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No desert, no matter how desolate it may seem, is devoid of life. Therein lies its extraordinary beauty.

MACH 2018
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Prologue
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In Mexico, the cultural wealth is so vast that we rarely have the time or motivation to journey to those magical places—places filled with legends and stories so incredible they could fill hundreds of bookshelves in libraries around the world.

For this reason, using information gathered through studies from the National Institute of Anthropology and History, the Center for Indigenous Peoples’ Development (CDI), the University of Arizona, New Mexico, Utah, and the virtual museum of Casas Grandes in Chihuahua, I have aimed to recreate, as closely as possible, the life, customs, and mythical beings of the great civilizations of the Anasazi and Paquimé.

The former—also known as the Hohokam culture—developed across the four states that today make up Utah, Colorado, Arizona, and New Mexico. Over time, their artistic and architectural legacy reached into Mexican territory, particularly in the Sierra Madre Occidental range, spanning the states of Sinaloa and Chihuahua.

The causes of their disappearance remain a mystery, but it is known that various peoples such as the Mayo, Rarámuri, Navajo, Pueblo, among others, are their descendants. It is also known that they traded with the Toltecs and that their civilization lasted nearly a thousand years, disappearing as a center of influence around 1340 AD, though debates on this persist.

Once again, I would like to clarify that I am neither a historian, anthropologist, nor archaeologist—professions I deeply admire and respect—but simply a person interested in expanding ancestral knowledge through fiction. My hope is to bring Mexicans, as well as people around the world, closer to understanding one of the most mysterious cultures of our continent.

In doing so, I seek to erase the concept of borders and to help us understand, as the ancient adages of the American peoples once taught, that everything is interconnected, and boundaries are imaginary, not geographical.

Mario Cerda
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More than songs, they were echoes that could be heard over the abandoned plain.

In front of him, minuscule yellow sparks danced in harmony with the crackling of wood, swallowed by the heat of the swaying flames. A flake of snow brushed against his right shoulder and, though he knew it was time to welcome the cold winds into his city, he made no move to cover his half-naked body. The cotton cloak adorned with black, red, blue, and white patterns—his garb for these times of turbid winds—lay discarded, half-buried, and soot-covered by his side. It was no longer a work of art, but a mere rag unfit even for beggars.

Seated before the fire, he gazed into the light, losing himself in the seductive sway of the flames, reminiscent of the wandering women who sometimes settled in that beautiful and ancient city—either to move onwards toward some other corner of the world, or to peddle their exotic medicines, healing rituals, and strange dances. He sweated profusely. His frail body did not register the extremity of temperatures: his chest burned with blistering heat while his back was punished by freezing gusts that began to stroke the lifeless bodies strewn across the ballcourt, the main plaza, and the steps of the temple.

In his mind, the ruins, the people—none of what his eyes beheld with aching slowness—mattered. Once an inhabitant of a vital seat, coveted by the barbarians of the north and the warriors of the south, he had become a hollow spirit. Not even his most intimate memories could hold the notion of who he was or why he lingered there.

He curled onto his side, drawing his legs up like a nursing infant. Stroking his arm, he noticed the tattoos—stepped lines adorned with images of a rattlesnake. Was he a warrior? No. Far too battered. The son of a noble, perhaps? A beautiful blue roadrunner feather hung from the left side of his hair—he was probably a messenger.

“Is that what messengers wore?” he wondered, confused.

He was lost—utterly abandoned in a ghostly region of the desert that would take many years to be rediscovered by any civilised soul. In their ambitious search, the Spaniards would come to call it Cíbola or the New Antilles of gold and silver. But that night, the forsaken city bore no name nor title.

His memory faded alongside the thump of his heartbeat; barely audible, echoing through his skeletal frame. The life of a man with reddish-brown skin was bidding farewell to more than seven hundred years of splendour. They had been farmers, defenders of the land, companions to all communities that would one day populate the world. They were the ancestors—the revered origins that Purépecha, Mexica, Otomí, Zapotec, and Tlaxcaltec peoples would recall with mystical reverence.

They had been destroyed—by something or someone—but no strong survivors seemed to have fled to tell what had happened, or so it appeared. No human would seek to solve the mystery now slowly dissolving from the mind of the dying man.

The famished figure lay dying in a place erased from maps, where even the walls no longer stood. A dark stain would be the only trace left for the sharp eyes of birds flying over a rugged land.

The eyes of a creature watched the scene from the riverbank, just a few steps from the main entrance to the city whose rare architecture would never again be replicated elsewhere—not for centuries. It remained submerged, and its gaze shimmered with satisfaction. It was an old god, eternal. One who had once revelled in the origins of humanity by masking itself in human form, always guiding them into conflict until they destroyed themselves in senseless wars. It was his way of "cleansing impurities from nature." The extermination of civilisations was his favourite pastime, and he was an expert at deceiving priests—always selling himself as the god-touched leader or, on occasion, transforming before a crowd of the credulous into something they could not comprehend, earning blind devotion through awe.

