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1
RAINMAKER


My heart was a furnace.

My once-paltry Teyolia now burned with the intensity of a blazing crucible. Its flames hungrily flowed out of my ribs in waves of searing heat. My veins brimmed with the sunlight of life. I had grown strong enough to crush skulls like grapes or crack stones within my palms. I knew, I had checked. I had grown more agile than a jaguar and gained the acute senses of one. My flesh healed from its wounds far quicker too. My skin knitted itself back together in seconds without leaving a scar.

As for my blood… The purple flames it gave birth to always appeared with flashes of lightning now, like a curse summoned by the heavens’ will. They were no longer small nor weak, hardly able to leave burns on the skin of those I applied them to. They instead endured with the vigor of bright torches. A mortal would likely suffer from heavy wounds at their contact, and a lesser Nightkin would likely turn to dust in an instant. My own skin felt far too warm to the touch, as if I had just gotten out of a hot bath.

I was halfway to becoming a god, and it showed. There was no way I could hide these supernatural occurrences.

However, all of these physical changes paled before the increased power of my spells. I had only begun to test the basic ones, and the results already spoke for themselves.

Tlaloc had allowed me to stay in Tlalocan for as long as I wished under the condition that I did not disturb the souls living there, so I set up shop in an isolated area near the floating island’s edge. I’d set down one of my predecessors’ Bonecrafted skull vessels next to Father under the shadow of a tree alongside my carrying frame so that they might observe my progress. They both watched in awed silence as I triggered the Blaze and unleashed a mighty fireball into the sky beyond Tlalocan.

Tlaloc had been true to his words. His fiery clouds had started to clear and stopped raining fire upon the poor Burned Men below. Instead, it was now my turn to set the heavens ablaze. I’d been limited to small streams of fire with the Blaze before, but now the purple fireball that erupted from my hand put all my previous displays to shame. An incandescent explosion of searing purple flames wide enough to blast a house apart detonated above the clouds, sending waves of heat at me.

“This is quite encouraging,” my predecessors’ skull vessel muttered with enthusiasm. I sensed their voice rippling through their bones and teeth, the same way Bonecraft granted me a supreme awareness of all of my bones.

I focused on the skull almost on instinct, like a fish suddenly realizing that he could swim. My predecessors floated up in the air and hovered over the grass without any effort on my part, nor with the use of the Doll spell. I only had to think of it, and it happened.

Bonecraft now allowed me to manipulate bones when they were outside my body. I tried to do the same with Father’s skull but sensed no link between us, no reaction of any form. The power only applied to my own skeleton, or skulls shaped from them.

“All of my spells have grown in strength and application,” I noted as I mentally caused the emperors’ skull to land softly on the grass. “I will need time to check them all, and the night is almost spent.”

“Yes,” my predecessors whispered in return. “We have hidden the worst of it, but we suspect the Nightlords may have at least sensed a pulse in your heart-fire. It would be wise to weave a lie and blame the First Emperor once more.”

“Agreed,” I replied, my jaw clenching. “I will not be able to hide these new changes from the Nightlords.”

“You can at least downplay the power you’ve earned,” the Parliament of Skulls advised me. “We have hidden most of the surge behind our spiritual veil. The Nightlords will mistake your heart’s radiance for the North Star’s bright glow rather than a young sun.”

“My newfound power will frighten them even if I feign loyalty,” I countered. “They have tried their best to shackle me and their vile father, and yet I wake up stronger. It will give the White Snake a blade to stab me with.”

The past emperors pondered the question for a moment before coming up with a solution. “Then you need to both reassure the Nightlords by reminding them of their leverage and to redirect their attention toward a more pressing threat.”

“Like the Sapa?”

“That would be your wisest option,” my predecessors replied. “You have successfully blamed many setbacks on them. If you can tie them to your burning blood, or even better, the First Emperor’s actions… then all these moving parts and coincidences will become part of a threatening conspiracy against them. A plot whose destruction will remove any danger you might represent to their established order.”

I pondered the suggestion. Yes, my best bet to avoid the Nightlords’ wrath was to both redirect their attention and present them with a false solution to the problem I represented. The strings would have to be subtle so they would not become too visible, but I could think of a story that would at least give me a chance to deceive them.

As for the leverage… I had already shown them the lengths I was willing to go through to save Astrid on Ingrid’s behalf. The Nightlords knew how much I cared for my consorts and concubines. If I reminded the bats of my affection for them, then I could convince them that they still held power over me through them.

“Be warned that your power now far eclipses ours,” the previous emperors said. “We won’t be able to hide your next set of embers from our enemies’ sight. The Nightlords will sense the light of your heart pierce through the ghostly veil of our wailing souls. They will see, and they will know.”

I gave them a sharp nod. I had reached the same conclusion the moment I sensed Tlaloc’s power flow within me. No armor of lies could keep divinity hidden forever. I had to find a way to weaken the Nightlords’ grasp on my soul and prepare for a fight before I obtained the third set of embers.

The prospect of confronting the Nightlords over my sudden surge in power would have filled me with anxiety once, but I found myself keeping a clear head. Yes, I understood that my captors learning of my sorcery and treachery would, of course, be devastating to my cause. I would do my best to keep the truth to myself.

But I didn’t fear the Nightlords like I used to.

I’d lived through the fear of discovery once in the halls of Xibalba and found an unquenchable well of resolve within myself then. Most importantly, I had faced true deities and seen what the vampire desperately wished to become; the great and terrible forces of nature that they so miserably failed to mimic. None of the Nightlords could hope to measure up to Tlaloc, whose might and confidence ran deep in my veins.

The power to drag them down from their thrones was almost within my grasp. I only had to stall for time until I was ready to fight them on even ground. And then I would teach them how to fear the true gods of the world.

However, while my predecessors did not hide their enthusiasm at my progress, Father had remained eerily silent so far. I could feel his gaze on me at all times, assessing my actions without judging them. I sensed no reproach in him, but something weighed on his mind.

“Father?” I asked softly. “Is there something wrong?”

“I am proud that you negotiated with Tlaloc on behalf of these poor souls below, my son,” Father said with sincere warmth. It filled my heart with relief. “However, it does not alleviate the dread his words inspired. If the divine power that you have gained magnifies what lurks inside your heart…”

“Then he will possess the strength to destroy the vampires,” the emperors replied confidently. “So long as our successor does not lose sight of his righteous quest.”

“But what will define my son’s godhood, Your Majesties?” Father asked grimly. “His righteous goal, or the bloody means he used to reach it?”

The emperors had no answer to those questions, and neither did I.

Father had a point. I had stained my hands with blood, accepted Xibalba’s crown of fear, and embraced the image of the First Emperor’s prophet. Though I only acted in the pursuit of my ultimate goal of destroying the Nightlords, I had sown chaos and death among the living. As far as mortals were concerned, I might as well embody a god of tyranny and brutality.

Would it be my actions that would come to define me, or my intentions? As much as I hoped for the latter, I had learned that the beliefs and perceptions of mortals had a heavy impact on the divine. The appearances of power mattered just as much as strength itself. In the eyes of many, I was the mad emperor of Yohuachanca, murderous ruler of a land built on bloodshed, and Godspeaker for the hungry masters of the night.

Would the spark of my godhood be tainted from the start?

It was the Lords of Terror’s plan all along. The certainty wouldn’t leave me now. It didn’t matter if my intentions were noble should the role I assumed force me to play the role of the tyrant and tormentor. Even the First Emperor eventually succumbed to the hunger and suffering he had come to embody in spite of his fearsome resistance. To bring forth a new god of fear into the mortal world.

My father sensed my doubts and attempted to reassure me. “I know you only mean well, my son,” he said calmly. “However, the actions of the powerful are never without consequences, and I fear that you will be crushed under their weight if you continue down your current path. We are our choices.”

“There is still time to adjust our course of action and gather information, Lord Itzili,” the Parliament of Skull insisted. “We have yet to find the key to the next layer, and we must assess the limits of our successor’s new powers. Studying the First Emperor’s codices might provide insight into divinity itself.”

That seemed to be the most sensible course of action so far. I couldn’t allow my godhood to become a prison. I hadn’t sacrificed so much to escape my current cage only to fall into another.

Moreover, this would give Father some time to reconsider his decision to join with my predecessors. Though I knew he would refuse to return to Mictlan or stay in Tlalocan, the idea of binding his soul to them bothered me to my core.

I felt the call of wakefulness tugging at my mind.

“I am about to awaken,” I warned the skulls before putting them inside the carrying frame and using the Doll to dig a hole to bury it. “I don’t think anyone will steal you here, but it is better to be safe than sorry.”

“It has been a long night,” Father conceded with a sigh. “Think about everything, my son. Haste has never been a friend to good decisions.”

“I promise,” I replied softly. I knew I could expect a long discussion about our family and my choices once I fell asleep again.

“Please watch over your sister in my stead,” Father asked softly, his ghostfire eyes wavering in their eye sockets. “She… she should know. Both the truth and that she’s not alone.”

I clenched my jaw and failed to answer before closing the carrying frame. I barely had time to bury my father and predecessors under a tree before the call of dawn dragged me out of the Underworld.
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I awoke changed.

I could feel it the moment I opened my eyes. The energy, the strength, and the warmth flowing through me. My Underworld self was a reflection of my living self, hence why I had to slowly reinforce my skeleton to fuel my Bonecraft spell, but it remained a projection of my soul. I harbored little of my living flesh.

I’d never woken up feeling so powerful.

My heart pounded louder than a war drum in my rib cage. My muscles strained with newfound might. They’d grown thicker since I last fell asleep. The faint touch of the bed sheet had never seemed so sharp, nor the warmth of a woman’s skin so pleasurable. My senses were knives, my skin smooth and imperishable like marble. No impurity survived within my lungs, and I exhaled air purer than the wind itself.

I sensed a gaze upon me. Lady Zyanya slept on my left, but Necahual was awake on my right, her eyes studying me carefully. I immediately noticed a few changes. Her skin was lustrous and without imperfections, her breasts firmer, her face radiating health and vitality. She had lost her wrinkles; maybe even a few years of age.

“Did you dream of lightning?” she asked me immediately.

My thundering heart skipped a beat in surprise. I knew I had bound her soul to mine, but had our bond grown so strong? How much did she see? “How do you know that?”

“Because I dreamed of being struck by it, and when I woke up, you were”—Necahual searched for the right word for a moment—“sharper.”

I supposed “sharper” was a good way to describe the change. I studied my arms and admired my rippling muscles. I clenched my fist and basked in my newfound power. After spending most of my years weak and malnourished, the thrill of growing stronger was almost addictive.

Necahual locked eyes with me. “Something happened in your sleep. I could feel it in my heart and bones.”

“Yes, it did.” I smelled something on Zyanya’s lips—an odor so faint I almost failed to notice it. “You drugged her.”

“I’m surprised you could tell,” Necahual replied with genuine surprise. “I have strengthened sleep’s hold on her with a near-odorless potion. I did not wish for her to raise the alarm should anything unusual happen.”

“Wise.” I wasn’t even surprised that she carried that kind of poison hidden on her person. It helped in a pinch.

“That is how you gained your powers,” Necahual guessed. “Your spirit wanders away in your dreams.”

I clenched my jaw. If she had noticed the pattern, I feared others would see it too. “Do you truly wish to know?”

Necahual hesitated, then shook her head. “I won’t probe further to avoid any slip-ups.”

“Thank you.” I caressed her cheek, only to sense a small jolt at our contact, like a current of electricity flowing between us. It startled me a bit, much to Necahual’s amusement. “I’m not the only one to have been struck by lightning.”

“It seems so.” Necahual raised her hand and focused on her fingers. I saw faint jolts of electricity coursing between her nails, their bright blue light reminding me immediately of Tlalocan’s sun. “Is this normal for a witch?”

“I suppose.” My predecessors never mentioned that Mometzcopinque could call upon lightning, but I guessed none of those on records had formed a pact with a demigod. Necahual and I were spiritually linked now. The greater my power, the more abilities she would likely obtain. “Are you pleased with your gift?”

“You know I am.” Necahual waved her hand, and the lightning vanished. “I have waited my whole life for this. I will relish the day when I can wield these powers in public."

“Perhaps the company of a coven would improve your mood,” I suggested while glancing at the other woman in my bed. “I have enough energy to bind another witch. Would she suffice?”

“You would be a fool to choose her.” Necahual sneered at the sleeping Zyanya in disdain. Clearly their earlier discussion hadn’t improved her opinion of my future mistress. “Go with Lahun. She will make for a better witch, and most importantly, a loyal one. She is wise enough to understand the Nightlords will never reward treachery for long, unlike this snake.”

“Hence why binding her soul to me would secure her obedience,” I countered.

Necahual scoffed. “The same way the Nightlords secured yours by binding your soul?”

Her answer drew a laugh from me. “True.”

The Nightlords schemed against their father though the vampire curse bound them, and I was doing the same in spite of the danger such action presented. Loyalty built on sorcery alone was more fickle than it looked.

“Bind Lahun and lead the opportunist on without trusting her,” Necahual suggested. “I will keep an eye on Zyanya and research better candidates for the ritual, after informing my daughter of your other plot concerning her new… vessel.”

I studied Necahual for a moment. She looked like every bit the schemer Lady Sigrun had been.

I realized that the changes weren’t just physical. Her confidence had grown too. Necahual usually stuck to advising me or following my orders, but here she was taking the lead on multiple fronts. Gaining magic had made her bolder, the same way it gave me the courage to stand on my own two feet.

It pleased me greatly.

“What is it?” Necahual asked me when I failed to answer.

“I find it arousing when you scheme and plot,” I said while caressing her cheek. My blood stirred with fierce desire. Consuming Tlaloc’s embers had only magnified my passion for her. “As far as I am concerned, this was our wedding night.”

“If I were your wife, you would be mine for three more nights,” Necahual countered, a smile at the edge of her lips. “I am not certain your other bedslaves would appreciate it.”

“I will be sure to visit you again soon, my witch of disaster.” I resisted the urge to claim her immediately. I would have loved nothing more than to savor the taste of her flesh on my lips, but I had to cover my tracks. “I will have to report to the Nightlords.”

“It would be wise.” Necahual stared at me for a moment, a thought crossing her mind. “I think I used to be the same as her.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Whom?”

“Your snake. Her soul is as small and petty as mine once was.” Necahual gave me a knowing look. “Use that against her.”

“I see.” Necahual’s insight often proved very close to the truth. “I will keep it in mind.”

I had many lies to tell.
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I visited the grand temple of Zachilaa in the morning.

First, though, I thanked the wedding’s guests for the fantastic event, promising them that the heavens would soon reward their hospitality and that I would personally shower its poor citizens with gifts. I only did that to fulfill the Cloak spell’s demands, but Zachilaa’s people would thank me nonetheless.

Tlaxcala feigned gratitude for the “honor” I bestowed upon his wife and gladly accepted my request to follow me south to witness me crushing the Sapa Empire beneath my feet. I suspected he was even sincere. Staying close to me would let him curry favor with Iztacoatl and give him the glory of participating in a war without actually endangering himself.

The things men did for wealth and fame.

Afterward, I entered the temple’s depths demanding an audience with the Nightlords, which I was granted. I knew Eztli and Iztacoatl were already in the city, and the other two simply teleported from the pool of blood hidden in their sanctuary.

I was now certain that each temple across the land had one of these devices to allow the Nightlords to manifest everywhere around their dominion in a pinch. I would need to take them into account when plotting their demise.

And blood they made me shed.

I had to slice open my palm with an obsidian knife and fill a cup under their watch. The sight of the Jaguar Woman’s frustration when she saw a burst of purple fire surge out of my veins almost brought a smile to my face, though I managed to contain my joy.

“A disappointing outcome,” Sugey stated bluntly.

“A dangerous one,” Iztacoatl corrected her.

“Quite,” the Jaguar Woman hissed through her clenched teeth. She had spent so much effort trying to traumatize her father in an attempt to deny me “his” supernatural gifts, only to see them grow stronger a mere night afterward. It was a humiliating turn of events for her, and unlike me, Eztli didn’t bother to hide her amusement at this turn of events.

Moreover, none of the Nightlords dared to touch my burning blood—or at least not in my presence. I’d seen Iztacoatl swallow it before without issue or hesitation, so their hesitation warmed my heart.

Part of them at least thought it could harm them.

As I feared, it only gave Iztacoatl more arrows to fire at me. “Do you see the danger that he represents, my sisters? Father is turning him into a dagger to bury into our hearts!”

“Is he?” Sugey asked sharply. “Father is the night incarnate, yet our Godspeaker’s blood burns with sunlight, and not the sulfurous kind.”

I hid my unease behind a mask of stone-cold composure. Curse it, I hadn’t expected the Bird of War to be so sharp. She had pulled a thread that could unmake me.

“True,” the Jaguar Woman said with a mix of frustration and curiosity. From the look on her face, she was as equally puzzled by this outcome as it annoyed her. “You said that you dreamed of lightning, our Godspeaker?”

I could not fail this. I had rehearsed the story in my head on my way to the temple, and now I prayed to the true gods that I could make it sound true.

“At the end of the dream, yes,” I replied while on my knees. I had considered what tale to tell them and decided to go with half-truths while also fishing for information. “The vision itself began with two brothers hunting a monstrous bat.”

The short silence that followed confirmed my suspicions.

It was extremely brief, but Eztli and I both caught that brief glimpse in the Nightlords’ eyes; that odd look of confusion when a story sounded oddly familiar, yet vague enough to sow doubt.

“I cannot exactly describe them, though they felt like brothers to me for a reason I can’t explain,” I recounted, both of which were true. I was basing myself on second-hand accounts. “They slew the creature, but one of them transformed into a bat of shadow that casts the land into eternal night. The other flew to the mountains in the shape of a bird with golden feathers.”

The Jaguar Woman’s gaze sharpened, and I didn’t fail to catch the brief glance her sisters exchanged.

