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Dedication

Para mi mamá, que espera con ilusión el día en que pueda leer esta historia en español. Te amo.
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INSIDE THE DUOLOGY …

Sun of Blood and Ruin

Leonora is a mestiza woman known by her Spanish name, Leonora; her Nahua name, Tecuani, and her alter ego, the masked vigilante Pantera. Trained as a child in the paradisal realm of Tamoanchan, she can transform into a panther, draw power from the sun, and wield her tonalli, her vital force. Armed with a magical sword, she battles against the oppressive Spanish colonial rule, aligning herself with an Indigenous group called La Justicia. 

As the Nahua face the prophecy of the End of the Fifth Sun—foretelling the world’s end through earthquakes and the demonic Tzitzimime—the Spaniards launch a brutal attack on the Nahua stronghold at Snake Mountain. Leonora discovers her divine heritage and defeats the queen of the Tzitzimime, causing her army of demon goddesses to collapse. During the battle, an imposter seizes control of Snake Mountain by murdering his brother, the rightful king. The war with the Spaniards is declared over, and an alliance is struck between them and La Justicia. 

With the remaining survivors of La Justicia and allies, Leonora vows to avenge the slain king and continue fighting evil, human or otherwise, with the mask of Pantera if need be. 





Part 1: Tozoztontli

Little Watch






CHAPTER 1

La Sequía

The battlefield is the place,

where one toasts the divine liquor in war,

where are stained red the divine eagles,

where the jaguars howl,

where all kinds of precious stones rain from ornaments,

where wave headdresses rich with fine plumes,

where princes are smashed to bits.

Nezahualcoyotl, King of Texcoco

For everything there’s a season; there’s a time for sowing and a time for harvest, a time for toil and a time for rest, a time for living and a time for dying.

Tonalco, the dry season, is a time for war.

The gods Tlaloc and Huitzilopochtli together command the natural cycle of the year and the changing days. Before the Spaniards came, two shrines topped the Great Temple in the center of Tenochtitlan. Tlaloc’s faced north, the god of rain bringing fertility to the earth. The other toward the south for Huitzilopochtli, the god of war who scorches the land with battle.


The seasons reveal a proper time for all things to happen. The solar calendar with its eighteen months of twenty days. Each celebrates a festival honoring a different god. 

In the hunting season of Quecholli, a great feast honors the god of the chase, Mixcoatl. Other months are dedicated to Tlaloc, such as Tozoztontli. Under the old ways, pipiltin, the nobility, queens of Nahua cities, kings of kings, journeyed to the summit of Mount Tlaloc to offer prayers and sacrifice, ensuring the rains would come again.

As far as any can tell, the last Tozoztontli was performed successfully.

As far as I can tell, that must’ve been a long time ago.

Now, the air scorches, the land parches.

Tlaloc may be the god of rain, but even he can’t manage all the watering alone. That’s why his little assistants, the Tlaloque, carry immense clay pots to fill and, when Tlaloc tells them, they break those vessels all over the land, lakes, and seas.

However, they have done no such thing in months. 

In the dry season, hiding is not easy. Catching prey, less so. Though I have black spots—all jaguars do—the rest of my fur is also dark. I don’t blend in with my surroundings. 

Stay quiet. Stay out of sight. Those nosy howlers in the treetops will alert the entire forest that I’m on the hunt. They can see me coming a far distance away. The oldest and largest of the troop, one bearded male with thick and full hair, is the leader. He’s the worst of them. 

I am not larger than the bull, bigger than the bear, heavier than the whale, not as clever as the snake, but here the jaguar reigns supreme, and when I show up, the howlers sound the alarm.

Tonatiuh bright in the sky is my ally, creating shadows. The ideal cover. I keep to the shade as I pad along, careful, listening for movement. Within me, a deep pit of hunger festers. It’s been days, weeks, of eating scraps. The natural does not always come naturally. Despite not having enemies, except perhaps the raucous monkeys, I have had to learn how to live in the forest, how to survive.

The backwaters, hidden in the heart of chaneque territory, offer some relief. This part of the river holds water year-round, even during the dry season.

No screeching calls. All is going well so far.

Silently, I swim in, my senses attuned to every ripple and current, looking for sunshiny creatures. I’m not a fussy eater. Anything along the river, or in the river, will do. 

On the bank, two blue-green pits glint like jewels. A caiman’s nostrils, followed by the whole snout. It lies motionless, cloaked in mud. Perfect camouflage.

A shiver of elation starts in my paws, races up my legs, and quivers through my body. Nothing is more exciting than that first glimpse of your prey. The caiman is magnificent—about my size, its craggy skin spotted almost like mine. Here we are together, bound as one in this wonderful moment of life and death. My heart starts racing. 

I paddle in the water with practiced silence, eyes locked on my target. Every muscle in my body is taut with focus as I choose my angle of attack.

Just a little closer.

One bite is all it takes. Then the monkeys can howl all they want.

Closer.

Closer.

Now.

I pounce. 

My jaws snap shut, piercing the soft underbelly of the neck, where the scales are thinner. The caiman wriggles—a desperate attempt to escape. But in less than a heartbeat, its struggle ceases. I start pulling it to the tree line, and the howlers start their screaming chorus, harsh and savage.

Too late, my friends.

Death in the forest is quick.

We predators can afford no mercy. 

The howlers continue their ungodly alarm, but their song almost immediately dies away. They will sing again, of course, in an hour or two, but from a different place, for the monkeys must always travel between songs. Otherwise, it would be an easy matter for enemies to find them among the branches. 

The clawing hunger finally subsides as I feast on the caiman’s entrails. My belly swells with its flesh; delicious meat, my snout splattered with hot sweet blood.

I swivel my ears. A rustle of leaves behind me betrays a presence, though it was their scent I caught first from a distance. 

My fur rises on end, tail twitching furiously. Then, baring my bloody fangs, I let out a growl, a threat, a promise of pain. I tighten my muscles, bend my hind legs, and just as I am about to leap, a pushing pressure inside forces my form to change. 

I don’t remember the last time I was human.

I’m curled up on the forest floor, my skin bare against the dead leaves and twigs. Everything hurts. My muscles are like knotted ropes, my limbs a pair of willowing reeds. I cough, spitting out bits of flesh and guts stuck between my teeth. The more I move, the more my body aches. I struggle like an insect caught in a spider’s web. I try to push myself from the ground and find that I’m covered in blood. I turn and vomit, again and again, until I think my ribs will crack, and I cannot bring up anything more. I’m completely empty.

Everything is bright and loud and spinning. My eyes are heavy, my head dull, disoriented. Changing forms is worse than waking up from a drunken binge. I am aware of myself, but I have no control. I wonder if this is what babes feel when they enter the world. I blink, once, twice, and then again before shaking my head, trying to clear the mist in front of my eyes. Dazedly I try to make sense of what just took place. I didn’t start the shift. It was spontaneous, like sneezing.