He wanted to approach, but an invisible veil forbade him.

That people had resisted his powers for nearly a millennium. A group of men and women aided by another divine entity never before manifested at such lowly levels as human lives, but which, over time, had grown absurdly fond of them. That other god, lover of order, had gifted them peace—and it infuriated him.

It had taken twelve ages to sow the seed of discord into those damned peaceful folk, and still he had failed. In anger, he gave them a legacy passed down to their eldest descendants. For now, it seemed he had won the final battle. One more civilisation, banished to eternal oblivion. All would suffer in the sands of confusion or be bound forever under his will.

Meanwhile, the protective god had other plans. He would break his own decree and diminish the world's chaos—for without doing so, his beloved children of the past would never earn their rightful place in the annals of the wise. He would not yield.
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Eastern Region, Mexico, 1578

A happy couple rested in their hammocks deep within the lands of the old Totonac empire—a paradise nestled in the jungle, shielded from intruders. Their school of shamans, not far from the area the Spaniards now called Villa Rica de la Vera Cruz, had prospered beyond anything they might have imagined. Together, the man and his beloved had built homes on an island within the now-abandoned Totonac territories—houses meant to serve as residences for any who wished to train in the celestial sciences, herbal healing, or the ancestral knowledge of the gods. That was what they had fought for, nearly two decades earlier—to preserve their culture above all else. The Spaniards occasionally received word of their existence, but were too absorbed in the politics of their own court to concern themselves with a pair of former priests teaching medicine to the locals.

The island—one that would later be known as Catemaco—was now the sole dwelling of the aging couple, who delighted in nature and the tranquility it brought when hope, peace, and harmony reigned. Many youths had come to this fledgling sanctuary, drawn by the rumors spread by survivors of a long-forgotten battle, hoping to uncover their inner talents and return home to aid their people when needed. As the cold season began, the wise old teachers had sent their pupils back to their villages, longing for rest. They had worked tirelessly, and their strength was no longer what it had once been.

Life had been perfect for sixteen beautiful years—save for one thing. Despite their deep love, the eternal lovers had not been able to conceive a child to carry on their legacy. They hailed from completely different worlds; perhaps the gods had denied them children for that very reason. The man, a pure-blooded Rarámuri from the northern deserts, was now fifty-five. His wife, a woman of the Mayan jungle, was thirty-seven. Time passed, and with it, the joy that every human being deserves.

Each spring brought new apprentices—so young that even the spiritual leaders were surprised. At times, children of five or six would arrive at their doors, led by mothers claiming their little ones bore divine marks and must be trained as powerful spiritual guides. It often fell to Paxkú, the shamaness, to explain that supreme priests were not always recognized in such a way.

Over the years, the initial excitement slowly faded from their hearts. They tried, with growing difficulty, to remain kind to one another, to care for one another. In the end, it seemed they would die alone. Their tale would end there, with no one left to lay their bones to rest in either the southern or northern lands. Perhaps the lucky one would be the first to die—for the survivor would have to carry their beloved's remains to the place of their gods: Paxkú to a cenote in the south, ready for Xibalbá; Ariché to a northern canyon, seeking reunion with Rayenari and Metzaka, the creator gods.

For now, they were utterly alone. Even their animal companions had migrated further south. Their beloved jungle was silent. The gentle lapping of the lagoon’s waters soothed their spirits.

It was a calm day, with the sun painting the sky in orange hues. A few wisps of cloud drifted by, lulling any watcher into a trance if they gazed long enough—ten slow breaths, and the stillness of the world wrapped around them like a cocoon. The chirping of insects played softly in the background. Beneath an immense tree, from which lianas hung in harmony, they had built a home—similar to the Spanish cabins, with wood-planked walls and floors. The vines swayed in a warm breeze, beckoning them to rest. Two weightless hammocks hung in a room lit at night by torches on either side—two floating cradles where they lay after a meal of fresh fish or a deer gifted by the forest.

Paxkú alone seemed out of step with the serenity. That afternoon, she appeared anxious, troubled. She rose from the hammock beside Ariché and entered the house, trying to distract herself by preparing a sweet gourd drink. Outside, her husband scratched his belly—a belly that had grown round with age. Old age, he mused, often brings inner peace at the cost of a growing stomach. Though still strong and muscular, a sedentary life had softened his form. He smiled to himself. Yes, he was a little uglier now.

Then, suddenly, a pain gripped his lungs. It felt like a giant cactus thorn had pierced through him. His vision blurred, his tongue twisted in his mouth, sweat poured from his body, a consequence of an emotion he hadn’t felt in decades. He tried to shout, but only one word emerged from his dry, cracked lips:

“Owirúame...”