“Afterward, I found myself in a mountainous land where fire rains from the sky. A great bird descended from above and hunted me down.” I was careful to avoid mentioning that this bird and the emperor’s brother were unrelated. I would let the Nightlords draw their own assumptions. “I flew away on owl wings into the clouds, and then I was struck with lightning when I finally reached the sun shining above them.”

“Describe the bird,” the Jaguar Woman ordered me, her voice sharper than a blade.

“It was a great vulture, with a ruff of feathers around the neck and a featherless head,” I replied before feigning partial ignorance. “I believe it was a… condor. I believe they are called that?”

“A condor?” Iztacoatl studied me coldly. I knew she knew I wasn’t telling the full truth. “You wouldn’t hide details from us now, would you?”

I feigned unease. “Well, there is something that I…” I cleared my throat. “That I fear would sound blasphemous.”

“How could anything you say be blasphemous when you speak in our name?” the Jaguar Woman replied. “Your duty is to keep nothing from us. We alone shall judge the truth from heresy.”

I nodded slowly while feigning submission. “One of the brothers, the one who became the shadow… His presence felt similar to that of the First Emperor himself.”

The deafening silence, undercut neither by laughs nor denials, put my suspicions to rest. I was sure of it now. The pictures in Xibalba indeed recounted the origins of their vampiric clan.

“But that would be impossible,” I replied, my head low. “Mighty Yohuachanca had no brother or equal—that it is known.”

“It is known,” the Jaguar Woman replied, lying through her teeth.

I resisted the urge to laugh in scorn. The Jaguar Woman always presented a facade of regal divinity, presenting herself as standing above common mortals, but now I realized what had first made me doubt her claims of godliness in the first place.

She was trying to convince herself.

The Jaguar Woman had genuine power and more than enough cruelty to terrify mortals into going along with her decisions, but deep down a part of her would always know that she was an imposter and that she existed in the shadow of another. She would always try a little too hard, whereas the likes of Tlaloc had nothing to prove. A storm didn’t try to convince people to cower in its presence. It simply blew everything in its way and let men fear its wrath on their own.

I wouldn’t say I’d stopped fearing the Jaguar Woman—I definitely was no match for her in battle yet—but she no longer intimidated me to the core of my being.

Nonetheless, I did feel an edge of danger when she asked, “Is that all?”

I shook my head. “Afterward, I saw the bird fall onto the ground below,” I replied, conveniently leaving out the fact that I cast it down myself. “The fiery clouds cleared to unveil a new sky. Then…”

I took a deep breath, as if I hesitated to keep my mouth shut for a moment. It was all a trick, but it did win me over all of the Nightlords’ undivided attention.

“I saw a blue sun floating over my head,” I said. “My heart bare open.”

I knew I had won the moment the Jaguar Woman’s eyes widened in greed and surprise. “Blue?”

“A blue sun, Goddess,” I confirmed, finishing with a killing blow I knew they couldn’t resist and the very thing that kept me alive: hope. “Brighter than a sulfur’s flame.”

The Jaguar Woman studied my expression, looking for any hint of treachery. Her expression reminded me of an eagle eyeing a tasty rodent which had unwittingly crossed its path. Such a surprising, tasty prize to be taken away, if only there was no catch to it. But she found none, for I had only said the truth—or at least the interpretation they so desperately wanted to hear.

My vision ended with a sulfur sun.

I had dangled the most irresistible catch in front of her, greater than the possibility of ultimate victory: the possibility that she could wash away the insult that represented the New Fire Ceremony’s fiasco; that she could somehow salvage the failed ritual she worked so hard to complete, if only she could figure it out.

Sugey studied the cup of burning blood I’d so kindly shed for them. “How do you explain this, sisters?”

“Father has grown quiet and his shadows dimmer, yet our Godspeaker’s blood shines brighter still. Could it be that this light does not come from our progenitor, but our—” The Jaguar Woman’s face twisted into a frown, a question on the tip of her tongue. “No, that should not… He lacked the spark of godhood…”

“As far as we know,” Sugey replied. “We have suffered a string of setbacks and incidents this year, and all of them point toward the Sapa Empire. Those llama lovers wouldn’t act so boldly against us without a secret weapon. If they have found a way to use him to disrupt the ritual⁠—”

“It should not act this way,” the Jaguar Woman replied, her eyes glaring at Eztli. “But then again, our new sister has big shoes to fill.”

Eztli bristled uncomfortably. “I did everything as you’ve asked.”

“And that clearly wasn’t enough,” the Jaguar Woman replied angrily.

“How can we even believe him?” Iztacoatl pointed out with skepticism. “Our Godspeaker could have imagined things.”

“I sensed no lie, and his dream…” The Jaguar Woman studied the cup and its flames. “What if… what if it is another sun that prevents ours from rising…”

I had planted the seeds of doubt. Now was my opportunity to remind them of their leverage.

“If I may, oh great goddesses,” I said, clearing my throat. “With your permission, I would also like to petition you for better guards.”

This took Iztacoatl by surprise, and why wouldn’t it? I would be a fool to request more oversight.

“Why?” she asked immediately, her eyes squinting at me.

“Two of my consorts are pregnant with my children.” One of whom I very much regretted. “As is my favorite, Necahual.”

Eztli’s face beamed with happiness, her lips stretching into a smirk of absolute relief and pleasure. “Finally?”

“Yes,” I replied with a genuine smile, albeit one full of unease. I had no idea how this news would influence Eztli’s behavior. I feared it would strengthen Yoloxochitl’s hold on her mind more than anything. “Our gift to you.”

“Oh, Iztac…” Eztli didn’t bother hiding her joy, her hand moving to her face to suppress forming tears of blood. She almost sobbed in relief, as if we had conceived the child ourselves. “This is… I do not know what to say…”

“You fear for their safety,” Sugey guessed with a snort of amusement.

“Yes,” I replied, which was entirely true. The Three-Rivers Federation had already sent an assassin that came frighteningly close to killing two of my consorts after all. “One killer nearly slew Nenetl and Chikal, and I expect more will come soon.”

“I cannot blame you for requesting better help,” Sugey replied, her eyes turning at Iztacoatl in contempt.

The latter clenched her jaw. Her sister didn’t openly blame the White Snake for that disaster in front of me out of a desire to present a unified front, but her true thoughts were more than clear.

Nonetheless, that ought to reassure the Nightlords. Asking them to protect my bedmates and unborn children meant that I cared for them, and they had never failed to see love as a weakness to exploit.

“I intend to sire more children so that my bloodline may endure after me,” I said. “I would ask for immortal soldiers to protect my progeny.”

“Your bloodline is precious to Yohuachanca and will be protected,” the Jaguar Woman replied. “So long as you continue to fight our empire’s enemies.”

Iztacoatl stared at her in disbelief. “You will still send him to fight? Even after all of this?”

“We still need to ascertain what is happening, but an emperor that does not show up to his own war will make us look weak,” the Jaguar Woman stated bluntly. “Especially now that the Sapa have clearly taken up arms against us. We need to mobilize the herd and stamp the vermin out.”

“I will watch over him and lead the charge,” Sugey replied sternly. “I intended to have our Godspeaker march onwards to the Flower War today anyway. Should the Sapa plot anything, I will deal with it and bathe in their blood.”

The Jaguar Woman nodded, then dismissed me. “We must ponder this prophecy between ourselves, our Godspeaker, alongside your request. You may leave.”

“Yes, crawl back to your sister’s bed,” Iztacoatl taunted me. “She must weep at night to see you prefer strangers to your own blood.”

The jab hit where it hurt.

I had expected as much, so I kept my mouth shut while my heart boiled with silent anger. The storm within my soul brewed with ominous thunder, and while I could hide my rage well enough, my silence and Eztli’s cold glare informed the Nightlords that the snake’s words had struck a nerve.

“Is that why you chose to take that bride’s first night, our Godspeaker? Because you felt you had soiled my chosen consort?” the Jaguar Woman asked with a dismissive snort. She seemed almost disappointed about my reaction, as if having me commit incest with my long-undiscovered sister was nothing to fuss over. “Put these fatuous thoughts aside. You are an emperor and above such trifle matters. The laws that bind common men do not apply to you, and the child you have sired on her may one day rule Yohuachanca after you.”

She said that expecting me to rejoice at the honor the same way Tlaxcala had to pretend the theft of his wife had been an honor rather than abuse of power. I swallowed the insult with false grace.

“I understand the goddesses’ words,” I replied. “I have come to realize that while my life will end on the Night of the Scarlet Moon, my bloodline will run deep through our empire’s veins.”

“And it will, songbird,” Iztacoatl said with venom. “I will take good care of your descendants after you’re gone, I promise you that.”

A mountain should not pay attention to the blowing wind, nor the spitting spite of the enemy.

My reason ordered me to let it slide, to swallow my tongue and accept the taunt with grace, but I couldn’t close my eyes. The fire within my soul refused to let it slide. I had tasted Tlaloc’s pride, and it rubbed off on me. The thunder of my heart would not allow an uppity runt to disrespect me.

Something deep within me compelled me to stand my ground, to retaliate.

Yet Necahual’s words once again proved wise enough to temper my heart. For as I looked at Iztacoatl, at the desperate wait for my reaction in her eyes, all my fury suddenly vanished. Instead, I only felt a deep sense of contempt.

She was pathetic.

Iztacoatl wielded more power than most would ever dream of. She could command armies, receive the adoration of the masses, and have all of her whims immediately fulfilled. She might not be a true goddess, but she certainly lived like one.

And she would throw it all away if she could inflict a little bit of pain on another.

Deep down, she was such a bitter creature that taunting me was the closest thing that could bring her true happiness.

Necahual was right. Those two were more alike than I thought. Both felt the need to torment someone within their power and couldn’t appreciate what they had. My favorite had moved past that petty mindset, but Iztacoatl remained trapped in it.

I recalled Ahalmez and Ahaltocob, the lords of control and abuse. It always struck me as odd how the former abided by the wishes of the latter, but I thought I understood the core of their dynamic. When one required another’s validation to exist, who was truly the most powerful? A true god never needed to prove themselves.

“The goddess is as kind as she is great,” I simply replied without emotion.

I met Iztacoatl’s eyes, and I knew she knew what I was thinking: that I looked down on her more than I hated her. My silence stirred the impotent frustration that fueled her weak heart, but she held her tongue. She had lost face once, and any more words would lower her sisters’ opinion of her further.

I was dismissed for now and walked outside the temple while the Nightlords deliberated these new developments. I took the fact that they kept Eztli with her as a sign they would not allow her out of their sight again. I moved past the columns holding the Nightlords’ sanctuary atop their pyramid and gazed upon the city of Zachilaa, the wind softly blowing on my face. The sun was high, the sky clear.

The storm brewing within me awoke again. My power stirred and demanded to be used, pushing me with an overwhelming instinct to prove my divine power not to my foes and servants but to the very laws of reality.

“Rain,” I whispered under my breath, so low that no one could hear it.

By the time I realized what had just happened, it was already too late.

A Word had pushed its way to my lips from the depths of my Teyolia, demanding to be uttered.

I hadn’t… I hadn’t thought nor willed it. It slipped out of my tongue on its own, striking like lightning.

The storm had been brewing within me since I was forced to kowtow to false gods and thundered forth the moment I lowered my guard, and I finally realized what Tlaloc meant when he said he had to cause disasters.

I had grown so powerful that my own magic sought to manifest into the world.

I had managed to feign weakness in the Nightlords’ presence, to feign powerlessness, but I was half a god now—and that part of me refused to hide. I was like a feathered tyrant pretending to be a trihorn. The instinct to conquer had always been there, waiting to express itself; and if I could not satisfy it, then it would eventually force its way to the surface, even near a Nightlord’s temple.

I could only pray that the sky alone listened to this secret Word of mine, for it most certainly did.

The wind blew in the distance. Dark clouds appeared out of nowhere across the horizon like a pack of hounds answering their master’s whistle. They blanketed the sky and obscured the Fifth Sun.

The first droplet fell at my feet.

A drizzle rained from the heavens, followed by a nourishing downpour that would feed Zachilaa’s streets and farmlands. The masses would not learn of this blessing, though I suspected that they would attribute it to my visit and promise of a heavenly bounty nonetheless. Perhaps I would inform them of the truth once I destroyed the Nightlords and let them draw their own conclusions. I wondered if they would raise shrines in my name.

My bloodline ruling over Yohuachanca, and I over its skies… I looked at the weather I had bent to my will, the truest expression of my divine will, and I came to a conclusion. I like the sound of that.

I had uttered these words as an excuse to hide my deceit, but the thought appealed to me. I had sired children from my loins, like many emperors before me. Would it not be better if they were to inherit this cursed empire as themselves, rather than as vampire thralls to unworthy masters? It could grant them an inheritance worthy of a god-to-be.

I would let the Nightlords play false deities in their underground hole.

A greater destiny awaited me.


2
DARK TRUTHS


The gods had smiled on me for once.

Though I feared discovery when they recalled me into their halls, the Nightlords did not notice my Word of power. Either my predecessors successfully managed to obscure my spell from their sight, or they were too preoccupied with the twin threats of the Sapa and their dreadful father to fully pay attention to me.

When they welcomed me back into their hall, I could immediately tell that they hadn’t found a solution to my sudden growth in power, besides increasing their surveillance and destroying the Sapa.

“Your request for additional security for your unborn children shall be granted,” the Jaguar Woman decided. “As for the Sapa Empire, it has now become clear that these fools have plotted against our beloved Yohuachanca long enough. Our sister Sugey, as goddess of war, shall ensure your victory in the conflict to come.”

I’d expected as much, though I remained apprehensive about the consequences. On one hand, I expected the Bird of War to be less of a hassle than her sister Iztacoatl, since she seemed utterly disinterested in intrigue; on the other hand, having a Nightlord overseeing my military strategy limited my choices when dealing with the Sapa Empire.

Whatever the case, I feigned submission.

“I shall do as the goddesses ask,” I promised.

“Yes, you shall,” the Jaguar Woman replied with a tone that promised great punishment if I stepped out of line. “At her request, young Eztli will be allowed to join your procession and enjoy her mortal pet’s companionship until you reach the frontier, at which point she will need to dedicate herself to her new duties.”

I noticed Eztli scowling at the mention of “mortal pet,” but both of us wisely kept our mouths shut. This intermission, however brief, should allow Necahual to brief her about our plan without too much oversight.

“Go forth now, our Godspeaker,” the Jaguar Woman declared as the Nightlords dismissed me. “Crush Yohuachanca’s enemies so that your descendants may enjoy a prosperous future under our Sulfur Sun.”

I lowered my head in submission while promising myself that I would drown that foul vision in vampire blood.

I was thus allowed to leave Zachilaa in triumph. The heavy rain miraculously ceased as I ascended on Itzili to ride out of the city at the forefront of the imperial procession.

Consuming Tlaloc’s embers also had a noticeable effect on my feathered tyrant. Not only had his feathers started to take on a blue hue, but his daily growth spurts had starkly accelerated. While he could squeeze through doors with difficulty only a night ago, he was now too big for that. He intimidated smaller trihorns when he walked, and I suspected he might reach adult size by the time we invaded the Sapa. It would make for quite the surprise for our enemies, and he more than awed the crowds of commoners and nobles that arrived to celebrate the imperial procession. As I suspected, many thanked me for the rain that blessed their fields.

The prophet had promised them a gift from the heavens and delivered.

I felt their trust and faith flowing into me as they clamored for me to prevail in the war and bring fortune to the empire. My example had inspired hundreds of young men to join the army and follow on my journey south. Their belief in my divine strength hung in the air and emboldened me. My Tonalli greedily welcomed them like a bird gathering branches to build its nest.

It was quite the intoxicating sensation, and the worrying kind.

My soul was already reacting to the worship of the common men, but I remained first and foremost the First Emperor’s and the Nightlords’ Godspeaker for most; the intermediary between the dark gods of Yohuachanca and the herd they ruled over. As ever, I was wary of the lie becoming the truth.

How much influence did other people have over my divinity? I could tell that their beliefs had an impact, but as far as I knew, the First Emperor became a God of Hunger because of his own search for knowledge—a quality dwelling deep within his soul rather than enforced by the will of his worshipers.

How much impact did my choices have compared to the perception of thousands?

Between the danger of being forced into a role and the risk of my magic acting on its own if I didn’t practice it, I was starting to wonder what kind of image I wanted to portray among the population. So far, I had only played the part of the generous emperor whenever possible in public: proceeding with rituals, blessing cities and refugees, and speaking on behalf of the gods. Most of my questionable actions, such as Acampa’s massacre, remained hidden from the public at large.

But on the other hand, I was the emperor who oversaw the disastrous New Fire Ceremony, brought about Smoke Mountain’s eruption, and prophesied doom on behalf of the First Emperor in front of the entire capital. Whatever good I did was likely overshadowed in the minds of people by all the calamities my reign brought about thus far.

Not to mention that while I inspired zeal among my people through centuries of imperial propaganda, the likes of the Sapa and the Three-Rivers only saw me as a hated enemy to destroy. Would their hatred influence me too?

More than anything, I found the idea of being a deity subordinate to the Nightlords and their sire in any way utterly unbearable. It was paramount that I use this war as a way to express my independence in some way. I needed people to associate my acts with my person, whether they brought curses or blessings.

“My lord looked magnificent atop his mount,” Ingrid told me as I ascended to my longneck’s roaming quarters to rejoin my consorts and concubines. “Like the rising sun.”

“Thank you, Ingrid,” I replied with a pleased smile. “Perhaps I should ride Itzili in public more often.”

The image of an emperor riding atop a feathered tyrant on his way to conquer new lands ought to linger in people’s minds.

I gave a cursory glance at my confidantes. Chikal and Lahun gave me pointed looks, while Chindi smiled at me with what could pass for hunger; those three had noticed the changes in me. I suspected Ingrid detected them too, though she pretended otherwise. My other concubines avoided my gaze, as if awed by my mere presence, even our new arrival, Aclla.