This isn’t the first time it’s happened. Many times before, the Panther has urged the shift, as if my skin will split open if I don’t. But never have I involuntarily reverted to my human form. What went wrong?

I’m looking at my answer now. It takes my mind a second to recognize that distinctive chaneque smell.

“You.” I orient myself to uttering words again. “You did this to me.”

Zyanya stands over me, all three feet of her, face petulant. She’s grown a shock of white hair, exposing pointy ears. A brown mantle makes her short body look longer than it truly is. Talons allow her bare feet to cling to trees and move easily through the rough terrain.

“Aren’t you going to say anything?” I ask.

“I’m waiting,” she says.

“Waiting for what?”

“You’re in your nagual head,” she says. “The mind is always last to return to normal.”

My stomach cramps again. Clutching it, I hack up a fist-sized, soggy clump of undigested fur.

Zyanya sighs. “You did this to yourself. I warned you not to abuse your power. Staying in your nagual for too long has consequences. It’s dangerous not to be able to shift on command. If you lose focus, you’ll find yourself somewhere in between, stranded, with no tonalli to help you complete the change. Is that your wish?”

I wipe my mouth with the back of my hand.

“You can’t live in chaneque territory forever, Pantera,” Zyanya says.

“And where should I go?” I snap. “Neza is dead. Snake Mountain has fallen. Ichcatzin would sooner kill me than allow me to live in his midst. My brother would burn me at the stake the moment I set foot in the capital. I am not wanted anywhere.”

Her bright yellow eyes, large and rounded, soften. She shakes her head as if pitying a fool.

“I’ve protected you, have I not?” I ask her. “From the dangers in the forest.”

“Yes, but not from yourself. You are welcome here, but you are a guest. And guests show respect. Guests have manners.”

She looks behind me, where the caiman carcass lies partly eaten.

“We make use of the forest,” she says, “but we take care of it. You’ll have to make a new home for yourself. Elsewhere.”

I’m reminded that though I’ve befriended the belligerent chaneques, the little creatures are protectors of the forest. Upon intrusion, they will throw stones, pull hair, weave disorienting illusions. Frighten by any means at their disposal. Some have power over nature. Once spooked, a person’s tonalli will come flying out of their body, at which point the chaneque will steal it. And, as I all too well know, without tonalli, you die.

“What will you have me do, Zyanya?” I say defeatedly. “Beg to Ichcatzin? I will not beg.”

Before Zyanya can answer, the wind whispers against the strands of my hair, a susurrus of sound. Voices  … noises that seem to come all at once and wrap around me.

I turn around slowly, listening to every sound in the distance. 

“What is it?” Zyanya asks.

A deep growl escapes my throat. “Your friends are doing this. Make them stop.”

It’s a cacophony, each sound inside the other, all competing to be heard—wild laughter, mosquitoes buzzing, the tread of many feet, the flight of an eagle, the rushing water crashing against the rocks, the angry call of howlers and chachalacas and a hundred other animals. A deafening tempest. 

“Make them stop.” I raise my hands to my ears. “Stop it. Stop it!”

Zyanya rushes to me and takes my hands. “Listen to me. Breathe. Shut it out. You know how to do it. Focus. Do you hear me? Focus only on my voice.”

Her words are far away. A great pain goes through my head, and I cry out, “Quiet!” The ground trembles as a destructive force of tonalli frees itself out of me, flying in all directions. It picks up Zyanya like she is nothing, tossing her across the clearing, and everything else with it.

Trees strain against the onslaught as tonalli continues to burst from me, unrestrained and unyielding. I fall to my knees. I can’t make it stop.

I squint my eyes to keep out the violent dust, but amid the eddying debris, I make out Zyanya held against a tree. She struggles to lift a hand, curling fingers at me, and to mouth words.

The devastation finally dies as my vital force is taken from the crown of my head.

I awaken, swaying. My head is in a dizzying spiral. As I sit up, stifling a groan, I realize I’m dangling in a hammock strung in the corner of Zyanya’s hut. I grip its edges and try to free myself, squirming like a worm. One of my legs is caught in the rope, and the hammock swings violently. I roll around, drop, and hit the earthen floor with a loud thud.

“The legendary Pantera.” Zyanya shakes her head. 

Her hut has a reed bed padded with feathers, chairs, tables, and a cooking area, where Zyanya sits crushing herbs in a molcajete. It’s quiet, too quiet. I don’t hear much of anything. How can I? She took my tonalli.

Clumsily, I sit on a chair too small for me. “I didn’t mean—I’m sorry. That’s never happened before. Well, not like that.”

“Your power is growing.” Zyanya looks down at her belt, where a dangling green stone glints with my vital force in an intriguing swirl. “I can feel it. And the proof of that is evident,” she says, eyeing my hair. It’s been a long time since I’ve seen my reflection, but as my fingers brush through the strands, I realize it now falls well below my waist. 

“What do you mean growing?” I ask.

“Learning,” she says. “Responding to the demands you make upon it.”

“How can that be?”

“You’re the daughter of the Feathered Serpent.” I’ve spoken of this with no one, and Zyanya must see the look of surprise on my face because she explains, “Your tonalli told me.”

I frown. “Told you?”

“The gods manifest their power in circling motions,” she says as if that makes any sense. “You’re not human, Pantera. Not entirely. What you did that night when the Tzitzimime came  … it was one of the greatest things I’ve ever seen.”

I hardly recall my past human life. After months of living as the Panther, the mind stops thinking like a human. Every sorcerer knows: stay in your nagual for too long, you risk losing touch with reality or getting trapped as an animal forever. 

I shrug. “If you say so.”

“There’s no denying you’re a sorceress. This is what you trained for. But you have god tonalli. You must learn to center your vital force inside, where it can be held and harnessed. With increased tonalli, the path becomes more slippery. Order cannot exist without chaos and chaos cannot exist without order. There must be balance in this world, and within you. Until then, you are dangerous. To yourself  … and others.”

Leonora  … A male voice comes from a distance.

“No, no, no. Not again,” I say frantically, shooting up from the chair. “It’s not possible. I don’t have my tonalli. I can’t be hearing things!”

Zyanya turns her head. I sag with relief; she heard the voice too.

Someone is calling me, and for a moment, I don’t realize it’s my name. Then my human mind clears, and at once, I think, Leonora? Why Leonora? 

The name sounds too odd, too unfamiliar to my ears. Pantera would have been so much better. After all, it is his voice.

I haven’t heard his voice in what seems like years. Since the victory at Snake Mountain, where we fought the Spaniards and the Tzitzimime, and won. He made a great slaughter, and I, too, did my part. At the battle’s end, I faced the Obsidian Butterfly, and the Sword of Integrity sent her to the blackness of the heavens. After, we lay together on the hillside, watching Tonatiuh rise, and we ran as fast as our paws could take us. Then, he returned to his people, the Tlahuica, and I went my way.