He collapsed in agony, leaning to one side.

Paxkú, boiling water in the kitchen, heard the commotion. She dropped the small jars of fragrant liquid and rushed to him. With great effort, she took him by the arms and laid him gently on the wooden floor.

“What? Who is Owirúame, Ariché? Are you all right?!” she cried, cradling his head.

The Rarámuri’s body thrashed lightly against the woman and the wooden planks, frothing at the mouth, his eyes darting in frantic, uncoordinated spasms. Though convulsing, his body was rigid—like a rattle shaken by unseen hands.

A shadow approached from behind Paxkú, engulfing the landscape of her home. The giant tree behind her—the witness of their many joys and sorrows—faded from her sight as she struggled to cling to the memory of the moment. Even the gentle caresses that her Mayan hand offered his face, weeping bitterly, vanished.

She plummeted into a sudden vertigo. His feet stopped moving. In an instant, he found himself cradled by the dry sands of the desert. The wind blew fiercely against his rejuvenated face. His skin was painted in ceremonial fashion: white and black dots on his cheeks, a red band tied around his forehead, his chest bare, his skin speckled randomly with white marks. His hair had grown suddenly, whipping wildly in the gusts alongside the ritual band.

In his left hand appeared a staff, and colors began to swirl across its surface—black, yellow, and red—melding into what seemed like the skin of some strange serpent never before seen. He stood frozen, staring in awe toward the horizon. Dust clung to his eyes like thorns. He remained still—stone-still—as if he too were one of the ancient rocks of his homeland.

Around him, the world reconfigured at a pace so unnatural, it must have mirrored the gods’ view of time. Cracks in the earth beneath his feet blossomed into canyons, rivers surged then dried again. A barely visible seed sprouted, became a walking desert tree. A pack of coyotes paraded past, aging step by step before him until they decayed into bones, rot, loose flesh, worms, maggots, ants rushing over what was left—until all became white bone, then ash scattered on the wind.

Still, he could not move a muscle. His left eye began to rot and slipped from its socket—he was turning into a corpse. His flesh peeled away, muscles exposed, then bone. Finally, he managed to lift his heavy feet and walk. It seemed he had been trapped by a god of the underworld, doomed to wander forever as a monster. He would never again speak to the living, never again be remembered. He had been murdered by a cursed spirit who must have hated him. He never imagined death would feel like this.

From that sea of loose earth and wandering winds, a city emerged. At first, only outlines. He turned his skull and watched as those ghostly walls, etched with labyrinthine designs the color of clay, became solid. He saw a plaza, a ball court, staircased homes, wells full of water, an aqueduct. At the center of it all, a temple crowned with a dome, its walls painted with marvelous symbols he’d never seen—figures of people, animals, rotund women, enormous eyes that followed his every step along the sandy path.

He tried to speak, but no lips or tongue remained. He was terrified. The vision was a nightmare, beyond human imagining. A skeleton—watching an abandoned city in ruins.

He walked five hundred steps or more, not understanding how or why he had arrived. One moment his spirit—or his bones—had been dying on an island, and the next he was trapped in a city as old as the capital of his known world: Tenochtitlán. But he recognized the people. As they passed, they ceased to be dust shadows and turned into fleshy silhouettes—alive, unlike him. He tried to touch one, but his hand passed through like mist, like a ghost reaching in vain for the living.

He wanted to weep, but had no tears to shed. He had been a good man in life—why did the gods punish him so? What had he done to deserve such a fate, to wander lost in the seas of forgetfulness? Unable to speak, unable to cry, he fell to his knees. The clash of bone against stone jarred his lower jaw loose. Anyone who saw that skeleton would know—he was in pain.

“Your time has not yet come, shaman,” said a small, gentle voice from the ground behind him.

The winds ceased their assault. Sand began to fall like grains in water. The city faded, as did all the visions. The skull turned to see a lizard—thick-scaled, with black skin speckled in yellow. It stood on two legs, a red band tied around its head, its clawed feet wrapped in what looked like leather at the heel. It leaned on a small painted branch that bore designs resembling those of the Kickapoo people. A wandering spirit of the desert now eyed him sideways, as reptiles do.

“Do not try to speak. You are supposed to be dead. Something in your heart failed... But it is not your time yet, wing-footed man,” the lizard said, studying him.

The creature raised the small branch with one foot, then lengthened it like a magic rod. It slid between Ariché’s hollow ribs and extracted a black, foul-smelling mass—twisted and grotesque. The lizard sniffed it, sneered, and hurled it into the dry shrubs.