Necahual and Eztli had retreated into another room, both to protect the latter from the sun and to give the former an opportunity to lay the groundwork for the soul transfer ritual. I knew our quarters were carefully watched, but I trusted my favorite to provide her daughter with the necessary information in a subtle enough manner.

As for Nenetl…

My sister was smiling at me with cheeks so scarlet they looked like tomatoes on her pale face. She fidgeted in place, her fingers joined, her breath short, and her eyes fluttering with excitation.

She looked happy. Blissfully, sincerely happy. She blushed when she looked at me, clearly dying to tell me what she thought would lift my spirits beyond words.

This broke my heart because I knew exactly what she was about to tell me.

I had to make this private. Turning it into a public scene would destroy Nenetl once the truth came out… if the truth came out. I was still afraid that it might destroy her.

“Is there something you wish to tell me, Nenetl?” I asked.

“Yes,” she said with excitement. “You’re going to love it.”

I suppressed a surge of disgust boiling up inside my throat, then forced myself to smile. “Very well,” I said before turning to my other consorts. “Ingrid, Chikal.”

“Yes, my lord?” Ingrid replied, her back straightening up.

“Our war will be waged not only on the field of battle, but the people’s hearts and minds. I want you to work with our new Sapa advisor”—I waved a hand at Aclla—“to prepare a campaign that will both embolden our soldiers and intimidate our enemies.”

Aclla bowed before me. “I shall endeavor to advise your divine consorts wisely, Your Majesty.”

“Yes, you shall,” I replied. Involving Aclla was a test on my part. I had yet to ascertain whether she was a mole intended to sabotage me or a spy tasked with furthering her master’s interests by weakening his rivals to the Sapa throne. Her actions should soon dispel any doubt.

“An interesting approach,” Chikal commented. “From my experience, the more spectacular or outrageous an event, the more it shall stay in people’s minds in the long term.”

“Quite so,” Ingrid agreed with a sly smile. “We can think of a few ways to bolster my lord’s standing among his friends and foes.”

“I cannot wait to hear of it,” I replied before bracing myself for a difficult time. “Nenetl, if you would follow me.”

I invited my lost sister into my personal quarters, then had us served soothing chocolate drinks and closed the curtain separating us from the rest of the complex. I immediately felt uneasy as we sat around a small table near my bed—the very same one we had snuck into to make love to each other not too long ago.

Those moments had been such good memories, and now I couldn’t look back on them without feeling sick.

“So…” Nenetl put back her hair, a streak of red spreading across her face. “My breasts felt a bit strange yesterday, and I was more hungry than usual, which felt very strange to me… since you know I don’t eat much…”

I clenched my jaw while trying to hide my sorrow.

“I thought it might be some sign of a sickness, so I asked Lahun to check on my future.” Nenetl giggled to herself, her lips beaming into a smile. “Guess what she told me?”

I shifted uneasily in my seat. I had fought horrors and faced gods without flinching, yet I dreaded the truth ahead of me.

“You are”—I took a long, deep breath—“pregnant?”

“Yes!” Nenetl beamed like the morning sun. “We’re going to have a baby, Iztac, all of our own! Isn’t that wonderful?”

Such words would have inspired great joy in me before, and now they tasted foul in my mouth.

I had so dearly hoped against all odds that Iztacoatl and the Jaguar Woman would be lying about this; that it was just another fear for her to torment me with. I had known better, though. I’d never been that lucky.

“Iztac?” Nenetl’s smile faded away upon seeing my face. “Iztac, why… why aren’t you smiling?”

For a moment that seemed to stretch on forever, I hesitated.

The awful truth remained stuck in my throat. Nenetl looked so happy, so glad that our love had blossomed into a fruit of our union, that I knew the truth would devastate her. She had opened her heart to me out of love, and now I would have to break it.

I cared for her as much as I cared for Eztli, and the thought of inflicting such pain on her felt almost unbearable.

Worse, my blood stirred too when I looked at Nenetl. Though my mind now knew the true nature of our relationship, my flesh had mingled with her own in a union as deep as it had been pleasurable. I craved the taste of her skin on my lips and the simple bliss of our love.

I still desired her as much as she desired me.

The Jaguar Woman had a point. I was an emperor above men’s laws. The worst had already happened, so what would it cost me to keep the truth to myself and carry on like nothing happened? The truth wouldn’t make Nenetl happy, and I could always close my eyes and lie to myself that everything would be fine…

“Iztac?” she repeated, my silence unsettling her. “Iztac, what’s going on?”

Although the look on Nenetl’s face broke my heart, I forced myself to soldier on. Lying would be the coward’s way out.

I was sure Mother thought along the same lines.

It was so easy to sweep our mistakes under the rug in order to avoid tears and unfortunate conversations. My entire empire ran on such lies, and its debt to the truth would one day be paid in blood. It was in the nature of things for illusions to collapse under their own fragile weight.

Part of me knew that Nenetl would inevitably learn her true heritage either by accident or because of a vampire’s malice. How would she react once she realized I had known from the beginning and said nothing? Could our fragile bond of trust survive this? I didn’t think so, and I valued Nenetl too much to risk it.

I loved her enough to be truthful, even if it was bound to hurt us both.

“There is something I must tell you, Nenetl,” I said with a heavy sigh. “Something that you won’t like in the slightest.”

Her eyes widened in horror. “About our child?”

“Yes,” I confirmed. Nenetl was too clever not to see the dark clouds on the horizon. “And about us.”

“Us?” Nenetl bit her lips. “Iztac, what’s going on?”

“We’re…” I gathered my breath as I tried to find a way to break the news as gently as I could. “We are related by blood.”

“We’re—” Nenetl blinked in surprise and confusion. “Wh-what?”

“The goddesses told me the secret of your birth,” I explained, my fingers gripping the cup with all my strength. “My mother was pregnant before… before she left my father and me.”

“What does it have to do with…” I saw her blush and happiness slowly fade away like snow in the sunlight, replaced with pallid horror as the awful reality finally hit her. “With… us?”

“Everything.” I would have given up so much to ensure that this conversation never had to take place. “Our mother abandoned you to the red-eyed priests, who then… who then raised you.”

Nenetl didn’t say a word, but I could see the pain in her blue eyes. It hurt like a dagger to the heart. When Iztacoatl told me the truth, I must have looked exactly the same, with my mind trying to deny what my heart and gut knew were true.

“We are… we are siblings,” I finally said, my fingers clenching my chocolate cup. “I’m your older brother by less than a year.”

“That’s…” Nenetl shivered in place, her eyes staring at her chocolate cup to avoid my gaze. “Are you… How can you be sure?”

“I’ve heard it from the goddesses themselves. They had nothing to gain from lying to me on that front.” And Iztacoatl had taken great pleasure in humiliating us. “Lahun’s prophecies attest to it in their own way, and our physical resemblance is uncanny too. Too many elements point in that direction.”

“That… that could just be our curse, or…” Nenetl covered her mouth, her mind struggling to accept the truth the same way I did. “It can’t be… It can’t…”

Liquid accumulated at the edge of her eyes, and her breath grew short. Nenetl was a kind girl who trusted me utterly. She knew I wouldn’t lie about such things, which only worsened the pain.

“I’m… I don’t know what to say, Iztac…” she replied while sobbing, her eyes filled with tears. “I’m… I’m so happy I have a family… but…” she began to cry out. “But the rest… by the gods…”

“Nenetl.” I put my hands on her own. Her fingers had grown warm from prolonged contact with her steaming cup, yet they had never felt frailer. “None of it was our fault. Neither of us knew.”

“It’s just…” Nenelt possessed a great strength of character born of her kind heart, but she couldn’t contain her tears. “It’s so… so much at once…”

I moved to hug her.

I did not hesitate and encountered no resistance. My arms wrapped up around her waist and pulled her against my chest in an intimate embrace. Holding her felt deeply uncomfortable after everything we had done, as I felt her warmth through her dress and her smell in my nose; the same way I did when we lay together.

I powered through my unease for my… for my sister's sake. She gripped me so tightly, so desperate for comfort, that I could do nothing other than let her cry into my shoulder.

“I’m sorry…” Nenetl apologized while sobbing. I sensed moist liquid drip on my imperial robes and skin. “The tears won’t stop flowing…”

“It’s all right,” I reassured her while kindly stroking her hair. “I’m here for you.”

“Is it wrong to say that I’m… that I’m partly relieved about this?” Nenetl whispered back. “I thought I was alone in the world, abandoned because of my… because of our appearance…”

“If our father had known you existed, then he would have loved you with all his heart,” I whispered in her ear. And he did. “I can promise you that.”

It was meager comfort, but comfort nonetheless; and though Nenetl had confirmation that our mother did abandon her, my words at least helped soothe her heart. She did have a family that cared about her.

I calmly waited for Nenetl to calm down while holding her tightly. Her tears eventually stopped pouring out, and she regained her breathing. Her hands gripped my shoulders next as an uncomfortable silence stretched between us.

I already knew what she was about to say.

“Is it so wrong?” Nenetl whispered, so low I barely heard it.

We were so alike, she and I.

“I never… I never had a brother, so it”—Nenetl took a deep breath and tightened her grip on my shoulders—“doesn’t matter to me.”

A thrill coursed through my skin when she touched me. She still desired me as much as I craved her company, and I couldn’t blame her for her reaction. I was the only boy her age she ever interacted with who wasn’t a vampire or a eunuch, her first love and likely the only one should we fail to overthrow the Nightlords.

She was, to put it bluntly, desperate and short on options.

Unfortunately for us, there was a wall I couldn’t climb.

“But it matters to you, doesn’t it?” Nenetl whispered in my ear after I failed to answer. “You can’t look at me without feeling betrayed and used.”

“I’m sorry,” I apologized. She understood me all too well.

Maybe under different circumstances, I could have closed my eyes, I suppose; but whenever Nenetl held me in her arms, all I could hear was Iztacoatl’s malevolent laughter ringing in my head. Every caress summoned that awful shame of having been played for a vampire’s amusement and the ominous warning of Lahun’s prophecy. They had set our love up like a play on a stage and then poisoned whatever joy I could draw from it.

I would never forgive the Nightlords for this humiliation. They had let us build up a pure relationship founded not on power or alliances but on trust and love, then twisted it into something foul and diseased.

“I… I understand.” Nenetl released her hold on me and wiped tears from her bloodshot eyes. “It was just another way for them to hurt you, wasn’t it? They turned us into a joke for them to laugh at.”

“I still love you, and I always will,” I reassured her. My protective feelings toward Nenetl remained as strong as ever, doubly so now that I knew we were family. “I just… can’t touch you that way again.”

Nenetl gave me the saddest glance I’d ever seen, then rubbed her stomach with her hands. What should have been our most joyful moment had now become yet another horror.

“So our child is…” Nenetl gulped and suppressed a sob. “Is it going to be a monster? An abomination? They say the children born of incest are cursed, and we… we already are.”

“I don’t know how our child will turn out.” Lahun’s prophecy was quite clear on that, and I had no idea what an incestuous union between Nahualli would produce. I suspected it would be nothing good. “I don’t know. The goddesses certainly have plans for them.”

And knowing the Nightlords, they couldn’t be good.

“If the goddesses wanted it to happen, then maybe… maybe it won’t be that bad?” Nenetl asked, eager for reassurance that some good would come out of our union. “Maybe our child will have a… a great destiny?”

“They will,” I replied with a sigh. “As a future emperor, consort, or sacrifice.”

Nenetl’s expression darkened even further, much to my dismay. I wished I could have lied and told her that the seed of incest growing inside her would have no consequence, yet part of me knew otherwise. The Nightlords had arranged our coupling because they hoped to refine our bloodline for their sick breeding project and other purposes. Our child might be important to their plans or simply serve as fuel for their twisted rituals.

I wasn’t even sure if we should let it be born at all.

I kept that thought to myself. Not only would the Nightlords retaliate should I voice it out loud, but Nenetl had already gone through enough for the day. That subject could wait for another time once she had time to digest everything else first.

Nenetl nodded to herself slowly, her expression resolute. I now saw a new determination in those blue eyes we shared. She wouldn’t let her own flesh become a tool in the Nightlord’s plans.

“You’re strong, Nenetl,” I said with the utmost sincerity. I didn’t think many people would have kept their dignity after such news; in a way, she took it much better than I did myself.

“Thank you, Iztac.” Nenetl forced herself to smile. “You know, I… I always wondered how it would be to have a brother. I just never thought that it…” She chuckled nervously, though there was no joy to it. “That it would happen this way.”

“I’m sorry.” I was about to tell her that Eztli had been like a sister to me once, before realizing that I shouldn’t mention that at all; especially not in the current circumstances. “We can still play board games whenever you want.”

“I… I would like that.” Nenetl nodded to herself. “It would help me… help me think things through.”

The same went for me.

We ended up setting up a tumi game a few minutes later. I asked Nenetl if she already had the opportunity to try playing one with Aclla, and to my utter lack of surprise, she answered yes.

“She let me win,” Nenetl said as we put the pieces on the board. “I think she thinks I’ll be angry with her if I lose.”

“Or she is gauging you,” I replied. I suspected both Nenetl and I were correct. It would make sense for Aclla to play it safe and assess our personalities like any talented diplomat, but her mask was bound to slip eventually.

“Maybe,” Nenetl said before changing the subject. “How was he?”

“Whom?”

“Yo-our father.” Nenetl stared at her pieces for a moment before asking for more details. “How was he?”

“He was the kindest person in the world,” I said as I made the first move. “And so very much like you.”
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We ended up playing until late in the afternoon.

I won a few times, which was exceptional enough to be mentioned. Nenetl never lost a board game when she tried. I took it as a sign of how much distress the truth put her through. Once Nenetl grew tired of playing, she asked me if she could have the bathroom for herself for a time—a demand I graciously granted.

Warm waters would help her clear her mind. She definitely needed some alone time with her thoughts.

I still wasn’t sure if I had made the right decision, though I felt like a weight had been lifted off my shoulders. Whatever our relationship would become, at least it would be based on truth rather than lies and omissions. It would make for sturdier foundations.

Afterward, I remained alone in my room and summoned my next visitor. “Come in.”

Lahun walked into my bedroom with grace and swiftly bowed before me. “You’ve called for me, Your Majesty?”

I immediately noticed that she carried her fortune-telling tools, from her bowl to her pouch full of corn. She had already foreseen what I’d called her for. Her wisdom and insight surprised me once again.

“I have,” I replied before inviting her to sit down at my table. “I would like you to read my future for the second time.”

“I suspected as much.” Lahun sat and immediately took my hand into her own to read my palm lines. “I would usually tell Your Majesty that a second prophecy never differs from the first, but such bindings only apply to ordinary men.”

“And you would be right.”

“I know,” Lahun replied calmly. “I have checked.”

“Oh?” This caught my interest. Could she tell that I had changed in clear and imperceptible ways since last night? “How so?”

“I consult fate each morning to assess which weather the heavens will grace us with during the day,” Lahun explained to me. “When Your Majesty declared that the heavens would bless Zachilaa for their hospitality, I decided to check my previsions in case his words had altered them.”

My head perked up in interest. “Did they?”

Lahun nodded sharply. “My first consultation indicated that the sun would shine all day, while the second predicted the rainfall.”

Her observation, on the surface, seemed utterly inconsequential. Of course her prediction would have been affected by the Word I cast. However, the timing provided key information I could not ignore.

If Lahun ran her prediction after I promised Zachilaa’s nobility a bounty from the heavens, then fate had changed before I cast the Word. I’d chained myself with ropes thicker than any material.

Belief.

While it came out of frustration, the reason why my magic took the form of a Word that called the rain was because I had announced publicly that Zachilaa would receive a blessing from the skies. By promising a reward to this city, I’d bound myself to fulfilling my own prophecy. I had shaped my own fate, but in doing so, condemned myself to follow it by forming a covenant with Yohuachanca’s citizens.

The implications sent a chill down my spine. Father was right—the words of the powerful were never inconsequential. I had to be extremely careful with what I said from now on in public.

“I noticed that my weather predictions had grown more accurate since Your Majesty showered me with his trust and confidence,” Lahun carried on. “I am now convinced that I could assist Your Majesty in foreseeing the heavens’ whims in a way that will serve him well during his war.”

True, being able to predict—nay, decide—the weather would indeed provide a terrific advantage in battle. Necahual's instincts proved right once again. Lahun's wisdom, initiative, and keen intellect would make her a fearsome witch. I found all of these qualities rather appealing.

“I have the utmost faith in your abilities, Lahun, and I hope I can continue to rely on them,” I said with the utmost sincerity. “I believe much of your prophecy has already happened.”

Lahun gave me a pointed look. “Did knowing your fate bring Your Majesty happiness?”

“Joy and sorrow both.” Besides the incident with Nenetl, I was quite happy with the fact that the “murder in the family” and “betrayal with a friend's face” parts ended relatively well. “I would rather know and be prepared than be surprised.”

“I see.” Lahun nodded to herself. My answer pleased her, likely because she thought along the same lines. “May I ask why you have summoned me now of all times, however?”

“The gods have visited and graced me in my sleep, though the purpose of their message remains elusive to me.”

I caught a glint of curiosity in Lahun’s eyes. The opportunity to translate a message from the gods appealed to her. “I will do my best to help you interpret the signs, then.”

She continued to read my lifelines, and my blood stirred as I felt her soft fingers rub on my skin. I immediately saw the surprise in her eyes the moment she felt my unnatural warmth, followed by puzzled fascination the more time she spent examining my fate.

“How could it be?” Lahun muttered to herself. “Was Your Majesty struck by lightning without my knowledge?”

“In a dream.” I ought to learn how to read lifelines too. If Lahun could learn that much from a cursory glimpse, then what else could I gather from others? “I was struck by lightning under a blue sun sky.”