What I should have done, what my heart told me to do, was give him the truth of who he is—a god. It’s a secret unknown to himself, revealed to me by his mother, the Precious Flower, Xochiquetzal. I should have told him about my true father, Quetzalcoatl, and my mother, Tlazohtzin, the woman who, through my birth, became a goddess and a servant of the Obsidian Butterfly.

I should have gone with him. He asked me to. Instead, I remained in chaneque territory with Zyanya.

I have not seen Tezca since that day.

He calls my name again. I go to look for him, following his voice.

My human legs have not been used in a long time, and they feel unnatural; I can barely get my knees to bend. I stumble forward, no longer able to stand erect. Unsteadily, I brush the dirt from my knees and push myself back up.

The forest isn’t kind to bare feet, but I pick up speed, leaping over fallen trees, pushing through bushes. More in control. More like myself. I reach a mossy clearing. It undulates, the vegetation floating atop water that bubbles beneath.


“Pantera, wait!” Zyanya trails behind me. “Stop!”

I’m ready to leap, but she grabs my shoulders and pulls me back. We teeter on the spongy edge for a moment, about to fall together.

“Look.” Zyanya points.

His voice calls to me again.





CHAPTER 2

La Amenaza

It’s not Tezca. It is Rayo, the ahuizotl, mimicking his speech. He’s a terrifying creature, a tricky one too. He has the ability to imitate sounds and voices, using them to lure victims near so he can snatch them with his sinuous tail claw.

Amalia and Eréndira jump off the ahuizotl, and Amalia tosses the flesh of a dead animal toward the eager Rayo, who surges to catch it in the air, then plunges back into the water.

Eréndira greets me with a nod. “Still alive, Pantera?”

“Still alive, princess.”

“Good. I’m glad. I didn’t think we’d find you.”

“I told you she would find us,” Amalia says, pleased. “It’s good to see you, Leonora.” She opens her arms, coming for an embrace. Her golden hair is braided, and she’s dressed in a simple blouse and pants. The most ornate thing about her is the beaded cross encircling her neck.

“You are changed,” I tell her.

“You are not,” she says with a chuckle. “When was the last time you washed? You reek of death.”

I grin. “The forest becomes you.”

“Yes,” she says, looking up at the trees. “It’s been a good place for me to grow. I would not have done so with my mother’s coddling.”

“It’ll be dark soon,” Zyanya warns. “We should return to Tozi.”

If you ask a chaneque, they will say: chaneques don’t live in the forest; chaneques are the forest, as much as the trees, plants, and animals. They’re constantly moving, like the forest. When not frightening intruders and stealing tonalli, they gather in different communities of between twenty and thirty, foraging, hunting, and building their homes which, for a wandering group of little creatures, is an interminable process. Chaneques have been known to set up their huts in a couple of hours, but they are constantly adding rooms, repairing doors, strawing and re-strawing the roofs. Sometimes, for reasons I have yet to understand, they will take down their huts and begin again.

If there’s one thing chaneques hate more than intruders, it’s being thought of as children. They might look like children, but they’re not. They’re not even human—not anymore.

We pass several round bamboo huts lined up one next to the other, some clustered in small areas, a few standing alone like tiny islands.

Such is the village of Tozi.

The chaneques flock about us, and soon, Amalia has a crowd around her. They tug on her hair and push her sleeves up so they can examine her skin more closely. They spit on her freckled forearms and rub, wrinkling their noses in disgust when her freckles don’t come off. Other chaneques are fascinated with her pockmarked face, thinking Amalia is a great warrior. They’re not wrong. She battled and conquered the pox.

The eldest in the community, twenty-six, a very respectable age for a chaneque, introduces himself to Amalia and Eréndira as Itzmin. He’s no taller than my shoulder, but he expresses himself confidently, recognized as the leading authority by all the chaneques in Tozi. Though his face is considerably lined, Itzmin still possesses the glow of a child’s countenance, keen yellow eyes, floppy ears, and sparse, white hair. 

“Niltze,” Amalia greets. “Notoca Amalia.” She’s been learning Nahuatl from Eréndira. It’s far from perfect, but it’s sufficient to make herself understood.

“I am Eréndira,” she says, taking a step forward. “We have come to—”

“We know, Owl Witch,” says Itzmin. “We’ve been expecting you.” 

To chaneques, dreams are a different form of reality. They begin each day with a ceremony where they share their dreams from the previous night, from the youngest member to the eldest, and based on those dreams, the village decides what they will do that day. Sometimes the dreams are so long, they dictate full months. 

They must have dreamt of Eréndira and Amalia’s arrival.

Eréndira and Amalia trade perplexed glances but simply nod their gratefulness. 

“You come to Tozi,” Itzmin says. “Good. Rest your worries. You’re safe. We dance and drink tonight.”

Amalia arches an eyebrow. “Aren’t they a little too young to drink?”

Though Amalia murmurs this to me, barely above a whisper, her question is met with a resounding silence and glares. Chaneques have flawless hearing, perhaps even more than I do. With their flopping ears moving to and fro, they can discern the slightest sound.

Itzmin narrows his eyes. “Settle in. Zyanya will show you where,” he says with some asperity, before he walks away. 

“What did I say?” Amalia asks innocently.

“You were doing so well,” Zyanya says, humor lacing her tone. She gives Amalia a playful pat on the back. “Come, countess.”

A look of displeasure flits across Amalia’s face. Eréndira chuckles.

“What did I say?” Zyanya taunts.

“Don’t call me that,” Amalia protests, though her voice lacks any real heat.

“Call you what? Countess?”

“It’s not who I am anymore.”

“Sorry, countess,” Zyanya says, her lips curved upward. “Whatever you say, countess.”

Still smiling, Zyanya heads toward her hut, and Amalia exhales sharply.

“She’s just teasing you,” I assure.

“Why?”

“I’m not sure,” I say, thinking of the many times I’ve been the recipient of Zyanya’s jests. “I think she gets pleasure from it. It’s harmless. Well, most of the time. Unless you remind her of her age. She doesn’t like that. None of them do.”

Metzli, the Lady of the Night, has not yet risen when the chaneques start gathering in a circle. Musicians pick up their instruments and immediately the village comes alive. Every chaneque takes part, bursting into a bright and merry song, clapping their hands and shaking the rattles on their feet. 

There is music, then there is chaneque music. 

The sound is extraordinary, a very full and rich form of singing, accompanied by the mesmerizing sounds of the drum, the conch, the flute, the whistle, the horn, all wonderfully blended into the melody.

Long ago, when the earth was a quiet and joyless place, Tezcatlipoca gave humans the gift of music.