“As I suspected—you’ve accumulated vices in your old heart, Ariché. If you wish to reclaim your life, you must leave that swampy island and come here. You must learn why no one has returned to this once-glorious city. Those who find it from time to time do not know how to use the tools their ancestors created. Others fight among themselves, unable to understand the language that once united them. Even we gods don’t know what is happening. But it is not good... not good at all.”

Ariché was bewildered. He had died, and now he was speaking to some strange god of a people not his own, being asked to help unravel a mystery utterly foreign to his life. Unable to speak—or even to reach out with thought as he had in years past—he nodded. That was all he could do.

But as he nodded for the last time, his fragile neck snapped, and his round skull tumbled forward, striking the ground with a hollow thud.

“I know you cannot speak, so I will answer the three questions humans usually ask when chosen by us. Yes, you are dead—but your knowledge has stirred our interest. You will return to your body, and if you complete your mission successfully, we will grant you many more years of pleasure. No, this is not a dream. And finally—yes, enemies, like the cycles of life, are eternal. We need you to discover who or what is behind all this confusion. Any other doubts that arise in your heart, you will have to resolve on your own. You are wise and kindhearted—that is why we chose you.”

Then the lizard god lifted Ariché’s skull with his tail and hurled it into the heavens. The man’s spirit began its return journey to a body that had only just begun to warm again.

“I hope I haven’t made a mistake meddling in the lives of humans,” muttered the lizard deity, watching Ariché’s spirit fade into the sky. “If that shaman solves the mystery, he might even become... Bah! No human could bear it.”

On the island, Ariché returned to life with a horrifying scream as his spirit reentered his physical body. Paxkú, stunned, recoiled and dropped his head, which hit the wooden floor with a dry, hollow thud.

“Ariché! My beloved! What has happened to you? Are you alright?” cried his wife, crawling back to him.

The man was only just beginning to regain control of his limbs. He first bent his knees, then placed his left hand on his chest and his right on his head. He spat to the side, careful not to soil Paxkú.

“I died... I think I just died,” he stammered.

“You’re not dead. I’m here with you! Wait, don’t get up—I’ll get medicine. You were convulsing!”

She ran inside the house to fetch herbs she had discovered a few years earlier while treating the mestizo son of a Tlaxcalan noble and a white-skinned woman—a boy with blue eyes and brown skin who spoke neither Spanish nor Nahuatl. She returned quickly with the leaves, already mixing them in a wooden bowl, praying to her gods to spare her husband from such a terrible fate. That evening, fear also took hold of her.

“Here, chew these. I’m sure they’ll help.”

“Leave me alone, woman! I told you—I’m not sick, I... I died!”

“No, none of that. You’re not dead. You’re just confused—maybe it was thunder-sickness. Remember the boy who had it? You have the same symptoms. Let me help you, please...” she pleaded through sobs.

Ariché snatched the bowl and hurled it into the lagoon. He rose slowly, hand still on his chest, leaning against one of the posts that held up their hammocks. He closed his eyes, trying to make sense of everything. He breathed deeply and then opened his eyes to look straight at his wife.

He observed her—a woman of age, undoubtedly beautiful despite the graying hairs that adorned her head, with deep eyes, full lips, and dark skin. He looked at her with renewed eyes. He recognized her, yes, but felt nothing. Then, like a drunkard, he stumbled toward her, eyes locked on hers, running his fingers through her silky hair. He knelt again and placed his head on her shoulder.

Paxkú said nothing. She sobbed softly, mouth agape, unable to understand why her husband was now so cold. When he embraced her, his skin was cold, hard. Even his movements were different. This wasn’t Ariché—not the man she had loved. His arms enclosed her not with affection but with exploration, like a blind man tracing someone’s face to form a mental image. She wept—not out of fear or pain at losing him, but from bitter sorrow. Spiritually, Ariché was gone. His caresses were no longer those of love, but of detachment.

In Ariché’s mind, thousands of images flashed by at lightning speed. His life was fresh in his memory. He knew he had loved that woman—or at least, he was supposed to. He longed to melt into her essence, to feel the warmth of her chest, the scent of wildflowers, the smoothness of her skin like fine cotton—but no. He felt nothing.

He pulled away, noticing how Paxkú now stared at the floor rather than into his eyes. He drew her close by the shoulders and spoke with a harshness that could wound even the cruelest criminal.

“Listen... Paxkú. I think I died a moment ago. I was in my homeland, and everything was... confusing. I turned into a skeleton, and then...”

He struggled to make sense of the experience.

“Don’t worry, Ariché. Maybe if you share it through your imagination, I’ll see what you lived through. That way I can understand better.”

He understood what she meant and attempted to use his shamanic gift to transmit his vision. He inhaled slowly... but nothing happened. He tried again, this time straining, veins bulging like fat worms ready to burst from his graying head.