“Fascinating… Lightning and rainfall are usually a manifestation of Tlaloc, lord of storms, but I’ve never heard of him sending messages in dreams.” Lahun gripped my palm with undisguised amazement and curiosity. “Your lifelines have become so much more vibrant since I last examined you, Your Majesty. I’ve never seen anything like this before…”

“And never will you,” I replied confidently. Considering I’d purchased her loyalty with displays of supernatural power, I should lay on it thickly. “I am power the likes of which mere mortals can only hope to prostrate themselves to.”

Lahun seemed a bit amused. “I witnessed Your Majesty’s sparks at last night’s wedding.”

“Have you?” I smiled in amusement, then grabbed my obsidian knife and cut a finger open. Lahun’s eyes widened in astonishment as a purple flame far brighter than last night’s display erupted from it. She did not let go of my hand, though. She basked in the flame’s glow and warmth until my wound closed on its own. “As you can see, the heavens have delivered more blessings upon my person.”

“Your Majesty’s lifelines shine brighter than any mortal,” Lahun concluded. “But the brightest light invites the darkest shadows. I see that you stand on the twilight’s threshold between day and night; between light and darkness.”

Between Iztac the liberator and Cizin the destroyer, I guessed as Lahun proceeded with other rituals, throwing corn grains that ended in tight piles and a few circles, observing how they floated or sank in her bowl of water, then asked me to gaze into my own reflection.

“There are more corn piles than circles this time,” I noted upon recalling our first session. “I believe you mentioned that they represented a strong lifeforce?”

“Your Majesty’s memory does not fail him. While he used to dance on the edge between life and death, the latter has slightly retreated without surrendering its chase.” Lahun nodded to herself. “Your Tonalli has been strengthened further too, although your reflection’s shadows are starker as well. As your Majesty gains power, so does the darkness within him.”

“You said I stood in the twilight?” I asked with a frown. “So I still have a choice.”

“For now,” Lahun replied. Which implied that past a certain point, that decision would be final.

I blew into Lahun’s conch shell next to measure my Ihiyotl. The song that came out of it was stronger than last time and loud like a war horn. Lahun nodded to herself and then proceeded to match my birthdate with the stars’ position last night and sacred numbers. Lahun’s calculations still escaped me, but the numbers nine and thirteen—those that represented the Underworld and the Thirteen Heavens—came up more than they did last time.

“Betrayal with a friend’s face, snake shedding skin,” Lahun recounted with a scowl on her face after she finished drawing her calculations. “Forbidden unions beget abominations. War of the puppeteers burns the stage. Battle of the three wings. Golden city answers the tide of sorrow. To the banquet of blood, the dark one triumphs. New skull on the pile weeps in night eternal.”

My jaw clenched in disappointment. “The prophecy hasn’t changed in the slightest.”

“It has not,” Lahun replied with a deep scowl. She seemed as surprised as I was. “Only what has already come to pass has vanished.”

Her words sent chills down my spine. Betrayal with a friend’s face was still on the list, despite my assumptions, as was the forbidden union bit. The latter could be explained by the fact my child with Nenetl wasn’t born yet, but the former…

“The fact the readings changed alone is unheard of, Your Majesty, whether from me or any seer I’ve encountered,” Lahun replied while pondering her observations. “I have an explanation for the prophecy’s resilience.”

“Which one?” I inquired.

“I warned Your Majesty that the signs do not change and are never wrong,” Lahun said. “However, a sentence may mean many different things depending on its interpretation. Take ‘to the banquet of blood the dark one triumphs,’ for example. The ‘dark one’ could refer to an enemy, a vampire, or even yourself… and though the role remains undisturbed, a different actor may wear the mask.”

“You suggest that their identity could change depending on circumstances?” I asked, my eyes alight with interest. “That I could become the dark one the prophecy refers to, even when it wasn’t referring to me when you first wrote it down?”

“I believe so,” Lahun confirmed. “The play’s meaning and conclusion may change depending on who inherits the role. I suspect that the different changes I observed imply that the prophecy’s spirit has changed, even if the letter has not.”

I pondered her words in silence. Come to think of it, “betrayal with a friend’s face” formed a sentence with the “snake shedding skin” part, which implied both were related. Could it refer to my plan for Iztacoatl and Fjor instead of a plot targeted at me? Mother had suggested that I launch my plan only after obtaining Tlaloc’s embers. Had this influx of power been enough to alter fate in my favor?

The last line of the prophecy bothered me most. I would love it if the new skull on the pile referred to a Nightlord suffering after my victory, but “night eternal” was an unambiguous calamity. Unless it meant the skull would be buried forever somewhere… What if it referred to my father joining the Parliament…

I wished prophecies could be straightforward and unambiguous. The best I could do for now was to hope that my newfound might would ensure a good surprise came to pass.

Lahun observed my hand for a while, paying particular attention to my previously cut finger. I allowed her to grab it again, a thrilling sensation coursing through my hand when she caressed it.

“If I may, Your Majesty, I can think of a way to clarify the prophecy further,” Lahun proposed. “Observing your palm alone may be insufficient to truly assess your lifelines.”

“Would you rather feel my lifeforce more closely?” I guessed, a smile stretching on my lips when Lahun acquiesced with a smile.

Lahun wished to use Seidr to obtain helpful visions related to the prophecy, and who was I to deny her? I hadn’t yet tested how my new set of embers had strengthened the spell, and it would allow me to give her some information I couldn’t exactly vocalize out loud.

Moreover, I welcomed the distraction after my charged moment with Nenetl. My sister’s smell still lingered on me, and I craved the taste of female flesh.

I began by pulling Lahun to me and embracing her in a ferocious kiss. Her tongue danced with mine with serpentine deftness. I could taste her raw desire for the power within me and the magic she sought to master. Witnessing my sorcery aroused her like violence awakened Chikal’s hunger.

My fingers moved to remove her robes, and hers hastily did the same with mine. She had been quite clumsy during our first lovemaking sessions, but she had grown more confident since. She knew what she wanted.

My hands swiftly began to tease her soft breasts. Her moans of pleasure quickened my pulse, as did the feeling of her naked chest and hips pressing against mine. It helped me forget the discomfort of Nenetl crying on my shoulder.

Seidr only demanded an exchange of fluids, but I decided to savor the moment and make the experience pleasurable for Lahun. I teased her by tenderly nipping her ear and caressing her back, delighting in her whimpers whenever my warm fingers touched her. She moaned as she rubbed against my abs.

I carried her to bed, laid her on the side, then began to caress her soft legs. I moved behind Lahun, one arm around her breasts, the other slipping between her thighs to pleasure her with my fingers.

“Your Majesty…” she moaned as I kissed her on the neck. “No need for… such elaborate…”

“You have served me well, Lahun, and deserve a reward,” I purred while lining my manhood with her ass. “You will find your fealty to me a most pleasant experience.”

Lahun let out a soft sound of surprise as I penetrated her from behind, my manhood slipping within her with my fingers continuing to play with her on the other side. I pressed my lips against her in a ferocious kiss even as I pushed. She was tight, and her breathing was so incredibly quick.

I drowned myself in her, all to better take my mind away from my sister and all this sorrow.

I broke the kiss just long enough to let her moan as I settled on a steady pace, her sweat slipping between my fingers. I sank into her and wrapped my arms around her to pull her closer. Whereas Nenetl had smelled of salt and perfume, Lahun carried the scent of corn, mushrooms, and the herbs she used for her divinations.

“Would you like to serve me like this each time you visit me?” I asked in between kisses, her body jolting with pleasure.

“Yes…” she whispered back with a sigh of pleasure. “I will serve Your Majesty as he wishes.”

“Yes, you will.” My hand moved from her breast to her belly. “Our contract you have fulfilled, and so shall I do my part.”

I had grown so acutely aware of sensing another’s Teyolia that I could sense the ember inside Lahun—a presence that filled me with pride.

Lahun’s head snapped in my direction, her eyes alight with excitement. “Will Your Majesty⁠—”

“Soon,” I promised in her ear. “If you have the stomach for it.”

I intended to put Lahun through the Mometzcopinque ritual as soon as the conditions would allow it; but to ensure she wouldn’t walk away, I would give her a brief glimpse of what she could expect.

I softly pulled back from her ass and then put her on her back. We locked eyes as I spread her legs, her hands clutching my chest in anticipation. I pulled my fingers out of her, gently grabbed her hips, and lined myself up. I slid inside her without encountering any resistance, her flesh so fluid and welcoming that it felt like honey.

Then lightning coursed through me.

Our Teyolias aligned in an instant, but where my heartfire had been a flickering shadow of a god’s radiance once, it now burned with a wild brazier’s glow. Lahun gasped in pleasure and surprise as my essence gobbled her up like a torch thrown into a bonfire. Each roll of her hips sent jolts of electricity coursing through my muscles.

She was entirely within my power. The frontier between our souls might as well not exist.

I could have snuffed out her existence in an instant had I wished it, but I simply gripped her thighs and pushed. Lahun obliged me, her soft hands clenched against my back as I took her ferociously.

And as I did, memories of mine flowed through our bond. I shared visions of Necahual’s ascension with Lahun. I showed her in vivid detail how I had dismembered and reshaped her into a witch of my own creation, holding back none of the pain and agony required for the process to work. Power required sacrifice, after all.

I didn’t hide the rewards either. I showed her a vision of Necahual’s ebon wings, of the flame bursting out of her hand and the lightning coursing between her fingers. Lahun’s lips clenched immediately, her entire body shivering in excitement and anticipation.

“Are you willing?” I whispered in her ear. “Would you give me your soul for my gifts?”

“Yes,” Lahun replied without hesitation. The thought of wielding magic, of mastering the fire and lightning she had been forced to beg the sky for time and time again, was too sweet of an offer. “I would do… anything.”

Her passion for magic was inspiring, as was her dedication.

I banished those memories aside and focused on her prophecy. As I suspected, gaining Tlaloc’s embers had strengthened the spell. The visions sharpened with each kiss and pounding.

When Lahun’s arms and legs coiled around me to tighten our embrace, our minds expanded beyond the reaches of consciousness. We found ourselves in a temple of gold with walls and pillars gleaming like the morning sun in the light of flickering torches. A great bridge stood high above a river of molten gold flowing deep underground. Unbearable heat suffused the air, though it paled when compared to the warmth of my own Teyolia. Our spirits wandered inside a tabernacle attended by masked men with golden masks. There, in a vast chamber, rested a jeweled sarcophagus carved in the image of a sleeping condor with its wings folded. A skeletal, mummified figure watched over it—one whom I immediately recognized.

Inkarri.

My foremost enemy among the Sapa and his masked cohorts prayed around that strange tomb. I felt a great power stir within the sarcophagus—a will that seemed both distant and familiar. The shadow walking in my step darkened in recognition, but its darkness couldn’t touch the glow coming from the sarcophagus.

Then there was light.

I awoke back to reality as my muscles strained and my loins ached with release. Lahun let out a cry as my manhood throbbed and erupted within her. My seed let out a smell of burnt embers and fumes in their wake, but the thought of stopping and pulling out didn’t even cross my mind. My body tensed like hard metal until I finished.

“Are you”—I let out a heavy breath, satisfied but unsure how it felt to Lahun—“all right?”

“All right, Your Majesty?” Lahun let out a chuckle of pleasure, her legs and arms falling to my side in blissful limpness. “It felt amazing…”

Good. I smiled in pleasure as I lay on top of Lahun and basked in the soft contentment of our union. It had been both enjoyable and productive.

Golden city answers the tide of sorrow. I’d been wondering what Inkarri had been up to since our last confrontation in the Underworld and received a glimpse of his plan. Whatever he had in mind, it involved a powerful spell—a ritual involving an ancient tomb hidden somewhere, likely in the Sapa homeland.

From the vision and various elements, I had a pretty good idea of who rested within that sarcophagus. I pondered its implications.

“Did it help you?” I asked Lahun after I pulled out from between her thighs. They had grown slightly redder from the warmth of my seed in them, though she thankfully hadn’t suffered any burns. “Did it improve your prophecy?”

“I would need to ascertain,” Lahun replied softly as she pulled back her hair and wiped off the sweat from her brow. Her eyes thoughtfully stared at the ceiling. “Wings…”

I raised an eyebrow. “Wings?”

“Owl wings, bat wings,” she muttered to herself. “Three is not four.”

“Are you speaking of the war of the three wings mentioned in the prophecy?” I asked, my eyes squinting. I had the feeling Lahun wasn’t simply speaking her thoughts out loud.

“I apologize, Your Majesty.” Lahun gave me a pointed, knowing look. “I simply find the number strange now that I think of it. Three means imbalance while four implies balance, the way four women have always assisted an emperor since the rise of your empire.”

She was trying to tell me something important, a detail she couldn’t vocalize out loud for fear of being overheard.

I pondered her words. Owl wings… Was she talking about Necahual? If so, then I assumed bat wings referred to the Nightlords, doubly so since she mentioned the number four.

Four women have assisted each emperor since Yohuachanca’s birth… My eyes widened slowly, an idea forming in my mind. Four consorts… or four witches.

Mother insisted that I bind four Mometzcopinques to me, no more and no less—one for each sun ember collected. A path the First Emperor had seen through.

Iztacoatl had said that two Nahualli being born from the same bloodline was unheard of, but the Nightlords were all siblings and daughters of the First Emperor. Each of them had exhibited a totem of their own, which differed from their father’s bat. The Jaguar Woman lived up to her name, Iztacoatl’s soul bore scales, and Sugey wore feathers. Even the late Yoloxochitl’s true form was that of a putrid flower.

Yet none of them showed the physical signs of being a Nahualli. Neither their eyes nor hair were pale in the slightest. I’d assumed they’d simply changed their appearance with magic, but now that I was thinking about it…

The Nightlords could all fly on batlike wings.

My Necahual had inherited my feathers through the Mometzcopinque ritual, even though I knew for sure that she housed no owl totem within her soul. She wielded magic not through being born with it, but by my leave; the same way my captors drained their dread father of his power to strengthen their own.

Which begged an important question.

Were the Nightlords Nahualli at all?

Could they be Mometzcopinques instead?

And if they are, I thought, my gaze lingering on Lahun. What does that mean for us?


3
THE LONG NIGHT


I’d spent the evening watching a play with Lahun at her request.

I’d grown somewhat tired of simple dances, so I had asked her what she usually enjoyed back in Chilam. Lahun had answered theater, of all things.

By a stroke of luck, some of the Amazons that served as my consorts’ personal guards knew how to perform. I wouldn’t say that their talent rivaled the capital’s best entertainers—quite the opposite—but it was sufficient enough to intrigue me. Chilam’s traditions focused more on short comic scenes, like fools suffering from diseases or beatings, than elaborate stories. I was quite surprised that a composed scholar like Lahun would be into such things.

Not that I paid much attention. I couldn’t get the possibility of the Nightlords being Mometzcopinques out of my head.

The more I considered it, the more it made sense. Those four were leeches through and through. My predecessors thought that a Mometzcopinque couldn’t cast spells, but Necahual already showed the aptitude to create lightning; it wouldn’t surprise me if another set of embers would allow her to use the Doll or Veil.

This would also explain how the Nightlords had managed to bind a god. They had reversed the bond that united a patron spirit with its coven of witches, draining their father’s lifeforce and using their numbers to form an unbreakable equilibrium. A lender always had more influence over one debtor than a multitude of them.

Which presented a key issue: could the same thing happen to me?

The rewards of recruiting more spellcasters outweighed the risks so far, but I would need to do more research on the subject after binding Lahun’s soul. I trusted her and Necahual to remain loyal to me until we destroyed the Nightlords at least, if only because all of our lives depended on it.

Afterward… I believed that my bond with Necahual was strong like an oak, but I would bet the First Emperor thought the same right until his daughters betrayed him. Would a lover be more loyal than one’s own flesh and blood?

This feels like a cycle, I thought while watching the performance. A play repeating itself.

I wasn’t blind to the similarities my life shared with that of the First Emperor. Was Fate subtly nudging me into settling into my predecessor’s role? I would be lying if I said the possibility didn’t bother me.

“Is Your Majesty bored with the performance?” Lahun asked me, drawing me out of my thoughts.

“Far from it,” I replied while pulling her naked body closer to mine. “I was merely too focused on you, Lahun.”

My answer seemed to amuse her. “Your Majesty’s words honor me, but I didn’t take him for a flatterer.”

“I do appreciate your company,” I insisted. “But to tell you the truth, I was too preoccupied with our future. We are to visit your hometown tomorrow and then wage war the day after.”

Chilam, as Yohuachanca's latest and most southern tributary, would be our final stop before reaching the frontier of the Sapa Empire and the chosen site for the Flower War. We would spend a day there to gather soldiers and then resume our journey to arrive on time for the first of the Wind Month.

I did not particularly expect a warm welcome in Chilam, even with Chikal at my side. While I assumed she still commanded her people’s respect even as an imperial consort—her fellow Amazons would not obey her so readily otherwise—I was the very face of their conqueror; the successor to the line of emperors which had brought their city into Yohuachanca’s fold.

Then again, perhaps this would be my first opportunity to work on my imperial image. Chilam’s people had never seen me yet, and first impressions always stuck. How I chose to portray myself to them would no doubt influence their perception of me in the long term.

“I suspect that Your Majesty will find a warmer welcome than he expects in our fair city,” Lahun replied. “A male strong enough to conquer an Amazon is desired, for he is a challenge, while the Amazon who lost to him will be despised for her weakness.”

“Even a queen?” I asked, knowing full well that Chikal would likely announce her pregnancy during our visit.

“Lady Chikal will no doubt have to face her fair share of challengers and opponents during your visit, but I do not fear for her safety nor reign. She is fiercer than any woman in Chilam.” Lahun rested her head against my chest. “I, however, will only find contempt for yielding to Your Majesty’s will.”

“Do you regret it?”

“Not at all,” Lahun replied without a doubt. “I was willing to bear this burden when Your Majesty asked me to become his concubine. I do not regret my choice in the slightest.”