It was an agreement between Tezcatlipoca and Quetzalcoatl. In the dawn of the Fifth Sun, the Thirteen Heavens were filled with music. Although humans had lush vegetation, flowers of all colors, and much beauty to behold, Tezcatlipoca noticed they weren’t truly happy. And Quetzalcoatl wished for his people to have all the riches of life, so Tezcatlipoca, with his help, awakened the world. For the first time, people sang, and so did the trees and birds, whales, crickets, and frogs. Ever since, music has filled our souls.

The moon now illuminates the sky as it climbs above the trees. The song drifts into the night, melting into the sounds of the forest. 

“Well?” I say, offering Amalia a cup of pulque.

She takes the drink and sips it, licking her lips afterward. “Well, what?”

“Are you going to tell me why you have come?”

“What if I said I simply wished to see you?”

“I would say you’re lying.”

Amalia drinks, hiding a smirk.

Eréndira approaches us, her expression grave. 

“What is it?” I ask. 

“We’ve come because of Ichcatzin,” Eréndira answers. “He rules Snake Mountain with an iron hand. He has some kind of plan to restore Mexico to its former glory. Chipahua has been made high general. He plays along for now, but Ichcatzin doesn’t trust him. He knows Chipahua is loyal to Neza.”

Nezahualpilli. Once the king of Snake Mountain and Sin Rostro, the head of La Justicia, though this he never admitted. A brave man, a good and just man. He believed in a better life for his people with rights and privileges, where all persons live in harmony and with equal opportunities. It was an ideal he hoped to live for and achieve, and he was prepared to die for it. But a lesser man, his own brother, Ichcatzin, drove a sword into his back. I wept for his death.

“Chipahua is working to find out Ichcatzin’s plan without arousing suspicion,” Eréndira continues. “He has a few allies. Most are too afraid to openly oppose Ichcatzin. But when Ichcatzin falls—and he will fall—Chipahua shall take his place.”

Chipahua, a king? As a Shorn One, his duty is to the battlefield, not to lead. Yet, he is Neza’s cousin, a nobleman, and he has the strength and wisdom needed to guide Snake Mountain.

“Ichcatzin’s plan—you think it involves shedding blood?” I know the answer before I ask the question. 

Eréndira nods somberly. “Ichcatzin didn’t just murder Neza to seize power. He isn’t just some false king on the throne. He has a larger plan, Chipahua is convinced. I think we should find out what he’s up to.” A bitter breath. “This should never have happened. I wasn’t paying attention. If only Neza—”

“Neza’s death wasn’t your fault,” Amalia reassures her. “Ichcatzin is to blame.”

For a moment, Eréndira seems to fade, trapped in her memories and emotions. She is not usually lost for words. She looks tired, a different kind of tired. An angry kind of tired.

I drink my pulque, watching Zyanya dancing with the other chaneques. “What will you do?”

“Fight,” Eréndira says without hesitation. “Fight like I always do. For Neza. His death will not be in vain.”

Amalia huffs as if the world is giving her a headache. “Aren’t you forgetting something? Tell her, Eréndira. Tell her the other reason why we’re here.”

“Quit telling me what to do,” Eréndira moans.

Amalia crosses her arms. “Quit acting like you need to be told! You’re always saying how Snake Mountain is a people, not a city. What is the point of taking back the city if we don’t have a people?”

Eréndira makes an effort to collect herself. “We’re dying,” she confesses finally. “We’re dying of the white demon’s disease. Our remedies cannot cure it. The tribes are scattered. Our great warriors are gone. We need a place to heal. To stay alive, away from Ichcatzin’s wrath. And after, to rise again, and avenge what has been lost.”

“I know what this disease is, and I know how to treat it,” says Amalia. “I myself have been cured of it. I know how to help. There is medicine in the capital to manage the symptoms.”


She means the palace. 

She wants me to go to Jerónimo.

“I’m sorry. I can’t go back,” I say hoarsely. 

“What? Why not?” Amalia asks.

“Jerónimo knows I am Pantera,” I tell her. “He made it clear he never wanted to see me again.”

“Leonora, please,” Amalia says. “You have to try. We can’t watch helplessly while the plague rages and people continue to die. You’re the viceregent of New Spain.”

“I doubt it,” I say. “I’ve been gone too long.”

“Jerónimo listens to you. He doesn’t listen to me. He takes your advice.”

“Except when he remembers who I am, or he is angry about something, or when things are going badly, or I don’t go to Mass, then he does not.” I look at Eréndira. “He will give you an audience. After the battle with the Tzitzimime, Jerónimo made his promise to work with La Justicia.”

“Neza is dead,” Eréndira snaps. “So is La Justicia.” Her hands fist at her sides, fingers pressing into her palms as if that might somehow keep her grief at bay.

“The promise didn’t die with Neza. You shook hands with my brother,” I remind her. “Neza’s beliefs live in you, in me, in everyone who stood beside him. We are all La Justicia. One face. One voice. La Justicia is alive within us.”

Eréndira glares at me, struggling between the pain of anger and loss. “My people need me,” she argues. “I can’t leave them. We’ve tried to contain it, but it spreads quickly. We travel at night, and we carry the sick on litters. Those who can still walk take turns carrying those who can’t. When we stop, we dig pits to burn the clothing, keep the children far from the sick. Even with every precaution, the pox keeps claiming more of us. We can’t go on like this forever, Leonora. We’re camped not far from here, but if Ichcatzin finds us, he won’t let us escape. Snake Mountain isn’t safe. We can’t make the long trip to the capital.” She pauses, her breath unsteady. “We have nowhere to go.”

In that, we share the same struggle.

“You heard Itzmin,” I say. “There’s room for everyone, and chaneques aren’t vulnerable; they don’t succumb to the pox.”

Amalia shakes her head in disbelief. “You will not help?”

I sigh. “It’s complicated, Amalia. There are things you don’t know and wouldn’t understand.”

“Like what? Why don’t you explain them to me?”

She waits for an answer. It doesn’t come.

The dancing begins to wind down late into the night. Soon after, the chaneques withdraw to sleep, and Zyanya finds me brooding inside her hut. She carries my mask, my attire, my dagger, my belt, and the Sword of Integrity, which is nearly her length, and she has to drag it about. This tells me she knows what has been asked of me—either because Amalia or Eréndira told her, or because the trees did. 

Zyanya drops all my belongings at my feet. My eyes glaze as I close a hand around the blade’s hilt. It’s been a while since I’ve held her.

“I’m not going back to the capital,” I say.

She exhales one deep breath from the exertion. “Then don’t.”

I give her a puzzled look. “My power is growing. I must be careful. Isn’t that what you told me?”

“Yes.”

“Nine Hells, Zyanya, just say what you want to say and be done with it.”

She comes closer and sniffs the air. “Amalia was right. You do smell. Your stench is invading my senses.”

I only barely stop myself from rolling my eyes. “Is it wise to return to the palace while my tonalli swells unrestrained within me?”


“No.”