“Stop! We’re getting nowhere. Just tell me what I can do for you,” she pleaded.

“Nothing. Just give me supplies—I must return to my land. I have a mission.”

“Well, that’s a start,” she sighed. “Who gave you this mission?”

“A lizard... black and yellow-spotted.”

Paxkú brought a hand to her forehead, utterly bewildered. Perhaps it was the convulsion. She knew that thunder-sickness often caused hallucinations and mental damage. People spoke nonsense.

“Calm down. Let’s go step by step. You’re saying a lizard told you to return to your land?”

“No. I must return to a city older than the navel of the world, Tenochtitlán. Something there needs to be discovered—prevented. The gods need me there. Let me leave now!”

“Wait! I’m going with you,” she said, standing up.

“No. I don’t want you there. You’ll just get in my way,” he muttered without looking at her.

Paxkú was deeply wounded. She tried to argue, but Ariché fell silent. He pushed past her to prepare for the journey. In desperation, she warned him that if he didn’t let her go with him, she would follow him anyway.

“Do what you want, woman! But I won’t take responsibility if something happens to you!”

“Who has done this to you?”

“I told you! A desert lizard spared my life. They need me in that northern city. If I don’t go, I’ll die again—and we’ll see if you follow me into the underworld too!”

Paxkú was speechless. The man who had always been kind, patient, and loving was now a stranger. Still, she did not lose hope. She sought help from their friends, the amoxoaque, who shared their dwelling in the region.

As the man with winged feet prepared for his departure to the northern lands, Paxkú reached out with her spirit, seeking communion with nature to ask for guidance. Fortunately, her friends in the spirit world were watching the scene closely. One of the amoxoaque—a “tree-person”—spoke as the shamaness placed both hands upon the bark of the sacred tree in which they dwelled.

“You would not survive the journey, sister Paxkú. You must stay behind and protect the school of shamans,” said the amoxoaque.

“I don’t understand. Why did he change so suddenly?”

“Something—or someone—has stolen his heart. That is why he no longer feels. To him, you are now but a tool. His heart is being held captive somewhere in the desert. That is why you must not go with him. When he recovers his feelings, he will return to you. Otherwise, you will only suffer more.”

“But I love him! He’s all I have!”

“If you love him... let him go,” whispered the tree-being, its branches swaying like a cradle.

At that moment, she understood. This time, the journey would not be shared. This was his path alone. She returned to the house and helped her husband pack. He, for his part, did not even look at her—he glanced over her as if she were just another inanimate object in his home.

“I’ll prepare food and clothing so you won’t suffer on your journey... my love.”

“That won’t be necessary. I need medicinal supplies. I may have to fight—I don’t know yet. Besides, I am a Rarámuri warrior. Don’t forget that.”

“I know... but you’re not young anymore,” she said, extending a trembling hand toward his shoulder but stopping short of touching it.

“We’ll see.”

“Rest well tonight. That way, you’ll be strong when you set off tomorrow.”

“Hmph... Fine. That’s the first sensible thing you’ve said, woman,” he muttered, letting his supply sack fall abruptly to the floor.

Without another word, he entered one of the rooms, laid out his mat, placed cotton blankets over it, and lay down to be led into the world of dreams. Unfortunately for him, no dreams would come during this mission—there was no time to cloud the shaman’s mind with useless images.

Meanwhile, Paxkú cooked and seasoned the food, her tears as salty as the sea. She could not believe they were once again stalked by the same evil that haunted the world. Nor could she understand why foreign gods had chosen her husband to be their adventurer. He was no longer young. Not at an age for such quests. Especially when everything had finally seemed to be at peace.

She longed for the days when she herself had thirsted for adventure—when she had fought for her people against the vile Fray Diego de Landa, who now surely lay buried somewhere far from her beloved homeland. But no, her physical strength was fading with the natural cycles, even if her spirit remained whole. She wanted her life to carry a deeper meaning—alongside the only man she had ever loved.

She wiped her cheeks, now silent rivers for the bitter tears spilling from her beautiful black eyes. She finished cooking, and that night she did not sleep beside the man who once vowed to protect her forever. She stored the food in a satchel and left it next to the improvised bag Ariché had prepared with blankets, old weapons—rusted and worn. Beside it, she placed a precious quetzal feather she had long kept hidden.

“Let him not forget me... for the love of all things, let Ariché remember who I am,” she whispered as she tucked the sacred feather into his pack.

She stepped outside and gazed at the starry sky. Sitting in the hammock, she reclined and crossed her arms. That night, she remembered the words the wise Itan-hui had once shared in her youth:

“Love is something violent. When it first strikes the heart, your world is changed forever—your surroundings bathed in blinding light, like the sun’s fiercest glow. But when it leaves... everything becomes as obscure as the space where the children of the sun and siblings of the moon dwell—the stars.”

