to their princess and the weakened Mexica allies.


— At my signal — he whispered, raising his right hand without taking his eyes off the first targets.


Two Tlaxcalans and three Spaniards had stopped to plunder a corral from the abandoned houses, which still held some turkeys oblivious to the affairs of the human world. The captain pointed to the targets, who had carelessly left their shields on the ground, and some had even removed their metal helmets.

— Now! — he growled, closing his fist.

The only sound was that of the air being cut by swift projectiles aimed to pierce throats. Success. The spurting blood prevented them from calling for help. The other guards, confident no one followed them, did not bother to look back. In a pigsty, it would be the dogs and perhaps even the turkeys themselves who would feast on the dying bodies of those warriors.

Hunger had been their only crime on an evening where, hoping to find food for the night, they all lost their lives to the precise aim of the archers who stalked them from the shadows cast by the city.

A second order was issued through gestures by the xunhápeti leader, as slender and athletic as his companions.


— “Run, strip them of their clothes. Continue at a safe distance until you infiltrate.”


And so they did. They slid forward with the agility of forest serpents, stripped the still-warm corpses, and donned the stench of death. The Spaniards’ uniforms took longer to put on, so those disguised as Tlaxcalans stepped onto the main avenue, making themselves seen to avoid suspicion. They were nervous, for none of them spoke the enemy languages, neither Nahuatl nor Castilian, and would have to improvise.

The three Purépecha warriors who finished cutting leather cords and donning the foreign garments felt heavy, clumsy to wield any weapon. They realized the invaders who accompanied the enemies of the Mexicas were very strong and agile, having seen them move skillfully in previous skirmishes. But now, inside these heavy iron breastplates, they wobbled rather than walked straight.


— I feel like a pregnant woman with this metal belly — one said to his companion, struggling to fit the boots, which reeked like a thousand demons.

— I can't believe how foul these uniforms smell. I thought they’d be cleaner — another said, pulling his nose away from the stolen foreign garments.

— Don’t complain. These men have been fighting all day. What did you expect? The scent of cempazuchitl flowers? — another muttered, trying to ease his companions' disgust.


Between faint chuckles and serious glances to boost their courage, the five disguised warriors advanced, trying not to lose sight of their comrades waiting nervously on the avenue. Meanwhile, the bulk of the wounded and the healthy warriors began to settle in what seemed to be the square of a devastated Mexica town. They had arrived at Popotlan.

In the distance, along the riverbank, they could see hundreds of ahuehuetes, a natural defense against any fleet attempting an attack via the lake. The great sun’s light disappeared, giving way to the safety of night.

The disguised warriors traversed the terrain, searching for the place where the bearded men hid their magic powder. They hoped to steal some thunder-sticks and return quickly to the safety of the allied camp.

The other forty green archers who followed them closely began to spread across the outskirts, ready to cover a retreat if necessary, while the bulk of Captain Cortés's army remained vigilant, gathered around campfires being lit.

It would be a short night. The Purépechas disguised as Tlaxcalans advanced first, leaving their companions burdened by the awkward movement of the metallic armors, to blend in with the crowd gathering around small wooden houses with wheels at their base, tethered by beams to several hornless deer that appeared restless.

As they advanced among men with incredulous gazes, stunned by an impossible defeat, they realized they passed unnoticed. Cleverly, they imitated the defeated posture of other soldiers — heads bowed, shoulders slumped, bodies swaying as if drunk. The dirt on them showed they were not faring well. With attentive eyes and ears, they began to search for any area that might serve as a warehouse.

They peeked subtly into some houses made of cloth stretched over poles. Inside were bearded men, some asleep, others drunk to dull the pain of defeat. A few wounded were being tended to by Popoluca healers. The men of the enemy league mostly rested on the ground around the fires, sharing tamales brought by their women and some water. There was no magic powder nor thunder-sticks anywhere.

The three Purépecha warriors wearing iron armor tried to stay at a distance. They saw no way to walk without raising suspicion among others dressed like them. They mimicked the guards’ gestures, trying to assure anyone who stared at them that they were watching over the camp.

Though at first some Tlaxcalans eyed them curiously, it took little to distract them, and they returned to the center of the chaos that was their improvised resting place.

Their search was interrupted by a shout in the hissing language of the Tlaxcaltecas’ allies. Two lords stood there. One with a face covered in hair, the other with only a yellow mustache matching his long, tangled mane. Everyone present stopped eating and stood to gather where that man climbed atop some crates to compensate for his short stature and be seen by the rest.


— What is he yelling about so much? — asked one of the infiltrators.

— I don’t know, stay focused, keep searching. They must be around
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