“Then why advise me to leave, if I’m so unstable?”

She considers this, fondling the green stone on her belt with my vital force.

“You wish to restrain my tonalli?” I ask when she doesn’t answer. “Keep it under control? Is that it?”

“No, not restrain it,” she answers. “Protect it.”

“From what?” I nearly shout.

“From those who might try to take it for their own benefit. I have a responsibility to maintain the—”

“The balance. Yes, yes, I know. And what about me?” I say irritably. “Without my tonalli, I’m vulnerable.”

“With it, you’re dangerous.”

“I’d rather be the predator than the prey.”

“Yes, it’s your nature.”

“Zyanya,” I say, “I have known the loss of tonalli. I would begin to deteriorate, forget. I could get lost, not knowing what to do next.”

“Oh, yes, I agree,” she says idly as if we’re chatting about the weather. “Better leave now. You don’t have a lot of time.”

“You’re just trying to get rid of me. Go on. Admit it.”

“I should be so lucky.” She snickers at her joke. “Believe it or not, I am on your side. And you’re missing the point.”

“What is the point?” 

A silence follows, and I shift uncomfortably under her stare. “Are you even listening? The point is,” she says, “tlaalahua, tlapetzcahui in tlalticpac.”

A Nahua saying. The words of a tlamatini, a wise one. They are a reminder that the earth is a perilous place and one can easily fall. This means that the ideal path to walk is the one in balance, in the nepantla—the middle—where the tlalticpac is not slippery.

Order can become suffocating. It can halt progress, stunt growth. Chaos is more liberating, but it can get out of hand and become destructive.

Thus the nepantla is necessary. The space between two worlds.

I must make order out of chaos and throw a little chaos into order. 

I pick up my mask, understanding that a person’s life is not always their own. There is duty and obligation. 

The padded guard around my chest feels heavy because I have grown unaccustomed to clothes. My belt which carries my dagger is also a little too big for me as I have become slimmer roaming the forest. I slide the Sword of Integrity in her scabbard and carry her on my back. I cast Zyanya an uneasy glance. She gives me a reassuring nod.

“I see you’ve reconsidered,” Amalia says as I emerge from the hut. She smiles one moment but frowns the next. “Wait. You’re leaving now? It’s the dead of night.”

“I know how to walk in the darkness.” 

“Of course, you do.” Amalia smiles but rather feebly. “I will stay to help the sick. It can’t hurt me. The pox doesn’t visit you twice.”

I look around. “Where’s Eréndira?”

A screeching cry comes from above, and I tilt my head back to see the Owl Witch in the air, her great white wings flapping. Before I lower my gaze, Amalia manages to wrap her arms around my neck. “Gracias, Leonora.” My eyes bulge at the assault, and I wheeze for air as she nearly smothers me, but when she is about to let go, I tighten my grasp. Her comforting warmth is a reminder that I’m without my heat, my vital force.

Tonalli is so complex and confusing that even the tlamatini, the knowers of things, the philosophers—puzzle over it. It resists fitting into one meaning in particular. It’s impossible to fully grasp or describe. At least, not without a lot of effort and by reason alone.

God tonalli, however—how do I even begin to understand?


I force the thought to the back of my mind. The urgency of returning to the capital overtakes me. Mexico City was once my home, and I used to believe my brother would protect me if he ever learned my identity. 

Will Jerónimo turn me away now?

Tezca haunts my mind. More than a year is a long time to be apart, and yet he’s never far from my thoughts. He is a shadow, present but always just beyond my reach.

And Ichcatzin—he was already an enemy. I witnessed his ambition in Snake Mountain, his hunger for power. If Chipahua and Eréndira are convinced that he harbors a dark plot for Mexico, then we must heed the threat.

I have work to do.





CHAPTER 3

El Inspector

My first stop in Mexico City is at the inn Los Tres Pablos, just south of the palace, for rest and nourishment. The innkeeper’s wife, a kindly woman, prepares a stew of beans and fresh tortillas. I eat like a condemned woman facing her last meal—slowly, savoring each bite, making the food spend an eternity on my tongue. Each morsel is better than anything I hunted on my best day. My belly full, I indulge in a hot bath to rid myself of the grime and stench of travel. 

In the morning, I procure a simple dress from the market, a pair of soft gloves, slippers, and a cloak perfect for concealing my sword. It’s not what one might expect of the viceregent of New Spain, if I even hold the title still, but it’ll have to do.

I unbraid my dark hair and let it fall in loose, wavy strands. It’s longer and more untamed, a reminder that my tonalli has grown alongside it, just as Zyanya said. 

I redden my cheeks and lips with achiote, then look at myself in the mirror, seeing the woman I used to be. 

Today, I pretend to be that woman again. 

The innkeeper’s wife can hardly believe I’m the same disheveled person who arrived late last night covered in filth and weariness. Neither can I. 

Jerónimo, when he sees me, is just as bewildered.

“Leonora  … is it truly you?” He rises from the dining table placed in his antechamber.

I step inside and lower my hood. “Excelencia.” He admires the sweep down to my knee and the grace with which I rise.

“Oh, my prayers have been answered!” Jerónimo says exaltedly. Quickly, he moves around the table and comes to me. “The viceregent has returned from her expedition! Go! Spread the good news!” He motions to his guards, who promptly obey.

“Expedition?” I ask once they are gone.

“You’ve been absent for a year. I had to say something, didn’t I?”

To my shock, he pulls me to him and embraces me tightly. “God’s truth, I am overjoyed to see you, sister.” Before I can comprehend what is happening now, he lets go, grinning. “I have been deeply troubled these past months. Are you well?”

I frown, not expecting this warm welcome. “I am.”

Jerónimo has grown a short beard that makes him look older. Although he’s lived fifteen years, he seems closer to forty. With a large crucifix hanging from his neck, he looks more like a man of the cloth than the viceroy of New Spain.

“God has brought you home,” Jerónimo says, glowing with happiness. “This is a sign of his favor! And a cause for rejoicing!”

Under different circumstances, I would say that this isn’t my home, and God has nothing to do with my return, but that would make me petulant, and careless.

“I’ve been praying for you,” he says. “I prayed for your safe return, and now that you’re here, we must thank God.”

“I thought  … you didn’t want to see me.”

“Nonsense! You’re family. Please, sit, sit.” He entwines his arm with mine, leading me to the chair closest to his. “Are you hungry? You must be hungry.”

I take my seat, glancing at the feast spread across the table. A platter of Iberian ham, empanadas stuffed with meats, olives with cheese, orange tarts.

“Gracias, Dios,” Jerónimo says, clasping his hands together, “for saving Leonora. Give her the strength to live as a Christian would. Help us both to do your will every day. Thank you. In Jesus’s name. Amen.”

I squint at him as he beckons a servant, who pours white liquid from a carafe. Despite my thirst, I can barely drink the obnoxious pulque that tastes like slime and chalk mixed into a nasty brew. The sour bite clings unpleasantly to my tongue.