I expected as much. My discussions with Lahun gave me the impression that she wasn’t especially attached to her hometown. Her loyalty was to magic first and foremost. She mostly served Chikal because they were cousins, and even then it hadn’t stopped Lahun from bearing a potential rival to Chilam’s throne when I asked her to.

“Although…” Lahun looked into my eyes. “If Your Majesty would allow me to do so, I would appreciate revisiting my old laboratory during our visit. I have stored many scrolls there that I would like to recover.”

“Of course,” I replied, immediately seeing through her game. “You could show me where you worked too. I am curious.”

“It would be my pleasure.”

Lahun knew her city like the back of her hand, and I assumed her laboratory included private areas. If she knew a secret spot where we could practice the Mometzcopinque ritual, I would leave the city with two witches in my employ instead of one.

“Is there anything you would like?” I inquired. “A precious book that you would like to read and add to your library? Ask, and it is yours.”

“Nothing comes to mind yet, though I appreciate the offer,” Lahun replied with the utmost sincerity. “Truthfully, I am quite surprised by Your Majesty’s generosity toward me. A male breeder in Chilam would not enjoy my current privileges.”

I smiled in amusement. “Would you rather that I put you in a cage and ravish you each night?”

“Far from it,” Lahun replied with the same playful expression as my own. “The cage part at least.”

I appreciated the fact that she had a sense of humor.

“I cannot promise you each night,” I replied while pinching her cheek, “but I could ravish you once more, if you wish.”

Lahun chuckled to herself. “I must say that Your Majesty’s lust has exhausted me for now. I would like a respite, if you would allow me.”

“Of course.” We had already made love three times tonight, so I couldn’t blame her for wishing to stop there. “Rest as much as you'd like.”

Lahun thanked me for my understanding, and we watched the end of the play in quiet silence. It didn’t take long for my seer concubine to fall asleep at my side while the actors left us.

It was quite late and well past midnight. The candles in my bedroom were all extinguished, with the only light allowed within being the pale moonlight. By all means, I should be falling asleep sometime soon.

Yet my dreams took their sweet time.

I closed my eyes and tried to clear my mind, to focus on my heartbeat until the rhythm of its pulse lulled me to slumber. When that failed, I lit up a candle and read imperial documents. Lahun was a heavy sleeper, so it did not wake her up—but neither did it help quell my mind. In fact, I felt as fresh as a man who had just woken up.

It didn’t take long for me to realize the source of the issue.

Tlaloc’s unbound vitality was a curse in disguise. If I healed from wounds in an instant, then it made sense that my body would take much longer to get exhausted. I was half a god already with the endurance to match, and gods did not sleep.

This was bad.

I knew I would likely fall asleep sooner or later—my body remained mortal—but later could mean a long time. Considering I could only practice magic openly in the Underworld, every hour counted.

My first reflex was to call Necahual to brew me a potion that would lure me to sleep more easily. I immediately decided against it, since I could only do that a few times. Making it a habit would be noticed and inevitably draw suspicions.

On paper, being sleepless while remaining alert and full of vitality was a blessing. Why would anyone insist on wasting time when they didn’t need to? On top of that, I had first showcased my current transformation after a dream. The Nightlords would likely draw a connection between these elements.

If they suspected me of using dreams to communicate with, say, their dread father, then I would never be allowed to close my eyes again.

I decided to keep Necahual’s potions for emergencies and considered other options. I could opt for grueling training each day. The Flower War would give me plenty of excuses to work myself to the bone during daytime hours, but I could hardly justify a spar in the middle of the night.

Unless…

An idea crossed my mind. I snapped my fingers, and Tayatzin quickly arrived. “Your Majesty?”

“I need you to carry a message to Lady Sugey,” I said. The priest’s eyes widened in shock, but he listened attentively. “I would like to train with her if she would not mind.”

“To train, Your Divine Majesty?” He didn’t hide his surprise. “For war?”

“What else?” I shrugged my shoulders. “I will soon champion our nation against foreign heathens, and she is the goddess of battle. Now that I have learned the basics with my consort Chikal, I would assume that Lady Sugey would prove an apt teacher for more difficult techniques.”

“Certainly,” Tayatzin replied with a bow. “I shall ask her immediately.”

Half an hour later, I climbed down from my longneck in the middle of the night. Our procession had stopped for a time near a river to let the longnecks and trihorns drink before resuming our march, which lent itself to some activity.

I walked into a ring of masked guards and red-eyed priests wearing only a loincloth, a spear, and a shield. Sugey awaited me there, her crimson gaze seizing me up with a mix of amusement and what could pass for excitement. Unlike me, she came wielding a shield and a star-shaped mace while clothing herself in cotton armor and wearing a helmet made of wicker. A cloak of wool fluttered from her shoulders. This outfit was foreign to me. I hadn’t seen any Yohuachancan soldiers dressed like this.

“I must say, I find this refreshing,” Sugey declared.

“How so, Goddess?” I asked.

“I do not recall any emperor demanding that I tutor them in the arts of war. A few of your predecessors did have the guts to defy me in a duel, but they were few and far between.” Sugey studied me for a moment. “Unless you are trying to assess my skills for such a day?”

That was exactly my objective, but I wisely kept my intentions hidden. The Bird of War was sharper than she let on. “If I were to defeat you, Lady Sugey, then you would make a poor goddess of war.”

“True.” She scoffed in amusement. “I have heard good tales about your prowess while wearing Father’s armor, but borrowed power can never be relied upon. I will test you as yourself.”

Big words for a leech stealing her father’s magic for herself. Her hypocrisy disgusted me. “I shall endeavor not to disappoint you, oh goddess.”

“I would suggest against it, Iztac Ce Ehecatl. I have no patience for weaklings.” Sugey lightly hit her shield with her mace. “I shall train you in the Sapa style of warfare so that you may familiarize yourself with our enemies. Unlike us, they favor clubs and slings over obsidian blades and arrows.”

She pointed at her cloak. “This is alpaca wool. The Sapa soldiers use it to stop arrows while the armor can resist heavy blows, but our obsidian blades can cut through both. Our weapons are more brittle than theirs, so they have the edge in prolonged combat.”

“So I must either land a decisive blow quickly or target exposed weak points?” I asked.

“Or hit hard enough that neither matters.” Sugey cracked her neck. “Stand ready.”

Then she charged at me with blinding speed before I could respond.

I would have loved to say it was a metaphor, but it wasn’t. The Nightlord moved faster than a jaguar, Chikal, or any opponent I’d faced yet. She closed the gap between us in an instant with her club aimed at my heart. I barely had time to step to the side and raise my shield. It shattered as her weapon hit it with immense force, nearly taking off my arm.

The Bird of War did not play with her food.

“Give your all, or die,” she warned me. “I would rather have a broken emperor than an embarrassing one.”

“You shall have neither, Goddess,” I replied while throwing my spear at her chest. The projectile flew faster than an arrow and with enough strength to gore three men in one blow. She snapped it in two with a swing of her mace.

“Foolish,” she said, “to leave yourself without⁠—”

I closed the gap between us in an instant and punched her straight in the face.

My fingers could crush a skull easily enough, yet I felt like I was hitting a wall of ancient stones. My blow would have likely killed a mere mortal. It hardly made her flinch.

But I heard a crack. A slight fracture of a tooth right above the jaw, so subtle I hardly noticed it over the impact of my fist.

Yet it was the silence I found most deafening, as the red-eyed priests watched me punch their goddess. A tense stillness followed, with nobody present daring to move a muscle. Had I done the same to Iztacoatl or the Jaguar Woman in front of their servants, my life would have been forfeited on the spot.

But if I hadn’t misjudged Sugey…

A chuckle broke the silence, and I allowed myself a breath of relief.

The Bird of War was smiling.

“Yes,” Sugey said, her cracked tooth healing in the blink of an eye. “That’s more like it.”

She tossed away her weapons and charged me bare-handed.

I tried to dodge and throw another punch, but her own speed and ferocity proved superior even with my newfound strength. She struck me in the chest so hard she cracked at least two ribs. The pain would have been unbearable once, but I’d grown used to it since.

I attempted to catch her with one arm and ram my fingers into her eyes to at least blind her. I instead earned a fist to my face that sent me to the ground in return. Blood filled my nostrils and mud my mouth.

“Ferocious and crafty,” Sugey complimented me; and unlike the likes of Iztacoatl, she sounded sincere. “You hide your intent well enough, but you’re overthinking it.”

I tried to rise up, but she simply grabbed me by my hair and lifted me up with a single hand. I might as well have been a bundle of maize to her.

“That mind of yours will serve you well before the battle begins, boy, but once it does?” She forced me to look at her, her crimson eyes blazing in the dark. “There’s only blood and savagery.”

She smashed my face into the ground.

I knew it would have killed any other man, and even then it hurt enough to leave me dizzied and briefly paralyzed. The pain was atrocious beyond words, but I was too enraged to care. I clenched my fists and forced myself to my knees.

I would not go down quietly.

“Thinking in a fight makes you hesitate, unfocused, distracted,” I heard her say as she cracked her knuckles. She relished this: the pain, the violence, the challenge. “We’ll have to beat that flaw out of your thick skull.”

Do your worst, I thought while rising up. One day, the brain spilling out of a skull will be yours.
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Sugey eventually beat me to sleep.

“You performed well for a mortal, Iztac Ce Ehecatl,” I’d heard her say once she finished brutalizing me to resume the march. “I look forward to you claiming heads on the battlefield.”

I supposed that my plan worked, although I would have preferred a kinder method in retrospect and would focus on finding one next time. I’d learned enough tonight.

Although Sugey had recruited Chikal, the similarities between them were only superficial. Both enjoyed the thrill of battle and violence, but while my consort’s lessons always focused on explaining to me what went wrong and how to improve, Sugey’s idea of “training” mostly involved relentlessly beating me up and punishing every mistake I made with overwhelming brutality. More than that, I could tell she enjoyed it.

Sugey was a brute. A cunning brute, but a brute nonetheless.

This encounter at least taught me not to underestimate her. Sugey wasn’t stupid in the slightest. She fought with an ancient warrior’s experience and sharp senses, and she had familiarized herself with Sapa fighting tactics enough to mimic them. She was the most dangerous kind of warrior: the fighter that extensively researched their enemy before engaging them in battle.

She would not underestimate me if I ever challenged her openly. Unlike the White Snake, the Bird of War did not toy with her food.

Sugey also differed from Iztacoatl in a few ways. Namely, she didn’t care much for mind games or humiliating me. In fact, she seemed pleased with my performance enough to compliment it. She respected strength above all else. I had a feeling I could use that against her.

Most important of all, she wasn’t insecure in the slightest.

Iztacoatl was a coward at heart, and the Jaguar Woman’s obsessive need to crush any form of dissent with disproportionate force bordered on madness. Even Yoloxochitl pathetically demanded the love of others. Sugey instead struck me as the kind of person who felt secure in her strength.

This could prove a problem going forward. Those who didn’t fear losing face were the most willing to take bold risks.

All in all, I suspected that it would take much less effort to hide things under Sugey’s nose than with Iztacoatl, but she wouldn’t hesitate to get her hands dirty if I slipped up in any way.

I put those thoughts aside as I finally faded into unconsciousness and returned to Tlalocan. Nobody disturbed my father or my predecessors’ hiding spot, which I appreciated. Moreover, the fiery clouds below had all but cleared, revealing an endless wasteland of ashes. The temperature had dropped too.

I knew this dead world would never sustain life again, but it would at least become tolerable.

“That is a fascinating possibility,” my predecessors’ skull said after I recounted Lahun’s hypothesis. “If the Nightlords are indeed Mometzcopinques rather than Nahualli as we assumed, then it would mean that studying your bond to young Necahual might grant you insight into their rituals.”

I hadn’t thought of it, but they had a point. If the bond that united the Nightlords to their enslaved father was the same that united me to Necahual, then examining the latter would give me an edge in sabotaging the former.

I might even find a way to break their hold over my soul. The New Fire Ceremony already proved that the Nightlords’ various rituals were interconnected in a web of occult power, with the alteration of one impacting the others.

However, the Parliament of Skulls also noticed a problem I hadn’t considered. “We do foresee another issue, our successor. A Mometzcopinque derives their power from their patron, which is split between their witches. Not only will the First Emperor regain more of his strength with each Nightlord that we destroy, but the surviving sisters may individually access a greater amount of magic each.”

“So if I were to slay Iztacoatl, both the Bird of War and the Jaguar Woman could array stronger spells against me?” I asked with my jaw clenching in displeasure. This didn’t please me in the slightest.

“They would need to expend more to keep the First Emperor sealed too,” Father pointed out. “Would the two counterbalance each other?”

“Possibly,” I conceded. I didn’t notice a fluctuation in the Nightlords’ powers after Yoloxochitl’s demise, but it could have simply been the result of Eztli quickly filling in for her deceased vampire sire.

“Your sleeping difficulties present another problem we must address,” my predecessors said. “An exhausting schedule will mitigate the worst of it, but we will have to assume you might no longer be able to fall into the Underworld each night from now on; and since our Reliquary is now half an empire away from you, opportunities for us to advise you will become rarer.”

“Wouldn’t meditation help?” Father suggested. “I am no expert in these things, but your mother had her own way of venturing into the Underworld without being beholden to sleep’s demands. She should know a spell that would allow your spirit to wander here.”

I pondered his words in silence. He had a point. Mother mentioned that she preferred the Underworld and rarely stayed among the living. It would make sense for her to have learned or developed a spell to make it easier.

Nevertheless, I had no desire to meet her again unless she fulfilled Father's demands that she release the souls she kept in captivity; and even then, I didn’t think I could do more than tolerate her. Her sacrifice of Father had been one act of cowardice too many.

But then again, that very same fear would force her to behave if I ordered her to do anything. She was already no match for me before I consumed Tlaloc’s embers. I would simply have to ask, and she would obey.

“We’ll see,” I replied evasively while bringing out the First Emperor’s codex. “Until then, we should investigate the path to the Third Layer. I’m wary of asking Tlaloc for directions considering his temperament, so this book remains our option for the moment.”

“Their Majesties and I can read it for you, my son,” Father suggested. “It’s not like we have better things to do around these parts.”

“A wise proposal,” my predecessors agreed. “Until then, you can use this time to practice your spellcasting.”

It would indeed be an optimal use of our time and resources, except for one issue: namely, my father and the previous emperors had both been reduced to skulls with no arms to flip the pages with. I considered how to solve this problem when an idea crossed my mind.

I remembered Queen Mictecacihuatl mentioning that a sorcerer could animate armies of corpses with the Doll, and I had success combining different spells in the past.

I looked at the skull channeling my predecessors, which I had crafted from my own bones. Knowing that they would eventually regrow, I grabbed some of my ribs and reshaped them into a small skeleton no larger than that of a small child. I bound the emperors’ skull to it and sensed them join together through our shared curse.

“Can you control it, my predecessors?” I asked.

“Yes.” The past emperors raised their new hands to examine them. “How strange. We had almost forgotten how it felt to move.”

The Legion’s power had increased enough that the skulls could animate bones bound to them. This pleased me greatly. Six hundred emperors slumbered in anguish within their parliament of the dead. If each of them could animate a body, then I would only be limited by the quantity of vessels I could provide them.

“I lack enough bones to create more than one body yet,” I apologized to Father. “If you can wait until tomorrow night, I should have enough resources to change that.”

“No need,” he reassured me. “Simply attach me to this one. If I am to join with His Majesties through your Legion spell, I might as well get used to sharing a body.”

The idea of his soul suffering as part of the Parliament of Skulls shook me to my core. “Father, we have talked about this. That idea is out of the question.”

“We appreciate your determination, Lord Itzili, but we humbly suggest that you reconsider,” my predecessors added. “We would trade anything for our current state of existence.”

“I more than understand,” Father replied with a somber tone that made me wince. He had been assimilated into the First Fear not too long ago, a fate arguably even worse than becoming another skull on a pile. “However, I cannot let my son risk his life while I wait on the sidelines.”

“The book might offer us other alternatives,” the previous emperors argued, though I could tell it was mostly to delay this critical discussion for another time. “Let us not jump to conclusions too hastily.”

“Yes,” I said, jumping at the opportunity to change Father’s mind. “Look into the codex until you find more information on the next layer first.”

Father agreed to drop the matter for a moment, and I swiftly bound his skull to the new body I’d shaped. The result looked quite grotesque, with the small skeleton’s two heads forcing the chimera to hunch over, but it was functional enough for them to flip through the book’s pages.

In the meantime, I continued to practice with my other spells in order to assess their increase in power. I first began to experiment with Spiritual Manifestation and quickly found that my control over it had sharpened. While I was once forced to shift back and forth between forms, I quickly managed to grow wings out of my shoulders and turn my hands into talons without surrendering my humanoid shape. I could blend the aspects of man and the beast however I wished.

With practice, I could see myself developing a shape that combined the strengths of both and the weaknesses of neither.

I didn’t notice any particular change with the Doll besides an increase in range and grip strength for its shadow talons. I could use them to punch through stone and shred men, but it didn’t seem to have gained any new application.

The Veil, however, showcased a noticeable change.

I wove an illusion of a sparrow within my hand, so small and weak it could be crushed within my palm. I pressed against its feathers with my fingers and felt a slight pressure against them. The fake bird let out a cry as if I were genuinely hurting it.

The illusion had substance.

I wouldn’t call it solid, since the sparrow vanished into nothingness when I pressed a tiny bit harder, but it was definitely tangible. Semi-real.

This opened up many possibilities. While a tangible illusion would collapse easily, it would become more credible too. The Veil’s main weakness was that the victim had to buy into a lie for it to take hold over their mind, so I remained limited to subtle and believable scenarios. Creating a false demon among a crowd would have been impossible for me to sustain beforehand.