Now she understood. For the first time in thirty-seven years, her heart was broken.

She toyed with the thought, absentmindedly braiding the hair that fell over her shoulders and chest. She was a girl in love once more. A soft smile crept over her face, and just before falling into deep sleep, she murmured to herself:

“So this is what it’s like to have a heart bursting with life... I guess, in the end, it’s not so bad. I know my Ariché will return safe and sound... and I—” she yawned with a wide, contented smile, “—I will wait for him too. Good night.” She glanced toward the inside of the house.
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There came the precise moment when the world plunges into such absolute darkness that the stars, for mere instants—blinks—cease to cast their glow upon the skies gazed upon by men during the early dawn. Every living creature, at that very instant, falls silent; even the breaths that accompany the deep rest of those who sleep seem to pause. And it was then that Ariché opened his eyelids and rose without a trace of drowsiness.

“I am ready, lizard god. Take me wherever you need me,” he said, his voice devoid of inflection.

Before him, the blurry image of the desert deity nodded in approval.

“I believe removing your heart—your emotions—has made you an obedient being. I like that, though you’ll need them later. For now, it’s fine that you're not squeamish.”

Ariché appeared hypnotized. That creature, from a nation foreign to his own, had extracted the feelings that make all humans yearn, harbor ambition, and become attached to those they love. Now, without that disastrous box within him, he could carry out the tasks assigned to him with unwavering precision. He stood, gathered his provisions, and left through the door like a silent thief. He passed beside Paxkú without even granting her a glance. The reptilian spirit accompanied him and, with a short leap, positioned itself in front to indicate that he should let himself fall backward into the muddy ground.

The old man did not hesitate for a second to follow the divine lizard’s instructions. He first threw his bag of provisions and, immediately after, placing the tips of his toes at the edge like a skilled diver, let himself fall backward into the greenish muck.

Not a single drop splashed outward. Indeed, that strange reptile had opened a fissure where time and space coexisted like twin brothers holding hands. During the descent, Ariché managed to hold his form in flight, like a bird diving upon its prey into the void. He kept his eyes wide open, determined not to miss a detail. He was passing through a sort of underground cave that twisted unexpectedly, requiring him to rely on his knowledge as a shaman to avoid colliding with some outcrop, stalactite, or massive wall.

On the first walls, he could see figures painted in caves in the style of the early Chichimeca. These were the ancient tribes that had descended from the north. Many wore only loincloths, crests made from the feathers of any bird of prey they found along their path, short leather pants, their heads shaved on the sides with only a long braid growing from the center of their scalps, hanging down past their buttocks. They were men who fought against massive, hairy beasts with horns and tiny heads but with enormous humps. They ran beside giant coyotes and could hide perfectly in even the smallest brush. All of them raised clouds of dust with their strides, magically coming to life upon the stone.

Suddenly, at the end of the tunnel, a vast plain. Yellow in the mornings, red at midday, orange at dusk. At night, gray—not black like the gorges he was used to. It never turned green, and in the cold season, it was completely covered in snow. The men shouted to one another across great distances, using horns from the animals they hunted or signaling with smoke.

At the center, a group of perhaps five hundred people gathered around an enormous bonfire.

Their dances around the flame—much taller than even the mightiest eagle warrior of Tenochtitlán or any of its military leaders in the Zacateco lands—were caricature-like. As he traveled in the form of a raven-man, Ariché paid close attention to the sounds rising from the mouths of these red-skinned people, trying to understand what they were saying. He could catch only isolated words, disconnected in meaning. Pomo, Hupa, Yurok, Sioux, Navajo, Anasazi, Chickasaw, Apalachee, Hohokam, or Zuni.

Each and every one of the chiefs from those wild tribes wore long, flowing headdresses that nearly reached their knees, beautifully shaped, woven with red, purple, or even golden threads. The feathers were enormous, far larger than those of eagles, and as thick as an adult’s shoulder. He had never seen such artistry before but was convinced these leaders were truly great warriors. Even their women wore feathers braided into their black hair, clothed in garments resembling the Mayan huipil that his wife wore on windy nights—though these had no symbolic embroidery.

They played broad, flat drums with magical resonance. Though they bore similarities to his own, these sent vibrations deep into the chest cavity, synchronizing the organs to beat in time with the rhythm the musicians kept. At the same time, many of them sang chants that sounded more like cries of exasperation—but they were beautiful. Far too beautiful for his liking.