“Pulque blanco,” Jerónimo says with a satisfied smile. “Wonderful, isn’t it?” 

It isn’t.

“Good for thirst. Good for the stomach. Oh, Leo. How I’ve missed you so.”

“Did you just call me Leo?”

“Let me speak bluntly,” he says, leaning back and folding his hands. “There is something I need you to do for me.”

“I’ve only just arrived, and you’re offering me a job?” I say with barely concealed suspicion. 

“An opportunity. I could use someone of your … talents.”

And there it is.

“Talents?” 

“Your ability to … how shall I put it … manage difficult situations. You have a way of getting things done, Leo.”

His eyes linger on me, as if he’s already decided what I’m capable of. 

“The Northmen have been raiding our caravans along the King’s Highway,” he says, “inflicting great loss of life, stealing food supplies, horses, and other valuables. Unfortunately, we have been unable to quell the growing rebellion.”


Possibly, out of all the peoples in New Spain, the Spaniards fear the Northmen—Chichimeca—the most. The different tribes are spread across the northern mountains and deserts, an area the Spaniards call La Gran Chichimeca. They’ve never been able to subdue them, and maybe that’s why they call them Northmen, as if that might lessen the threat. It almost softens them, making them seem less formidable, less dangerous.

It was on the King’s Highway not long ago, that Martín and I were ambushed by the best archers in the world, and the Panther butchered them in a bloody frenzy.

Jerónimo continues. “The conflict has proved much more difficult and enduring than we anticipated. The more pressure we apply, the more fearsome the Northmen grow. I want you to go there, put down the revolt, and negotiate peace talks.”

I consider the perils of making such a journey. Zyanya keeps my tonalli safe and Eréndira’s people are sheltered in Tozi, but I don’t have a moment to waste. “There are many others you could send on this mission.”

“Yes, I know, but I wish to handle the matter quietly,” Jerónimo replies. “You’re the only one who can go and live to see another day. No one who isn’t heavily guarded makes their way safely along the King’s Highway. Hundreds are dead. Morale isn’t high.”

I take a sip of my drink. “Nothing some good pulque can’t fix. The real pulque. Not … whatever this is.”

Jerónimo is quiet, fondling the cross about his neck. “Some of the men don’t seem to like the new captain general. They think him weak.”

“Why?”

“Because he prays for his enemies.”

I snort. “Then the new captain general is weak.”

“I am the new captain general, Leonora.”

Oops. “Oh.”

“Jesus prayed for His enemies. He teaches us to do the same.”


“Why not go there yourself then? Give them your heart and surround them with your love.”

“Do not play with me, Leonora,” Jerónimo snaps. “I cannot go. There is much to do here. The moment I leave the palace, Don Martín, the marquess of the Valley of Oaxaca, will want to claim the viceroyalty for himself. Mother sends word that he is now advised by his brother, Martín the Bastard. Those two are of too vast an ambition. I need to keep their desires in check.”

This is news. I’ve not seen Martín since Snake Mountain fell. I didn’t know he lived or that his path—like Vicereine Carlota’s—had taken him to Cuernavaca, though it’s not a shock. He suffered great grief in the death of Neza, which distance might make him forget. He loved him truly and mourned his loss.

“And what will you do about Cortés’s heir?” I ask carefully.

Jerónimo exhales. “I don’t know yet. I am waiting for Mother’s correspondence. She keeps me informed of all matters concerning Don Martín.”

This tells me what I need to know: that Jerónimo is not aware that Martín the Bastard is Cortés’s true heir. He was legitimized by the pope. Martín trusted me with this secret. He warned me that if anyone found out, it would end badly for him. 

“Don Martín is not of age,” I say, feeding his unawareness. “He’s not a threat to you.”

Jerónimo slams his hand down on the table between us. “Yes, he is!” The words burst out of him. “Don Martín has numerous encomiendas as well as an extensive estate, making him the wealthiest man in New Spain. Look around, Leonora. Hernán Cortés built this palace. It belongs to his heir. How long do you think it will be before the enemy is tearing down our doors?” He leans back in his chair to rub his chin. “I must stay here. So I need you to go to Royal Road. Negotiate a peace initiative with the Northmen. Do so quickly and quietly. Don’t let anyone see you. Well, not … you.”


He wants me to wear the mask of Pantera. He wants my sword to be at his command. That Jerónimo would persecute and condemn me and now turn to see my value fills me with indignation. The hypocrisy of it.

“You hesitate. Why?”

“Their leader, Prince Xico, fell to your sword that night in battle. The Northmen would sooner roast you on a spit than agree to a peace treaty,” I say, thinking they must seek revenge.

Jerónimo’s reaction is one of restrained surprise, almost as if this is the first time he learns of it, but then a servant glides out of the shadows to fill his cup with more of that dreadful pulque, and his expression clears.

“You seem to forget Pantera is a wanted criminal,” says Jerónimo. “Criminals face judgment. It’s not something I want … but, well, I must abide by the law.”

A threat? He would reveal my identity?

“Would you deny you’ve committed your fair share of crimes? Murder? King Carlos received a letter, a rather odd confession from Captain Nabarres right before he fell in battle, and my suspicion is you were somehow involved.”

“I didn’t kill Nabarres if that’s what you’re implying,” I say. “All I did was sever his sword arm.”

“That’s not what his page says.”

“You’re going to believe a page? I’m telling the truth.”

He sighs as if I’m tiresome. “You think the truth makes any difference? If the capital falls to the Northmen, we’ll all be looking for a way to stay alive.”

I raise my chin. “Fine. But I want medicine for the pox—to help with the symptoms.”

“The pox?” Jerónimo asks with wide eyes. “Leonora … don’t tell me—?”

“It’s not for me. You will also release me of my court duties. After this, I am dead. Find yourself another viceregent. If you agree, I will negotiate your peace.”

“I can’t.”

“What do you mean you can’t? You’re the viceroy of New Spain.”

“I’m sorry, Leonora. We can discuss this another time.”

What other time? I want to ask, but it’s Sunday, and Jerónimo can’t be late for Mass, so I’m unable to argue. I have to settle for a look of pure scorn.

This was no sweet family reunion. I rage at myself, thinking Jerónimo might have been worried for me these past months. He was only glad to see me because my arrival was opportune. Were it not for the fact that Jerónimo needs Pantera, he would’ve turned me away. Or worse, he would’ve turned me in. This was business, nothing more.

Anger simmering within me, I push open the door to the chamber that used to be mine a little unwillingly, hardly daring to breathe, knowing Inés won’t be inside. I expect to find it in the deepest shadow, reflecting her death, but the curtains are open, and the room is light and airy. 