However, if it were halfway solid enough to touch its victims, then the latter would likely start buying into the illusion, thus strengthening it enough to become real in their eyes. This greatly broadened my options for the Veil.

I wondered about the implications for a moment. What would happen once I consumed a third set of embers? Would my illusions become real? Would I become powerful enough to shape reality like clay?

I felt I had only touched the surface of absolute power.

I heard Father’s voice calling out to me. “We’ve found it, Iztac.”

I put aside those thoughts and turned to my allies. My father and predecessor pointed at a page with a drawing of a strange portal with ephemeral, shadowy boundaries. It reminded me of a ring made of intertwined smoke and winds. I quickly read the description.

Located in the depths of Matzakuy, the first city raised by the Third Sun’s people, the Gate of the Twin-Breaths links the tombs of Tlaloc and Quetzalcoatl. Built from wind and fire, it is the last frontier between the dreams of mankind and the primeval unknown, for it was only with the rise of the Third Sun that the gods created the race of man that lingers to this day. The layers beyond serve as tombs for things that preceded us, some of which were too dangerous to linger in the heavens’ newer creations. The horrors that dwell within these realms are both primordial and unrecognizable.

The Second Sun came to an end when the gods raised a hurricane that would sweep away the sins and evils that inhabited this doomed world. To cross the Gate of the Twin-Breaths requires a ghastly sacrifice that only the bravest and most determined will be willing to pay.

A first breath and the last.

“A first breath and the last?” I repeated, pondering its meaning.

“Then you would need the breath of a newborn and that of a dying person?” Father asked. “This does not sound too difficult.”

The previous emperors unfortunately disagreed. “The book mentions a single sacrifice, not two,” they pointed out. “This suggests a different interpretation: the first breath must be the last.”

It didn’t take long for the implications to dawn on Father and me.

I would have flinched at the sacrifice required once, but I could have filled a lake with the blood of all my victims by now. At that point, one more wouldn’t hurt.

The logistics involved would prove another matter. A human’s first breath meant I would have to extract a child from a mother’s womb and then kill them before they could take a second breath.

Did it even need to belong to a human? Would a turkey chick’s first breath count? It would seem far too easy, but magic obeyed its own rules.

Father clearly thought along the same lines. “Let us try with an animal before we do anything drastic, my son.”

“Agreed,” I said. “Does the book say more?”

“Unfortunately not,” Father complained as he flipped the last page. “This book ends with the gate’s description.”

“Our successor has access to another volume,” my predecessors replied. “We suspect it will pick up where this one left off.”

I nodded in confirmation. The First Emperor's codex currently in my possession only covered the Second Layer of the Underworld. However, I recalled that the volume which Ingrid had started to translate covered the author's meeting with Quetzalcoatl, the Second Sun of the world—an interaction that could have only taken place in the Third Layer. There was a chance that the author recorded his crossing of the Gate of the Twin-Breaths in that volume.

And if my predecessors were right about the sacrifice, and if it required a human’s life…

If they were right, I would do what I had to do.


4
CHILAM


Ilooked down upon my father’s skull, my eyes shining with sunlight and my words carrying a ruler's authority.

“Lie to me,” I ordered.

“I…” It said something about Father that he had to think over the command for half a minute before coming up with the most harmless lie possible. “I… I do not like turkey meat?”

My Gaze brightened with golden light. A wisp of smoke emerged from the mouth of his skull, like a cloud of corruption escaping him—as it did when I asked the Parliament of Skulls to deceive me earlier. The lie they came up with had been subtler and more insidious than Father’s, but no less visible to my spell.

“I can see falsehoods,” I confirmed upon canceling the Gaze. “My spell not only pierces through magical illusions but common also deceit too.”

“A useful ability,” my predecessors commented. “Albeit one best used sporadically in conjunction with the Veil.”

I nodded and meditated upon our new findings. Besides the Gaze’s new application, my Curse feathers had grown more potent and vibrant, which suggested that they had gained a greater pull over destiny. I couldn’t thoroughly test it nor the Haunt within Tlaloc’s domain, as the god would not tolerate me putting a malediction on his lands and chosen souls, but I would have plenty of targets to choose from when I returned to the waking world. Same with the Pit, which I had yet to try out and should sacrifice a chosen target to Xibalba. I could find a red-eyed priest or two to “volunteer” to test these spells on my behalf.

Otherwise, much like the Doll spell, the Fall’s function hadn’t changed much besides increasing in strength; I’d managed to uproot a tree and send it flying away in the sky, among other things. The Slice cut slightly deeper, and the Cloak’s winds blew harder, but nowhere near as much as I would have expected. I supposed that since those spells relied on outside forces—namely, the hatred and adoration of the masses, respectively—rather than my own strength to function, my own surge in power wouldn’t affect their potency.

Which left only the Ride and the Tomb to check out next. I decided to try out the latter after I left Tlalocan to avoid damaging it and enticing its master’s wrath, and I considered how to use the former. Mother warned me that the spell wouldn’t work on red-eyed priests nor Nightspawn due to the vampiric curse providing a degree of protection, but if my magic had grown strong enough to bypass it, then…

I felt the sting of wakefulness at the edge of my mind, far too early to my liking.

“I will wake up soon,” I warned my father and predecessors with undisguised frustration. “My nights are getting shorter.”

Not only did my inhuman vitality delay the need for rest, but it also reduced the sleep that my body required. I’d been struck with a curse disguised as a blessing.

“We feared as much,” the past emperors said. “We shall begin to count the hours the next time you fall asleep. What can be measured can be improved.”

“We ought to visit your mother on your next visit,” Father argued. “While I understand that you may feel uneasy around her, I think we should consult her. She must know a way to ease your journey.”

“Mayhaps,” I replied without too much enthusiasm. While I had no love left for my mother, I couldn’t argue with Father’s logic. I needed to find a way to address the sleeping problem without arousing suspicions.

My already precious time was only growing shorter.
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I woke up as we arrived near Chilam.

We had to travel through a sinuous stone road, crossing dense marshes that reminded me of the Underworld’s First Layer until the peak of the city’s grand temple appeared to us looming over the trees. Rows upon rows of spears were lined up along the path; according to Chikal, they were memorials to fallen Amazon sisters who died protecting the city across the ages.

I doubted anyone would have found their way through the dense jungle without the narrow road, and even then, I immediately felt watched as our procession advanced across it. I’d heard stone highways connected Amazon cities together while allowing their people to set ambushes for travelers who hadn’t paid their due. I wondered how many armies had vanished here, their soldiers’ corpses left to rot and sink in the surrounding bogs.

The spears along the road attested to the hefty tributes the Amazons paid for their independence; and even then, it hadn’t been enough to keep Yohuachanca’s armies at bay forever.

We eventually rode past one of the four cenotes that fueled the city’s water supply and great blocky masonry, basalt walls covered in mosaics of monstrous faces meant to discourage invaders. A good chunk of them had fallen under outside assault, but most of it remained standing. I could almost imagine the moment when Chikal decided to negotiate with Yohuachanca rather than continue a doomed fight upon seeing the damage.

Chilam itself was no bustling capital, but it was no small city either. The vast settlement housed several pyramids and structures several floors up, each of them precisely connected to each of the four cenotes that served as the Amazons’ water reservoirs. I caught a glimpse of a ballcourt and plazas filled with women-run markets. Besides the absence of men, Chilam’s civilization didn’t look too different from the rest of Yohuachanca.

However, I quickly noticed a few details that set it apart from my empire’s other cities. Most actual houses and huts were built from wood and stood on pillars dug into the earth, perhaps to avoid flooding. Palisades protected farmland, and gardens were tended to by men with slave collars, all of them working under the careful watch of women warriors with leashes and spears; the males’ faces were hidden behind wooden masks covering their entire heads except for the eyes and mouths.

“Fathers and brothers all,” the wind whispered in my ear. “Never allowed to love or fight, only to fear.”

I watched it all from my longneck’s balcony as a small crowd of female warriors escorted our procession to the main pyramid. I’d originally intended to enter the city riding on Itzili’s back, but Chikal demanded that we instead arrive on the longneck together so I wouldn’t overshadow her in front of her own people. By sharing the same vehicle and climbing down together, we would appear as equals rather than imply a hierarchy.

I noticed that many of the younger women gave me strange looks—some intrigued, some disapproving. I had the distinct impression a few of them had never seen a non-slave male’s visage in their entire lives, let alone an emperor waving at them from a roving mansion’s balcony.

“Most men aren’t allowed to show their faces, to avoid tempting young Amazons astray,” Chikal explained to me as she joined me on the balcony. “Yohuachancan prisoners were freed as part of our treaty, so most of the men you now see were taken from the Sapa or lesser jungle tribes.”

Which explained the looks. I was probably the first maskless man that many of these women ever saw.

“All they see is their enemy,” the wind whispered in my ear. “The oppressor, the conqueror, who took them through numbers and guile rather than strength of arms. Do you hear their knives sharpened behind your back?”

“I see,” I replied without elaborating. The sight of masked slaves never became easier to me—especially since I couldn’t help but see myself in those people denied their freedom and identity—but the laws of Chilam were far older than I was, and I required its people’s assistance. Criticizing their way of life in the open would not win me any friends. “I will do my best not to tempt your citizens, then.”

My words amused Chikal to no end. “Quite the contrary, Iztac. I would rather that you tempt them.”

I raised an eyebrow, with my consort leaning on me to whisper her plans in my ear. Little of it surprised me. I’d already reached similar conclusions from my discussions with Lahun.

“Can I count on your cooperation?” Chikal asked me.

“Of course.” I boldly put one of my arms around her waist in front of her fellow Amazons and waved to them with the other. “Anything for my beloved.”

Recognizing my move for what it was, Chikal smiled in amusement as she imitated me. The effect was as I expected: many Amazons looked up to us in shock as their queen and a male stood before them not as master and servant, not as conqueror and conquered, but as equals. It was a sight that likely spooked many of them to their core.

Our longneck’s destination, Chikal’s palace, could be held within a wing of my own. It only had two floors elevated on a limestone platform and nine doors separated by stone pillars, though its facade was elegantly decorated with beads, birds, and feather motifs. Layered tree trunks formed the roof. An elderly woman of advanced age awaited us in front of the main stairway, wearing old skins, golden bracelets, and a crocodile’s skull over her head. She leaned on a staff to bend her back in submission once our delegation climbed down our mount.

Of my consorts and concubines, only Chikal, Ingrid, Tenoch, and Lahun emerged from the longneck after me; and the latter two did so in their position as handmaidens to the former. The others remained aboard, either because the sight of a blinded slave like Chindi would send the wrong message to the locals or because they simply wished for solitude in Nenetl’s case. My sister still required time to figure things out when it came to our situation, so I assented to her wish.

Most importantly, all of our guards were Amazons from Chikal’s retinue. I had successfully argued that bringing in masked males with weapons and red-eyed priests would aggravate the population we aimed to pacify and incorporate, which ought to give us a rare day of privacy.

Chikal had otherwise briefed me on how her people treated their elders. When an Amazon grew too old to fight, they instead entered retirement as advisors to the royal family. This council possessed a certain pull in Chilam’s affairs, though little binding power. I was expected to treat them with respect, which I would.

“Welcome home, Your Majesty,” the old woman said. Though she bowed in front of Chikal and me, I knew she only respected one of us. “All of Chilam rejoices at your visit.”

“Does it, Ixmucan?” Chikal asked with a knowing look. “I have heard of unrest among my sisters-in-battle.”

“A few fools still resent Your Majesty for surrendering to Yohuachanca.” The old woman turned to face me, her ancient eyes appraising me with suspicion. “The coming of their emperor does not inspire joy, I must say. To be blunt, Your Majesty, you should not expect applause.”

This one was honest at least. I had almost forgotten what it sounded like among all the flatterers and deceivers in court.

“I will be sure to remind them of the honor my visit represents,” I replied. “And I have a need for true warriors. If they have the strength to complain, let them showcase it with blades in hands and capturing men worthy of them.”

While I wasn’t particularly approving of Chilam’s traditions, I knew better than to say so out loud. Attacking a people’s way of life was the surest bet to encourage rebellion, and I mostly required loyalty for now.

“A few hotheads will jump at Your Majesty’s proposal,” Ixmucan replied with skepticism. “Most will resent serving a male.”

“How about serving their queen?” Chikal replied with a scoff. “I shall lead them myself.”

“Will you?” Ixmucan squinted in surprise. “I heard Yohuachanca wished to incorporate us into their own military command.”

“The voice of Yohuachanca stands before you, elder,” I replied with the imperious dignity of an emperor. “Chilam’s forces shall serve under my dear consort as she sees fit.”

Ixmucan studied us for a moment, then nodded in assent. I had the stark intuition that this old fossil hid an experienced political mind behind her crumbling flesh. She could see the signs that Chikal and I had formed an alliance of some kind.

In any case, we soon settled on an agenda for the day. Chikal would officially announce the declaration of war to the council of elders as queen of Chilam, as tradition demanded, and she would do it alone so as not to diminish her legitimacy. Her pregnancy would be announced in the evening at a feast where most of the city’s warriors would be invited, and where I was expected to show up. Otherwise, I was free to explore the city as I wished.

This presented an opportunity I could not let pass.

“I recall that my dear Lahun wished to visit the city’s archives,” I said before turning to Ingrid. “You should accompany us.”

Ingrid bowed slightly. “I am always pleased to follow, my lord, but I wonder what he has in mind.”

“Chilam is right next to the Sapa, and it would come as a surprise to me if such an ancient and revered people did not gather information on our enemies,” I replied. “Perhaps you will find something interesting among these ancient documents; maybe even tales pertaining to the goddesses and our own nation’s history missing from our capital.”

A flash of recognition passed over Ingrid’s eyes. She knew I wasn’t talking about Chilam’s archives but the emperor’s secret codex. She could read between the lines: I wanted her to keep studying it and report any findings to me in short order.

“My lord is wise and farsighted, as always,” Ingrid replied while turning to look at her handmaiden. “Will you assist me in this task, Tenoch?”

“Of course, Milady,” my concubine replied with a pleasant smile. “I have never seen a foreign city before. I wonder if they will let me see their treasures.”

With the matter settled, our group split, with Chikal going with Ixmucan to meet with the elders while the rest of us visited the royal palace under Lahun’s guidance. The structure’s austerity contrasted with my own dominion’s opulence. Where almost every inch of my floors was covered in expensive carpets and its walls adorned with mosaics, the Amazons preferred smooth stone, and the trophy heads of hunted beasts for decorations. Even the rooms were more akin to barracks than bedrooms, with hammocks of snakeskin leather strung between stone posts. I daresay that my own longneck roving house had more amenities than this place.

Chilam’s entire culture revolved around war, and I had the distinct impression that they saw shows of wealth as a weakness.

Lahun eventually led us to the archives wing of the palace, a large, windowless chamber lined with books, scrolls, and tablets accumulated through age and conquest. The lanterns meant to illuminate it hadn’t been lit in a while, and a faint layer of dust covered some of the desks. Clearly, no one had entered the premises since Lahun last visited.

“These stairs lead to the observatory above if you wish to consult the stars and clouds,” Lahun said as she used a torch to set the lanterns alight. “My private laboratory is further up ahead.”

“Interesting,” I said upon checking the tablets. “I recognize some words and not others.”

“Most tribes and nations around the Boiling Sea share the same linguistical roots,” Lahun explained. “Our dialect, Yohuachanca’s, the Sapa’s, and many others that once lived in the region all have a common ancestor before each developed a unique identity over time.”

Most interesting. If the story about the First Emperor’s brother leaving for Sapa Empire’s mountains was correct, then he might have introduced his and Yohuachanca’s language to those people that already lived there.

“Do you have records of your city’s founding?” I asked Lahun. “And the Sapa?”

“Most certainly.” Lahun pointed at a part of the library with her staff. “This wing contains historical and mythological records my predecessors compiled. I must confess that my queen and I were more interested in predicting the future, so I cannot recall which codices will soothe Your Majesty’s curiosity.”

“Tenoch and I can browse these archives for you, my lord,” Ingrid wisely suggested. “This will spare some of your precious time.”

“Always dependable, Ingrid,” I said before lightly kissing my consort on the cheek—a gesture that drew a giggle from Tenoch. “What would I do without you?”

“My lord tells me,” my consort replied with a knowing wink. “Please do not linger too long, though. I have heard that the Amazons tend to beautiful gardens, and I would like to visit them next if my lord allows me.”

“Of course,” I reassured her. “This will only take a moment.”

I had grown talented at dismembering people.

True to her word, Lahun guided me into a small, isolated chamber further into the archives with smooth, rounded corners, walls plastered with incomprehensible star maps and diagrams, and a single small carpet of fur for meditation purposes. Lahun examined every inch of the room to check for observation holes.

“Your Majesty has found a bright and capable consort,” she said with sincere praise. “Lady Ingrid’s mind is sharper than my queen’s blade.”

“I am fond of her,” I replied before whipping up a Veil around us for secrecy and swiftly confirming that no one was observing us. The Nightlords’ surveillance had grown less intense under Sugey’s leadership, and Chilam was too far away from their center of power for them to deploy spies in every wall.

We were alone for the time being.

“Are you ready?” I asked Lahun.

“Yes.” My concubine sat on the carpet, set aside her staff, and faced me. “I have been ready since the day of my birth.”

Of that, I had little doubt. “This will hurt,” I warned her still. “Knowing this is one thing; understanding it is another.”

“All gods demand a toll of pain for life and favor,” Lahun replied calmly and fearlessly. “I will pay Your Majesty’s price.”

“I am not a god.” Yet. “But very well. Undress yourself.”

Lahun obeyed without hesitation, her robes slipping off her smooth skin and ending up in a pile in a nearby corner of the room. She knelt and looked up to me as naked as the day she was born. She did not blink when I summoned the dark talons of the Doll spell. Unlike Necahual before her, she showed no apprehension or fear.

She already knew she would live through this.

“Did you foresee this moment?” I asked her out of curiosity. “Was this written?”