Perhaps they were compositions that recounted the history of their people, or perhaps poetry. Unfortunately for his ears, the vocal notes stretched soft sounds to great lengths, like “Aaaaaahhhhhh hhheiiiiiiaaaaaa, ohhhhhh haaa,” followed by piercing howls resembling those of coyotes communicating under a full moon. Were these men possessed by renewed spirits of nature? The young boys, too, adorned their heads with animal hides, and at last he could distinguish several he recognized—small deer heads, tiny wolves, and taxidermied birds. They danced frenetically, lifting their feet and spinning to the rhythm of the drums around the immense blaze until they aligned, forming a path leading to one of the cone-shaped huts from which, out of the darkness, emerged someone of apparent importance.

A bear—no, a bear-man—stepped forth from one of the tents made of deer hide. His stature was astonishing, nearly twice his own. In his right hand, he held a staff embedded with three sharp gray stones. The head of the mace was shaped like one of those hairy beasts hunted in the high plains. His hands were adorned with small turquoise stones, and his face was hidden beneath a crude wooden mask, crudely painted with red and white stripes. Draped over his head and covering his back was the full pelt of a black bear, concealing his limbs and granting him a humanoid beast appearance. His trousers matched the color of his hide, and finely decorated sandals dyed in blue and black were tied to his massive feet. A tiny fawn skull hung from his chest, and the man growled like the creature he embodied. Suddenly, he ran to the center of the fire. The drums fell silent, the voices ceased. The crackling of burning wood was all that could be heard.

Ariché fell from his graceful flight as though yanked by the leg into the very center of the gathering of these northern desert tribes.

The fall tightened his muscles—he landed just a few palms from the yellow flames. Everyone around him stared in stunned silence. Then, the bear-man—whom Ariché immediately understood to be some ancient shaman—spoke with force:

“You were seeking a healer?” he asked, pointing at him with the claw of the corpse he wore.

“Yes, an Owirúame,” Ariché replied, rubbing his hips.

“Well, you’ve found one, bird-man. I am The Unifier,” he declared, raising his arms to the starry sky.

Ariché did not understand what was happening, but, stripped of emotion, he stood to brush off the yellow dust beneath him and begin asking questions about what had occurred—mainly to gain clues regarding the mission the lizard god had set for him, who by then had vanished.

“I was looking for a healer, but I died yesterday. I imagine one of your gods brought me back, asking me to discover something about a deserted city in the desert so I may recover my life and, I believe... my heart.”

“You are not dead. You are here with us. Though it is true you fell from the sky, and your gaze seems hollow. Are you, perhaps, the guiding spirit destined to lead us to our fate?”

“I haven’t the faintest idea what you’re talking about. I was brought here—I have a path to walk, and apparently, a mystery to solve.”

“I invoked the ancient gods to reveal the identity of the one fated to lead us to prosperous lands.”

“Wait... you said they call you The Unifier. Why?”

“Because I am the one who gathered the clans you see here tonight. Through great effort, I dissolved the feuds among our people to create an alliance and restore a state of peace. Moreover, we aspire to more than just seasonal harvests and constant travel for survival.”

“So, you think I’m the man meant to guide you to new lands, then...”

“Of course! You are heaven-sent. That is why you are here. If you help us reach our destination, I shall gladly return your heart—and your life.”

Ariché did not ponder long. He accepted the tribal shaman’s conditions. He was now dealing with the northern barbarians, whom he recalled as the killers and foes of his Rarámuri people. But he felt no hatred, only curiosity. In any case, he needed to place himself in time and location.

“Where are we? What is this place?” he asked, looking around in confusion.

“We are in a place that I... shall name Huachuca,” the bear-man declared, lifting his chin proudly at his invention.

“What do you mean shall name it? You don’t even know where we are either, do you?” Ariché replied in a flat, metallic tone.

“No, I don’t,” the bear-shaman replied. “We are just about to begin our journey, and you shall lead us, spirit from the heavens.”

“My name is Ariché,” he answered, bowing his head.

The bear-shaman responded with a reverent bow, opening his arms and bending at the waist. Then, turning to gaze at the chiefs of the allied tribes, he shouted repeatedly the name of the man who had just landed atop their invocation ritual.

“Ariché will be our guide in these benevolent times to come—times of peace, where we, the men of the earth, shall once again be brothers and build a society worthy, equal, and harmonious!”

The rest of the people gathered around the fire, chanting the name of their newfound leader. The old Rarámuri raised his hand—he wished to speak. Silence fell at once. The bear-shaman crouched beside him, eyes fixed on the one sent from the heavens.

“I came to this place by the will of a lizard god,” Ariché said, “but I am not your spiritual guide, nor your leader! In truth, I don’t even know what era we’re in...” His voice trailed off at the end.

“What did this lizard god look like?” the bear-shaman asked immediately.

“He was a black reptile, broad-bodied, with yellow spots,” Ariché replied, not meeting his gaze.

“The God of the Eras! He is the one who brought you to us!” the shaman exclaimed, raising his arms skyward.

“You mean I’ve traveled through time... to guide you to the city in the desert?”