An eternity passes as I stand there in the middle of the room. The pain of her loss stabs through me. Everything reminds me of her. A book still open on the table, left next to her sewing needles; her clothes; the chair she favored. I lie back on the bed, inhaling the faint but sweet scent of her on the pillows. I clench my eyes shut and sniff, desperately trying to capture it.

She is everywhere and nowhere.

I knew returning to the palace would open wounds I thought I’d healed. But like a fresh-torn scab, the pain was brought to the fore. 

In my nagual, far away from the madness of the capital, I can live fully, free from past regrets and future worries. A jaguar doesn’t wonder about the opinion of his prey, nor does he fumble during an attack. A jaguar never doubts himself. He knows exactly what to do. There’s no room for pride or indecision in a jaguar’s life. 

It’s far more difficult to be Leonora. To be human means dealing with doubts, bitterness, and resentment that claw at the scab. I belong to a world that doesn’t exist. Neither here nor there. But I know the Nagual Path requires walking in the “in-betweenness.” 

I have no desire to squabble with Jerónimo or negotiate peace with the Chichimeca. There’s a reason for my presence, however, and I’m not leaving until I get what I came for.

Sunday means the halls are filled with lords and ladies filing to Mass. The crowd parts as I stride through, heads turning and whispers trailing in my wake. Some curious, others less welcoming. Without my tonalli, I can’t distinguish the murmurs, but I can imagine them: Is that …? Oh my god, it is! I thought she was dead! I nod at a few faces. 

“Viceregent Leonora?” 

My brisk stride is halted by a black-bearded man with sunken eyes. He doesn’t seem old, but his face is lined with the burden of someone who does too much. His voice carries a note of authority, cutting through the hum of the hall.

“Yes?” I say, my voice uncertain.

The man comes to me with a sure gait. “I was informed of your return to the capital this morning, my lady. I understand you were away on official duties.”

I search his grim face but see no familiarity there. I smile apologetically. “I’m sorry, señor, you are not known to me.”

“My name is Rosendo Corona,” he utters in a clipped tone. “I’m investigating reports of lawbreaking and corruption in the colony. There is to be a trial in a fortnight, and you are to come before the Audiencia.”

“I am to do what?” I ask, sure I’ve misheard him.

“You’re required to give an account of your actions.” His voice is harsh and void of warmth, although he doesn’t raise it above a whisper. “Lady, this is not a request.”

“You have been terribly forward, señor,” I say, undaunted. “I will be taking this up with Viceroy Jerónimo.”

“You misunderstand, my lady. I have been sent by His Royal Majesty the Emperor King Carlos. The viceroy is cooperating in this matter.”

Cooperating? Jerónimo concealed this from me? This must be why he wants me to deal with the Chichimeca quietly. I bristle.

“You’ll excuse me, señor,” I say cordially, “I haven’t time to converse.”

“You have a lot to answer for, Lady Leonora,” he says to my back as I walk away, now raising his voice. “Taking the identity of the witch Pantera … colluding with the Prince of Asturia’s imposter.”

Upon hearing this, I pause. How? How in the Nine Hells does he know anything? Who is this man?

I finally turn around, looking to see who is within hearing distance. This Rosendo Corona has chosen to humiliate me in front of half the court, all of whom crane their necks, trying but failing not to make it obvious they are staring.

“How dare you, señor?” I breathe out.

“We have a witness.”

“You will mind your words and remember to whom it is you speak.” My voice strikes like a lash. “I am the viceregent of New Spain. You attack my character, and I have done nothing wrong.” Recently. “If you were the Prince of Asturias himself—you could not make me go anywhere.”

“I am the Prince of Asturias,” a low voice says without a flicker of amusement.

What in the Fifth Sun is this? 





CHAPTER 4

La Visita

A man approaches us, finely dressed, in a black doublet with golden embroidery and ribboned shoes. On his fingers, there are many rings, and a bejeweled cross hangs over his heart, showcasing his faithful loyalty to the One True Church.

Felipe of the House of Habsburg, son of Carlos V, heir apparent to the Spanish throne. The man whom Martín impersonated, and surely, whose ears have heard of it.

This can’t be good. 

“The lady has said she is innocent of these accusations, Inspector Corona.” He speaks softly, but his voice carries an icy calm. His mere presence fills the main hallway with command. Power will do that.

“Alteza,” I say demurely.

“Felipe de Habsburgo is King of Chile,” Inspector Corona corrects me.

“Majestad,” I amend, dropping into a curtsey.

“Leave us,” the king orders Inspector Corona.

The man nods, but there is no satisfaction on his face. He disappears out of sight.

The displeasure melts from Felipe’s expression. “I hope you take no offense for Inspector Corona’s boorish behavior, my lady, and I am very sorry for this unseemly introduction. I won’t fail in courtesy toward you, I assure you.”

A man who can apologize? Rare. A king who apologizes? Rarer still.

I don’t have to stretch my imagination to see the resemblance to Martín. He is attractive, though not exactly beautiful; fair-skinned, with pale blue eyes and a protruding jaw, which I’ve heard to be a Habsburg inheritance. His hair is a light shade of blond, covering both his head and his chin in a short beard. It’s not their faces that closely resemble each other’s, but strangely, I see in him Martín’s reflection. 

“Sois muy justo, mi señor,” I say with my head lowered, unsure whether to address him as a prince or a king.

“Thank you, my lady. Pray God I am always just.”

“I … you have taken me somewhat by surprise,” I say, trying to sound sheepish. “I was not informed of the honor of this visit. This is not a welcome fit for a king. I’m not wearing my best brocade.”

Felipe pulls a rueful face, almost as if he is ashamed. “Forgive me, dear lady. This isn’t how I planned our first encounter. I would’ve preferred a ball, a hunt, or even a corrida to mark the moment, but I confess I couldn’t wait longer in my impatience to see you.”

“Oh?”

“You were to become my queen,” he murmurs. “It’s no fault of yours, and it’s all in the past. I am betrothed to another now.”

“If anyone is at fault, it’s the imposter, Your Majesty. We all thought he was you. He copied you well. He fooled us, and he’s a traitor. Each person is responsible for their own behavior, are they not?”

“True, my lady,” he says simply, “true. The impersonator will be brought to justice, whoever he is. And the one they call Pantera. I have heard of her fabled dealings all the way in Spain. She has caused quite a reign of terror.”

I smile. A smile that says, how silly, and I know nothing. I’ve never been to Spain, but the thing about legends … they have a way of going places. I absorb the compliment for a delicious moment. “Put your mind at ease, Your Majesty,” I say stoutly. “You have nothing to fear. Pantera is dead.”

“She is?”

“Well, I don’t delight in gossip. I find it a horrible pastime … but it’s the talk of the town.”

“Praise Him,” he says. 

“Yes, praise Him. I’m sorry, Your Majesty, for the troublesome events that led to your gracious visit.”

He sighs. “Indeed. My father tells me it’s not easy being king.”