“It was fated since the moment I accepted Your Majesty’s offer,” Lahun replied calmly. “Come what may.”

I had been a bit hesitant to take a new witch under my wing after learning of the Nightlords’ potential true nature, but Lahun’s dignity swept away all of my doubts. She would serve me wonderfully.

I gave her a nod of respect, then sliced off her limbs.

Tlaloc’s gift had increased my Doll spell’s strength and speed to the point that their talons struck like lightning. I channeled the Blaze through their burning claws, cauterizing wounds in an instant. Lahun bit her tongue to swallow a scream of fear and surprise, which my Veil would have smothered anyway. Her face went pale, and her eyes filled with tears of agony.

I gently grabbed her in my arms and laid her limbless body on her back across the carpet, surrounded by her severed body parts. Having already gone through the ritual once with Necahual, I was simply going through the motions. I did not relish her pain, but I accepted it nonetheless.

I switched her severed limbs, pressing her arms against the thighs and her legs against the shoulders, then bit my palm and blessed the stumps with my shining blood. Fire rained down my hand the same way Tlaloc’s fury once burned the world from the heavens above. Lahun wriggled and writhed in pain as my searing fluids bound her severed flesh back in an unholy parody of wings and talons.

I immediately noticed changes compared to Necahual’s own ritual. My blood did more than bind the disparate body parts together; it crawled its way into Lahun’s veins and caused them to glow as it traveled through them. It flowed and coursed like water entering a welcoming riverbed or seeds putting down roots in fertile soil.

I would expect the experience to be painful, for few appreciated fire in their veins. A look at Lahun’s face convinced me otherwise. Her scowl of intense pain had transformed into a daze of rapturous pleasure. It briefly reminded me of the expression victims of the vampire kiss boasted on their faces after a feeding. I supposed both experiences weren’t too far apart.

I placed my bleeding palm against Lahun’s chest, her skin burning and fuming at my touch. It drew a cry of pleasure out of my concubine. My owl-totem stirred within my soul as its talons eagerly closed in on a new slave’s spirit.

“Lahun of Chilam,” I declared. “I am Tlacatecolotl, the owl-fiend of disaster. I hold your life within my very hands, and now I demand your soul.”

I sensed her Teyolia and Tonalli answering my call. My fingers sank into her soft flesh and slipped through her ribs until I could sense her beating heart thundering beneath my palm.

“I shall claim your name and soul for myself so that you may serve and worship me for all eternity,” I told Lahun. “In exchange, I shall grant you the power you crave. I shall bestow upon you the spark of true magic and pleasures forbidden to all mortals. I shall make you a Mometzcopinque, a slave-wife, and seer to the rising god.”

I leaned over her, one hand grasping her heart, the other caressing her face.

“Will you be mine?” I asked, my breath on her lips. “Will you gaze into the abyss of magic with me until death do us part?”

“Yes,” Lahun whispered through the daze of pleasure and pain. “I shall serve you forevermore… Your Majesty.”

The pact was sealed, and her soul belonged to me.

My Teyolia flowed into her own, filling her heart with my malice and grandeur. I bound her spirit to mine in a kinship deeper than family and stronger than love. A leash of magic joined us in a union of power.

My strength became her own and reshaped her body in the same way it had transformed Necahual. Her shoulder-legs unfolded into ebon wings and her thigh-arms into owlish talons. However, where Necahual had sharpened as inner ferocity became manifest, Lahun underwent a subtler change. Her eyes grew more focused, her curiosity shining through, while other traits became more aquiline and almost wiser.

I swiftly realized that the Mometzcopinque ritual either brought a person’s self to the forefront or reflected part of my own thoughts. Necahual had been an echo of my savagery, wild and untamed, while Lahun’s transformation showcased our shared inquisitiveness.

Moreover, I barely noticed my own strength diminishing; either Lahun took much less than Necahual, which I doubted, or the well of power I could draw upon had simply grown deep indeed since I absorbed a second set of embers.

I strongly leaned toward the latter. The Nightlords had siphoned away from their malevolent sire for over six centuries, and he still surpassed all of them in might. Infusing a Mometzcopinque would have tremendously diminished me when the waters of my soul were no more than a pond, but now that it was a lake, it didn’t make as big of a difference.

Whatever the case, I now owned Lahun’s flesh and soul. I could see it in her gaze when I removed my hand from her chest and watched her wounds heal in an instant; the awareness of the unbreakable bond of servitude between us and the understanding that there would be no backing down.

However, I didn’t detect doubt or remorse in Lahun. Quite the contrary. When she raised her wings and watched fire and lightning course through her new feathers, she knew that she had made the right choice.

“This is… exhilarating…” I heard her mutter to herself, her breath short and yet so heavy. “So this is the power that was bestowed upon Lady Necahual.”

“Yours are my fire and lightning, and I granted you wings to fly with,” I said. “My power is yours to wield as you see fit, and your life is mine to dispose of as I wish.”

“I understand,” she replied with an obedient nod. “Your Majesty was true to his word, and so I will serve him.”

I studied her face for a moment with the Gaze and saw no lie. Lahun was a creature of honor in a way, who respected the laws of fate and the gods. She had sworn an oath and would live by its tenets.

“My Necahual is your eldest and my favorite among your new sisterhood,” I warned Lahun. “Should she ask anything of you, I expect you to fulfill her demands.”

I accepted her loyalty and prepared to rise up when her talons grabbed my shoulders.

“If I may make a request to Your Majesty…” Lahun’s legs spread open to welcome me. “Now that my eyes are open, I must see.”

A smile stretched on my lips as my hands grabbed her waist and undid my robes. When she asked so nicely, how could I deny her a glimpse of magic?

I took Lahun on the carpet, skipping through preliminaries and moving straight toward the meat of our union. The fact that my blood coursed through both of our veins eased up the Seidr ritual, as did the bond between our souls. We were parts reunited into an almighty whole.

The visions came easily; sights of a ruined temple filled with sand and ashes where stood a ring-shaped doorway of spiraling bones and wood enclosing on swirling winds. I recognized the Gate of the Twin-Breaths.

The memory grew more vivid, and I saw a shadow standing in front of it—a familiar witch with ebon wings and eyes of ice.

Mother.

Of course she would have visited this place and kept that information from me. She hoarded secrets and whatever that could give her an advantage.

If she had studied the gate… did she also figure out its key?

The vision ended before I could wonder further, with my soul returning to my body as I spilled my seed on Lahun’s thighs. I heard her gasp beneath me as faint smoke arose from between her legs.

“Your Majesty…” She looked into my eyes with unbound curiosity. “What was that place?”

I briefly wondered about keeping her in the dark and pondered my options. The less she knew, the less she might spill if interrogated… but on the other hand, her life and soul were now tied to mine. Lahun had no choice but to fight at my side against the Nightlords if she hoped to survive.

Moreover, she had a keen intellect, a natural talent for the occult arts, and a certain amount of honor, which I respected. I figured we would be better served if I pointed her curiosity and wisdom in the right direction. I should encourage her to search for knowledge that would serve my needs in exchange for greater rewards.

“That is the door to Lord Quetzacoatl’s realm,” I replied.

Lahun’s eyes widened in astonishment. “The feathered serpent himself?”

“I am due to visit him so that he might bestow his favor upon me, but a divinity does not allow even a Godspeaker in his presence without trials.” I avoided mentioning the Underworld or the context of the trial itself—no one knew that the dead suns lingered underground, and most believed that the gods simply resided in the heavens above. “This gate is locked, and I must find its key to secure my audience.”

I couldn’t tell her more to avoid the Nightlords learning of dangerous information, but that morsel of information was enough. The mere fact that I spoke so casually about earning an audience with a creator god already earned me Lahun’s respect and fascination.

“I see…” Lahun pondered my words for a moment. “The feathered serpent is an ancient deity, with a wealth of lore to his name; some of it contained within these very archives. If Your Majesty wishes, I can research it.”

“Yes, you shall,” I replied. “Only a Godspeaker can be allowed in a god’s presence, but the favor Quetzalcoatl will bestow upon me shall spill over to you too.”

Lahun met my eyes and nodded in sincere gratitude. “Your Majesty already blessed me more than I could ever imagine.”

I had given her a glimpse of the world’s true secrets, and she would never stop working to learn more. She would serve me so long as I kept her hungry.

Another thought occupied my mind as I pulled away from her, though. All the signs and visions pointed in the same direction, which I could no longer ignore or delay.

I needed to meet with my wench of a mother again.
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True to her word, Lahun provided a wealth of documents related to Quetzalcoatl.

I always felt closer to Quetzalcoatl among the countless gods-in-spirit, both because he was the patron of the merchant caste I had once hoped to join and because he ruled over my birthday sign. I’d even thought that the wind’s whispers came from him until the Yaotzin’s cruelty denied my delusions. Everything I’d heard about Quetzalcoatl painted him as the most benevolent of the gods, and I could hardly believe he would advocate for death and bloodshed.

The documents Lahun provided seemed to point that way too. I spent most of the afternoon studying them while Ingrid and the others researched the Sapa Empire’s origins on my behalf, wading through countless contradictory tales, priestly accounts, and old stories.

Quetzalcoatl, the White God, Feathered Serpent, and Morning Star, was born from the primordial couple Ometecuhtli and Omecihuatl alongside his siblings Xipe Totec, Tezcatlipoca, and Huitzilopochtli. From his shadow was born his twin Xolotl, as small and foolish as Quetzalcoatl was great and bright. He is the patron of the arts and defender of merchants, craftsmen, and seekers of knowledge.

Born as the wisest among the gods, though not the most cunning, Quetzalcoatl ascended as the Second Sun after the fall of his brother Tezcatlipoca. The men of his time were made small so that they would not devour all creatures of the earth like the giants who preceded them. Quetzalcoatl was a benevolent sun who taught mortals how to use calendars to count time and predict their fate, how to write and read books to store their knowledge, and how to farm corn to feed themselves.

However, the Feathered Serpent proved too kind by half. Disdaining human sacrifices and answering all offenses with mercy, he inspired the second mankind to wallow in its sins. Their greed and faithlessness eventually earned the ire of Tezcatlipoca, the First Sun, who cursed their bodies to reflect their ugly nature by transforming them into warlike monkeys. Disheartened, Quetzalcoatl blew away the second sons of man away, with hurricanes before surrendering the sun-throne to his successor Tlaloc so that a better race of men could be born anew. So it is that men must shed their blood on the gods’ altars so as to never forget the moral duties expected of them.

The last part felt like an addition from the priesthood to explain human sacrifices. It wouldn’t surprise me if the Nightlords had a hand in altering ancient tales to justify their cruelty until they became the most commonly accepted version.

The mention of Xolotl also aroused my curiosity. The dog-god had asked me to carry a message to his brother Quetzalcoatl, and I wondered if it might have something to do with the Gate of the Twin-Breaths. I searched for stories on that front until I found one.

On the eve of the Fifth Cosmos, the newborn sun remained immobile in the sky and scorched the land, so lesser gods sacrificed their strength to fuel the wind that would keep it in movement. When Xolotl’s turn came to give his life, the dog god alone cowardly fled. His brother Quetzalcoatl gave chase, and three times Xolotl changed his shape to avoid capture, first becoming a maize plant, then a maguey flower, and then finally an axolotl. His deceit only delayed the inevitable, for none can deceive the Morning Star.

When Quetzalcoatl caught him for the fourth time, Xolotl pleaded for his life and offered his brother a deal: in exchange for his life being spared, he would guide Quetzalcoatl to Mictlan to steal the bones of the previous humanities in order to create the new one. Merciful Quetzalcoatl accepted, and the twins descended into the Underworld to confront King Mictlantecuhtli, but the Lord of the Dead had grown weary of the gods’ repeated failures to raise an eternal sun and denied them.

Unabated, the twins attempted to flee back to the land of the living with the stolen bones, but while wise Quetzalcoatl escaped capture, cowardly Xolotl could not escape death twice and was caught. For his crime, King Mictlantecuhtli condemned the dog god to forever shepherd the souls of the dead to his kingdom until all the stolen bones eventually made their way back to their resting place.

I pondered this tale and thought back to Xolotl. My predecessors’ skulls accused his service of being punishment for past cowardice. While I had sympathy for him—having refused to meekly sacrifice my life to so-called gods myself—his self-serving personality and laziness did not endear him to me. I still held true to our deal, though, and I would share his message with his brother.

“Tell him that I forgive him,” he had said before I departed Mictlan, “for leaving me behind.”

The story and my encounter with him implied that Xolotl bore no resentment for Quetzalcoatl leaving him behind to King Mictlantecuhtli’s mercy, but I wasn’t sure how far I could trust the tale in question. I couldn’t expect legends going back to the world’s creation to be accurate.

None of this brought me any closer to finding the key to the Gate of the Twin-Breaths. I doubted Quetzalcoatl would let me pass through it for free even if I argued I had a message to deliver; I couldn’t even tell if he had any influence on the passage itself. Queen Mictecacihuatl had made it clear that traveling through the Gate of Tears separating her realm from Tlalocan was a one-way trip, something which she could not undo.

In the end, I ran out of time to read everything until the feast. Lahun, who already showed great proficiency in her powers by shapeshifting back into her human form, had all the documents we hadn’t read yet transported to the longneck for future examination. I hoped to review them tomorrow morning before our war council.

So much to do and so little time.

At sundown, we gathered at the city’s grand plaza. True to their austere and communal nature, the Amazons held their feasts in the open. Every adult had to attend. From what Chikal told me, not even the queen could be absent from one without a good excuse such as performing religious sacrifices. Each individual had to throw a piece of soft bread in a communal basin of water, which Ixmucan carried around to signify the bounds of sisterhood that they shared. I was exempted from it as a male, though my consorts and concubines alike had to provide their own offerings. I instead supplied every person in attendance with a cup of pulque from my own reserves. I doubted it would earn me these people’s loyalty, but a good emperor spent lavishly to show off his wealth and magnanimity.

As the queen’s companion, I was offered a seat at her side on a central dais of wood overseeing everything. Itzili, whose increased growth now caused him to tower over our trihorns, rested behind our wood and feather thrones like a hound ready to pounce.

I came clothed in the crimson Tlahuiztli in order to present myself as a war leader rather than as a mere pretty prop. I felt the blood-tainted cotton rolling on my skin. The armor’s scales clung to my flesh as if they were part of me, and the First Emperor’s jade mask harmoniously espoused the shape of my jaw like a second maw.

It felt… comfortable.

I looked at my hand and saw a faint crimson mist rise from my fingers—the fumes of my enemies' boiling blood. Yet I felt none of the bloodlust and savagery that once clouded my mind during Iztacoatl’s hunt. My mind was clear, my vision unclouded.

I had grown into the role of the demon emperor and Cizin, Fear of the Gods. By embracing this part of myself and earning Tlaloc’s strength, I had gained greater control over the darkness dwelling within my heart. I had abandoned the wanton brutality of the mad warrior for the calculated cruelty of an almighty tyrant.

“This role fits you,” the wind whispered. “Do you not enjoy it? The thrill of being feared rather than fearful?”

I would be lying if I said I didn’t see the appeal, which only made it more of a slippery slope. I only had to peer at the First Emperor’s mask to see what awaited me at that particular road’s end.

Nonetheless, I could feel the tug of my magic at the edge of my consciousness. My experience in Zachilaa taught me that I had to lord my power over the world if I wished to retain control. I had to master this charade rather than suppress it. I needed a demonstration of my power, and I would soon have a chance to do it.

Chikal sensed my restlessness. She sat at my side dressed in the armor of a warrior-queen and observed me carefully. She relaxed slightly when she saw me meditate in my seat with my hands folded together, a master of all I saw. Many Amazons seated across rows and tables avoided my gaze, and the few who dared did so with baleful hatred. Singers played the drums and flutes around us, their songs a distant echo.

“The goddess did not grace us with her presence,” Chikal noted.

“Pageantry bores her,” I replied. Although I wondered if she would show up once the inevitable brawl started. “But she watches us nonetheless.”

Chikal nodded sharply. She had sensed it too, the sharp gazes coming from the shadows. Sugey wasn’t the obsessive spymaster her sister Iztacoatl was, but she would not relent in her duty to watch over me for any sign of treachery. My best bet was to impress her with my martial strength and will.

“The bird of war is no fool,” the wind whispered in my ear. “She knows you will fight her one day, whether out of ambition or desperation. She looks forward to that moment. She thinks her victory will be honest, purchased with her own might. How it maddens her to wait for a challenge.”

If I had my way, she wouldn’t have to wait too long.

I knew my chance to curry favor had come when an Amazon served me the traditional feast meal of the day, a black soup of fruits, turkey, and bread. My pot and Chikal’s, however, included bloody, boiled sausages whose true ghastly nature couldn't be more obvious.

I would have been more horrified had Chamiaholom not pulled the exact same trick on me earlier, though my anger at the insult remained undiminished. I remained calm and allowed Chikal to take the lead on this one, as we had agreed to earlier today.

“Who dared to spoil the food?” Chikal asked, her sharp, calm voice cutting through the music.

The singers stopped their performance, and a tense silence followed for several seconds. After a short moment, an Amazon stood from her table. She was strong and almost as muscled as Chikal herself, with a wild mane of black hair and skin boasting battle scars.

“I did, harlot!” she declared boldly. “After swallowing that male’s sausage, I thought you would have gotten a taste for it!”

I had to give it to her—it took some courage to insult Yohuachanca’s almighty emperor and her queen to their face. It did do the trick. I heard whispers among the crowds of gathered Amazons and a few eyes turning to look at Chikal to see how she would answer the affront to her authority.

My consort met her subject’s gaze with a sharp, unblinking stare before cutting straight to the chase. “Are you challenging me for leadership, Xareni?”

The so-called Xareni spat on the ground. “Yes, I am!” she shouted while raising an accusing finger at me. “Not only did you bend the knee and abandon our sisters in Balam to die, but you even now carry our conqueror’s bastard!”