“Very likely. For now, we must rest. Our pilgrimage south begins tomorrow.”

Suddenly, Ariché’s head felt heavy. He remembered the red shadows of the desert. Perhaps in dreams, he could make sense of it all. He chose to follow the primitive shaman’s orders.

The people dispersed, the fire dwindling to a modest flame. The high-ranking chiefs, wearing their magnificent headdresses, rose without a word and retreated into their cone-shaped homes. The lesser-adorned folks gathered empty bowls and fragments of pottery, remnants of a prior feast. Silence overtook the place, broken only by distant wolf howls. Ariché remained by the embers, sitting once more upon the earth, sketching vague shapes into the dirt—reminiscent of the city he had seen in death.

“What are you drawing on the ground, Lord Ariché?” asked the towering shaman, curious.

“Nothing. Memories of my death,” he muttered.

“I see... Cabori,” the giant said, placing a heavy hand on the Rarámuri’s shoulder.

“Excuse me?” Ariché looked sideways.

“My name is Cabori. I’m the shaman of this new community.”

“Ah. Well, pleased to meet you, I suppose. Listen... I truly don’t know what I’m doing here. I don’t even know where I’m headed. My head is full of scattered thoughts.”

“That’s why you needed a healer. Come, let us go to my hut. I’ll gladly help you recover your ability to think clearly. Perhaps then you’ll know what we must do, and where to go tomorrow. The snow season approaches, and we don’t wish to be caught in the cold.”

“I’m not sure. I need an audience with that lizard god who brought me here.”

“Well... if you like, you can use my hut. I have all the tools needed to summon the gods. And—don’t tell anyone—but... you’re the first to ever answer my call!” He covered his toothless mouth with a large, grimy hand.

The massive man stood and tiptoed like a mischievous child through the first hide huts surrounding the bewildered and heartless Ariché, vanishing from sight. The moon that night wore a shy expression—a half-smile watching from above.

Without a second thought, Ariché entered the same dwelling from which the beast-man had emerged during the ritual dance. As he stepped inside, he realized it was completely dark. He went back out and fetched a burning stick from the dwindling fire to light the interior.

Inspecting the small space, he was struck by the poverty surrounding him. There were no ritualistic items he recognized—no rattles, no copal, no censers. Just a few bones, some crudely carved wooden bowls, charcoal, and red powder. That was all. The only advantage was the cured hides laid beneath them.

“Wow... not even a table. What kind of barbarians are these?” he thought, somewhat scornfully.

That thought jolted him back to his old reality. Of course—the northern tribes often traveled to Rarámuri lands seeking the sacred seed: peyote. And clearly, they cast greedy eyes upon their artifacts and technologies, for they lived out in the open or in crude shelters like this one.

The pieces were beginning to fall into place. The lizard god had sent him north to lead these “barbarians” southward—to his home. But it made no sense. They had once fought to drive them away in times of war.

A sigh behind him cut off that line of thought. A hissing breath near his ear—likely the god of time himself. Ariché turned carefully, still holding the burning branch and cautious not to scorch the hides above him.

“Well, it seems you've solved the first mystery, and you’ve only spent half a night among my desert kin,” said the lizard god.

The animal deity had grown to match his height. As much as he searched for an emotion to recoil in fear, he couldn’t. Of course—he still had no heart. He spoke with the cold directness of a cynic.

“Give me one good reason not to abandon them to be lost in the ocean of the desert. I’m dead—I feel nothing, that’s true—but I’m not so mad as to lead this ragtag band into my people’s lands.”

“It seems you've solved part of the problem,” the lizard replied, “but you have yet to see the whole of it. I’ll leave you among these ‘barbarians’ for a few more days... and then you’ll tell me whether you’d rather be sent back into death’s darkness—or continue the mission I’ve given you.”

“But look at you—what a deceitful god you are! How am I supposed to help them uncover anything when I have no tools, no weapons, no potions... not even my emotions?”

“Hahaha, it’s amusing to watch a human throw a tantrum without emotion. Instead of turning red and stomping about, you explain your thoughts in perfect detail.”

“Just answer these questions. Where in the world are we? And who are these people?”

“No, no, no. You disappoint me, shaman. It’s not where or who—it’s when. That’s the right question.”

“I assume that besides sending me farther north, you also had the audacity to fling me through time. Didn’t you, reptile?”

“Time, as one of the first sages of the community told you, is my domain.”

“And when I return... will everything have changed?”

“You’re straying from the point, grey-haired man. Focus.”

“What era have you sent me to?”

“That,” said the lizard god, “will be answered tomorrow by the people when the sun rises. For now, sleep. I shall guide you, and appear beside you when the time is right. You must help me find the creature—and destroy it before it can hide again in another human form.”
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