“Felipe, it’s time for your siesta,” the man behind him says.

“Ya sé, ya sé,” says Felipe, waving his hand. “This is my advisor and dear friend, Don Ruy Gómez de Silva. He has an uncanny knack for anticipating and catering to my desires. He’s been serving my mother since he was ten.”

I nod politely, but I’m barely listening. I’m thinking of how I will free myself of this predicament. 

“I’ve had many pages throughout my youth, but Don Ruy was there when I was born,” Felipe goes on, then abruptly says, “I should so like to hunt. Do you have land to hunt on?”

Now I’m alert and interested. “Oh, yes. In Chapultepec. Shall we have the horses readied?”

Felipe chokes on a laugh. “I am the Crown Prince, lady dear. I always travel in a coach with the curtains drawn.”

“As you command, Your Majesty.”

He gives me a sly grin, blue eyes shining. “Un favor os he de pedir. Llamadme Felipe.”

“Felipe,” I say coyly.

This can’t be good at all.


Jerónimo stands in Mass surrounded by his closest advisors. All those men turn as I throw open the church doors.

Fray Anonasi is submerging the heads of several native men in holy water as he conducts a series of baptisms. At seeing me, he crosses himself as if to ward off some evil spirit, then looks at Jerónimo. The rest of the priests murmur amongst themselves, scowling. 

Bartolo de Molina turns and hurries toward me. “Lady Leonora,” he whispers so as not to disturb the service. “They said you were dead.”

“Who said I was dead, Don Bartolo?” 

Fray Anonasi glares at me with a familiar viciousness. He’s never been fond of me because he thinks me a pagan. Well, I think him rather a fanatic. “She should be punished, excelencia,” he mutters to Jerónimo. “She takes no interest in our holiness or our rites. She doesn’t even notice your exceptional piety.”

“Was it Fray Anonasi? Did that shriveled walnut say I was dead?” I spread my arms. “I am obviously not dead!”

Jerónimo’s face is twisted with hostility. Don Bartolo tries to calm me with a soothing voice. He has proven himself to be a decent man, one of the few in Jerónimo’s council. “My lady, please,” he mumbles. “This is a house of prayer, not a tavern. Now isn’t the time to bicker.”

But I’m in the mood to bicker.

“Let’s discuss this outside,” he says.

“Let’s discuss this right here.”

“Please,” he says, hurrying me away, and I begrudgingly follow him outside, down the steps, and toward the gardens of the cathedral.

“I have met la visita, Don Bartolo,” I say with more serenity, walking through a row of pines. “I’m to be questioned before the Audiencia. Did you know?”

“Did I know? My lady, I believed you dead a moment ago.” He releases a breath. “Inspector Corona was sent to investigate complaints lodged in the government in Madrid. It was a surprise to us all.”

“Complaints? Against the viceroyalty?”

“Of course,” he says as if I am a fool to ask. “The king has grown concerned over written testimonies of abuse and corruption in the New World. Not to mention, his own son was impersonated.”

The Crown has kept busy with their troubles in Spain, until now it seems.

“Rosendo Corona is the king’s inspector general,” Don Bartolo says, “and you, or I, or Viceroy Jerónimo, can do nothing about that, my lady.”

Jerónimo barges out of the church, barely containing his anger. He dismisses Don Bartolo as he flounces toward me.

“I will forgive you for this sacrilege,” he says harshly, “but you will do penance.”

I scoff. “Penance?”

“You will go and tell Fray Anonasi that you have defiled the Lord’s house; therefore, you have sinned, and will do such penance as he may lay on you, and then perhaps God will forgive you.”

My fury grows. “Is your God a ghost? I didn’t see Him there.”

“I will not stand here and listen to you speak blasphemously of God, Leonora. God is everywhere. In everything.”

He pushes past me, fuming.

Jerónimo loves his Nailed God, his White Christ, his Church. It’s who he is. And he loves order. The problem is, he thinks I’m chaos. I’m not a Christian. I wasn’t born in Spain. I have an Indigenous mother. I don’t know Latin. I speak different Spanish.

I can never be what my brother wants me to be.

Later, in my bedchamber, as I’m failing to fasten the row of buttons on the back of my bodice, a butterfly flies in through the open window. It swirls about for a moment, fluttering its orange and black wings, then hovers on my hand. I hold it gently, and it draws closer and closer until it comes to my outstretched finger. She is so beautiful. I watch her slowly resting her wings, and I smile, for I know Inés is with me.

“Do you require assistance with your buttons?”

The butterfly haphazardly flaps away as I give a startled jump, whirling around to find Felipe standing in the antechamber. My bodice slips, but I manage to grab it before it falls. “Your Majesty—”

He is smiling. “I didn’t mean to frighten you.”

“You didn’t.”

“Then why did you gasp?”

“That’s quite silly. I’m not a gasping sort of woman.”

“Where are your handmaids, my lady?” He arches a fair eyebrow. “You don’t dress yourself, do you?”

“Is that so scandalous?”

“If you have no servants, how do you get people to wait upon you?”

“I’m quite capable of buttoning myself,” I say, trying not to sound irritated. “Tell me, Your Majesty, do you make a practice of barging into ladies’ chambers?”

His lips twitch slightly. “Ah, I have intruded where I should not. I hope you will forgive me. The servants told me you were in your quarters, but you didn’t answer when I knocked. For a moment, I thought of planning to mount a rescue party.”

“A rescue party?” I parrot. “Nonsense, Your Majesty. Where else would I be if not in my room?”

“Indeed,” he says. “I will join you for breakfast if I may. I’m starving. And then we must take the dogs out and go hunting. You will come, won’t you?”

“I have confession,” I answer quickly, saying the first thing that slips into my mind.

“Ah, very well. We will break our fast and hunt after confession then.”


I nod, biting the inside of my lip to keep from making a displeased face. “His Majesty may want to consider a change of wardrobe.”

“Why?” He gives his clothing a look. “What’s wrong with what I’m wearing?”

“Well, nothing, if you’re accustomed to the heat. I suppose you never get used to it, just learn to accept it.”

“I see,” he says. “Lady, do you make a practice of telling newcomers how to dress when they arrive in town or is it just me you’re finding fault with?”

“No—”

He laughs. “I’m only jesting, my lady. El calor no me asusta. It can get quite warm in Castille in the summer, though it’s not as humid, I’ll admit.” Before he leaves, he says, “You should lock the door.”

“Why? Am I in danger?”

He holds my gaze for a long minute as if considering the matter, looks as though he is going to say something—but then shakes his head, one small, quick jerk, like a horse twitching its ears to be rid of a fly. “I will see you at breakfast.”

Fray Anonasi opens the mesh screen of his confessional booth. “Lady Leonora, have you had an awakening?”

“Forgive me, father, for I have sinned. It’s been … I don’t remember the last time I confessed.”

“Do you know the words of contrition?”
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