Balam? Ah, of course. I guessed it would make sense that some revanchists in Chilam didn’t quite agree with their leader’s decision to abandon their sister city to Yohuachanca’s lack of mercy. Some hardliners would always fight to the bitter end.

I could only respect their desire to fight, though they would have been wiser to bide their time and prepare to strike when opportune.

Ixmucan stomped the ground with her staff to force silence among Chilam’s people. “If you take issue with our queen’s leadership, our laws are clear,” she declared. “You must face her in a duel.”

Chikal nodded sharply. “And a duel she shall have, against a champion of my choosing.”

Murmurs echoed from her declaration, with none more shocked than Xareni herself. All people in Chilam likely knew their queen’s strength. Her decision not to duel her challenger by herself inspired confusion.

“You deny me a fight?” Xareni asked.

“I do not waste my time on weaklings,” Chikal replied before turning to look at me. “Will you do us the honor of putting her back in her place?”

The chorus of outrage that followed was music to my ear. Xareni’s shock turned to anger, while Amazons among the viewers rose from their seats and shouted in protest, with the queen’s guards moving to protect the dais. Ixmucan’s attempt to bring back peace by stomping the ground did little to quell the audience.

“You would send this”—Xareni glared at me with all the disgust that she could muster—“thing to fight your battles?”

Chikal laughed mockingly. “Are you frightened of a male, Xareni? One whom I have bested in battle no less?”

Xareni reddened as a few of her compatriots laughed at their queen’s jab. Being afraid of a male was likely the worst insult an Amazon could suffer from, and being defeated by one in full view of the city would be the death of her.

“Best him?” Xareni scoffed in disdain. “Then why does he sit at your side rather than beneath you?”

“Because he is worthy of being my equal,” Chikal replied calmly. “Those are my terms. Best him in battle, and the throne is yours.”

“Fine!” Xareni glared at me. “Get down from your throne, male, so that I may slice off that manhood of yours and stuff it down your throat!”

I didn’t dignify her challenge with words. Instead, I allowed Itzili to speak for me. My feathered tyrant roared to the twilight sun with such strength that the surrounding tables trembled. His thundering voice silenced everyone.

Only then did I rise to fight.

I removed my helmet, mask, and armor, then walked forward to meet my challenger with only a loincloth on. Chikal did not assist me or say a word. She simply observed from the dais with the quiet serenity of a general who knew she had already won.

The Amazons formed a ring for Xareni and me. She was handed an obsidian club to fight with, while I came to her bare-handed.

“Grab your weapon,” my challenger all but ordered me.

“I have no need of one,” I replied.

Xareni’s face turned scarlet while Amazons around them burst into laughter at my moxie. Even Ixmucan appeared amused.

“Do you mean to insult me?” my challenger hissed in anger.

“Quite the contrary,” I replied. “I am giving you a chance to win.”

And even that was a lie.

Ixmucan stomped the ground to herald the duel’s start. Xareni charged at me within an instant in a burst of speed I had to admit was quite impressive. She pounced at me like a jaguar, swinging her obsidian club at me with the intent to kill.

I shattered it with a backhanded blow.

The weapon snapped in two like a twig, its obsidian teeth flying in all directions. Xareni barely had time to blink in shock before my fist found its way to her stomach. I knew I could have killed her in a single blow had I aimed for her chest, my punch shattering her ribs and crushing the heart within them. Instead I held back and sent her flying against the ring of spectators with such velocity that a few people stumbled back with her.

A deafening silence fell upon the ring. Two Amazons helped Xareni rise to her feet, with my challenger staring at me with a dumbfounded look on her face. Her broken club flailed in her hand, shattered like her pride.

I immediately sensed a change in the atmosphere hovering over the feast. A new tension, laced with fear of the unknown, confusion… and excitement. Excitement most of all.

Xareni roared and charged back at me with newfound ferocity, forgoing weapons to go straight to hand-to-hand combat. Chikal’s training and my own repeated brushes with death allowed me to easily predict her blow, sidestep it, and then answer by grabbing the back of her head. I brought her face down to the ground until she kissed the dirt, one hand holding her skull and the other gripping her dominant arm in a crushing embrace.

“It’s over,” I said.

“Nev—” Xareni tried to answer, but I forced her to eat a mouthful of earth in response. She struggled against me with all her strength and will, raging, kicking, and fighting to the bitter end.

It made no difference in the end. This fight had been decided before it even started.

I held Xareni still in front of the assembled Amazons until she grew too exhausted to struggle further. I simply waited like the rock on the eternal shore until the waves of her willpower broke at long last. She breathed heavily, her eyes holding back tears of shame and defeat.

Chikal already warned me that an Amazon defeated by a male was dishonored. No doubt Xareni expected me to rape her next, or worse.

I wouldn’t play by those rules.

“What do you want me to do with her?” I asked Chikal. “Do you wish me to crush her skull?”

By asking their queen for her opinion, I showcased to the Amazons that she held some influence over me; that I listened to her. This ought to prove that she was no servicewoman, but still the same ruler she had always been.

Chikal pretended to ponder Xareni’s fate for a moment, though I knew it was a charade. She already knew the play’s outcome long before the actors took the stage.

“Xareni’s pride is only matched by her skill, and her death would diminish Chilam,” Chikal declared. “Let her live with her shame so that it spurs her on to fight harder.”

“Very well,” I replied, my hands releasing their grip on my captive under the silent stare of the audience.

Xareni didn’t rise immediately to her feet. She knelt on the ground and looked from Chikal to me. I could see the pain and shame written all over her dirt-covered face. She didn’t thank her queen for sparing her life because it was no mercy; it would have been more honorable for her to die rather than to owe a debt to the very woman she had challenged for leadership. No one wanted to become a prop to showcase a rival’s mercy.

My victory inspired varied reactions among Amazons. Some looked at me with anger, for I stood in defiance of all they knew; but most reacted as Lahun told me they would. A powerful male was a challenge, a prize to be won. Many guards gripped their weapons a little too tight, and others seemed to wait for a silent call.

Chikal smiled in amusement. Everything was going exactly as she planned.

“Is there any other among you who would fight my champion?” she asked, almost coyly. “The only male worthy of fathering your future queen?”

It was quite the odd way to officially announce her pregnancy, but I saw through the ploy. While austere, Chilam’s society valued wealth in its own way; except a woman’s fortune was assessed by what she could take and keep rather than the gold in her vault. And while males paled in importance compared to a mother’s bloodline, a strong father granted his daughters a certain degree of legitimacy.

Chikal wasn’t only securing her own position as queen; she was laying the groundwork for our unborn daughter to rule unopposed through divine right.

I bit my hand and let my blazing blood erupt like Smoke Mountain.

Light illuminated the plaza, followed by the shouts and gasps of hundreds of warrior-women beholding a miracle. Ixmucan dropped her staff in shock, and Xareni’s jaw dropped so low I thought it would break.

“I am Iztac Ce Ehecatl, Godspeaker of the Thirteen Heavens, Emperor of Yohuachanca, and no mortal may stand against me!” I declared boldly. “My veins flow not with the mud-blood of mortals, but the sun’s smokeless fire!”

I waved a hand at the assembly, my burning blood setting a few tables ablaze with its flames. Many recoiled back at my challenge, while others stared at my palm in fascination. It was quite the show Chikal and I put on.

“Only your queen has matched me in battle and earned my respect!” I declared boldly. “Will any of you have the strength to do the same?! Then come forward and conquer me! I shall fight any comer, no matter your numbers or weapons!”

Chilam answered my challenge without hesitation.

Chikal’s guards tossed clubs and weapons to the audience, and I soon found myself the object of a tournament where I was the only opponent. Fighters challenged me on their lonesome or in groups of two, three, or four. Bare-handed or armed, it made no difference. I faced them all without blinking.

Such a pity that they chose to challenge me of all people. These women weren’t weak, quite the contrary. They moved and struck with the ferocity of wild beasts and the coordination of trained warriors. Any normal fighter would have folded in an instant against their relentless assault.

But I was half a god, and no mere mortal could defeat me.

I slipped past their blows, shattered their weapons with my bare hands, and slapped them down to the ground. Yet no matter how many of them I defeated, more kept coming in order to prove their worth. Perhaps they hoped to tire me out, and I certainly would have without Tlaloc’s embers.

I lost count of how many of them I faced, though I was careful not to kill any of them. By the time the feast ended with the sun well and truly set, few of the guests could still stand on their feet. Only when Chilam’s soldiers accepted defeat at last did Chikal walk down from the dais to join me. She did not congratulate me for my victory, not with words at least. She simply pulled me to her and kissed me on the lips with hunger, like a jaguar marking its territory.

A simple enough gesture, yet one that showcased her dominance to all.

Once she finally let me breathe again, she took my hand into her own and raised it to the sky in triumph.

“Daughters of Chilam!” Chikal declared while putting her free hand on her belly. “A great future is ahead of us, for your future sister-in-arms bears the blood of your queen and that of a living god!”

It was quite the blasphemous proclamation, and I half-expected Sugey to swoop in from nowhere and take offense. I waited in vain. Either she was amused enough to let it slide, or she knew better than to show insecurity by interrupting us.

“This is the dawn of a new era, where Chilam rises to new heights!” Chikal announced, her boldness and energy so infectious it seemed to breathe new life into her people. “Tomorrow, we shall bring down the Sapa’s mountains stone by stone through the sweat of our brows and the thrust of our swords! We shall march inland farther than any of our mothers ever dared, and we shall show both our allies and foes that our frontiers only stop at the tip of our spears!”

Her speech breathed new life and energy into her people because she promised them a greater future than that of Yohuachanca’s vassals; she promised them not the safety of their meager city but of grander conquest and restored pride.

A chorus of war shouts and roars answered her declaration. Even the likes of Xareni smirked, her shame wiped away by the tide of bloodlust. I had seen the ambition and hunger for battle that coursed through Chikal’s veins, and her subjects were no different.

By the time we finished, my army had swelled with a sea of new spears.
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We departed Chilam in the night with a new cohort of soldiers at our back. This war of mine was off to a great start.

“You performed admirably, Iztac,” Chikal informed me once we returned to my roving mansion in the dead of night with the others. “You exceeded my expectations.”

“I simply played my part,” I replied calmly. I was pretty happy with how the night turned out. The taste of victory quelled my angry soul, and I’d made headway into portraying myself as a warrior-king worthy of respect rather than a bloodthirsty tyrant by not killing my critics.

I might have been born to play the latter role, but if I had to choose, I would pick the former.

“My lord performed admirably,” Ingrid reassured me with a smirk on her lips. “So well that it almost felt prepared.”

Because it was.

Chikal had predicted how the feast would turn out the moment we reached Chilam. In fact, I strongly suspected that she had an aggravated Xareni assigned to cooking duties specifically to cause an incident that would reinforce her legitimacy. In one fell swoop, she had secured her throne, dispelled doubts about the alliance with Yohuachanca, and paved the way for Chilam to earn new tributes in the war to come. As always, Chikal had proved herself a sharp politician and talented general.

Nonetheless, I knew our stunt would invite Sugey’s attention. We had recruited Chilam in our name rather than the Nightlords’. That alone was suspicious.

True, nothing about our speeches to Chilam implied disloyalty to Yohuachanca. If the Nightlords interrogated us, we could easily argue that we simply told the herd what it needed to hear in order to stay motivated, but I didn’t think Sugey was foolish enough to buy it. The fact she hadn’t shown up to punish me in person already put me ill at ease. Iztacoatl and the Jaguar Woman would have summoned me within a minute of the feast’s end.

I hoped that it was mere arrogance. My predecessor too tried to usurp Sugey with conventional means and soldiers, only to fail miserably. Maybe the Bird of War wasn’t too concerned with our power grab in Chilam because no amount of mortal warriors would make a difference against her, especially since she already knew of my blood. She could simply have assessed us to be no threat to her yet based on our current resources.

Or perhaps the wind was right. Maybe Sugey welcomed a challenging fight or coup attempt, if only for the pleasure of crushing it. All her sisters had been cruel in their own way, and I had yet to see the depths of that one’s malice.

“A queen knows her people well, Ingrid,” Chikal replied with a sharp gaze. “A lesson you have taken to heart.”

Ingrid answered with a demure smile, though I knew her enough to notice the flicker of ambition hidden behind modesty’s veil. “I am but my lord’s humble servant.”

“And your mother’s daughter too,” Chikal replied before giving me a light, bold tap on my ass. “Do not make me wait too long tonight, Iztac. A victorious champion always earns himself a reward to match.”

“I shall be sure to claim it soon,” I replied with a light kiss on her lips. I wanted nothing more than to take my consort on her offer immediately, but a more pressing matter needed my full attention.

Eztli was about to leave us, and I wasn’t sure if she would ever return. Moreover, I wanted to check on Nenetl next. My… my sister still reeled from the awful truth, and I hoped to alleviate her worries.

Simply thinking of Nenetl only inflamed my resentment for Mother. The fault of our incest lay at her feet and her cowardly silence.

I put these thoughts aside for now as I entered the room Eztli shared with her mother… only to find the former feeding on the latter.

They were both on the bed, with Necahual’s chest laid bare and her daughter biting into her breast with her fangs. Eztli gulped hungrily at her mother’s blood with a feverish greed I’d never seen from her before, licking every drop while her gaze was lost in a daze of pleasure. Necahual didn’t seem to mind. Instead, she lovingly caressed and stroked Eztli’s hair while whispering gentle words into her ear.

I vividly recalled the time I caught Yoloxochitl feeding Eztli her blood in an attempt to secure her hold over her. I had found the scene particularly disturbing, but this one… this one radiated a pure kind of love that the Nightlords could only hope to mimic. It warmed my heart of ice, if only for a moment.

Necahual glanced at me once I approached them, though she didn’t say a word. I sat on the side of the bed and gently stroked Eztli’s cheek. I meant it as a kind gesture, but her pale skin immediately turned red where I touched it. It startled her enough to shake her out of her daze of pleasure and release her hold over her mother’s breast.

“Iztac,” she whispered as she suddenly noticed my presence. “How long have you been here?”

“I’m sorry,” I apologized. “Did I startle you?”

“A bit,” Eztli replied as she licked her mother’s blood off her lips. “You are… you are too warm now. Your touch feels…”

I saw her hesitate to say the word, as if frightened by my reaction. It reassured me in a way. Shame and fear were human emotions that I thought her vampiric transformation had robbed her of, and which her mother’s blood infusion helped maintain.

“Unpleasant?” I guessed.

“Yes,” Eztli confessed as she adjusted her hair. “I… It’ll take some time getting used to it, that’s all.”

“Don’t force yourself,” I replied while meeting her eyes. “One day, my touch will no longer harm your skin.”

I saw a look of recognition pass over Eztli’s face. Necahual had told her of our plan, as I’d asked her to. Since we couldn’t proceed with the ritual without her agreement, I wanted to make sure she would be prepared for it.

“I hope… I hope to see that day soon,” Eztli replied, albeit hesitantly. See that day. The phasing’s significance didn’t escape me. “It’s… becoming harder to think straight.”

My jaw clenched. I hated the thought of losing Eztli to a ghost’s grip of all things. Her distress struck me like a dagger to the heart.

“Does it help?” I asked, my eyes lingering on Necahual’s breast. The traces of Eztli’s fangs remained vividly sharp on her skin.

“It does,” Eztli confirmed with a thin smile. “Mother tastes of sunlight now. Of you. It clears the fog.”

“That’s good,” I replied. I hadn’t considered how my power would affect the blood of my bound Mometzcopinques, but thankfully it didn’t harm Eztli. I guessed that much like how the Nightlords were mere pale reflections of their dreadful father, my witches only possessed a fraction of my power; enough for a vampire to feed on without being harmed.

I would have to be careful with that, however. If Sugey were to notice that Necahual and Lahun’s blood had changed, she might grow suspicious of their true nature.

Necahual scowled. “What frightens me is that we will be away for a while,” she said. “The Flower War campaign may last months.”

“Have you tried storing your blood?” I asked Necahual. The soul-transfer ritual would unfortunately require her assistance to guide Eztli’s soul to the intended vessel, so I couldn’t leave her behind; especially since both failure and success would draw the Nightlords’ attention.

“Do you take me for a fool?” Necahual snorted. “Of course I set some aside for her, but bottles of blood won’t last forever.”

“It’s probably for the best,” Eztli replied before putting her head against her mother’s stomach. “I can’t take too much without harming her anyway.”

Necahual and I watched on in silence as Eztli put her arms around her mother’s waist, gripping her tightly, her ear pressed against her body in a loving embrace.

“She doesn’t have a heart yet, but I can smell her in your blood, growing and waiting for the day she’ll come out.” Eztli rubbed her head against Necahual’s skin, a smile of bliss on her face. The prospect of welcoming her sister into the world seemed to give her the focus and the peace she craved. “I hope to be there then.”

“We’ll raise her together,” Necahual promised while stroking her daughter’s hair. “That I promise you.”

Eztli nodded slightly. “Then we can be a true family at last.”

I didn’t say a word. Truthfully, seeing the genuine bond that Eztli and Necahual shared only put my own relationship with Ichtaca in a darker light. Part of me still craved the close intimacy these two shared, beneath all the anger and disdain I felt for Mother.

“It’ll be hard without the two of you,” Eztli whispered under her breath. “But I’ll… I’ll do my best to hold out.”

“Are you sure?” I asked again. The ritual would fail without her full focus, and there would be no turning back once we started it.

Eztli nodded sadly. “I would say I’m sick of living like this, Iztac, but in truth… I miss being alive.” She looked at the obsidian window separating us from the moonlight. “I miss the sun. I miss the light… the warmth.”

Many would have killed to live as an immortal vampire, but Eztli would rather risk death than continue on like this. And if things continued to deteriorate, I feared that she would die a death of the spirit, her mind twisted into a cruel and lifeless thing.

I stroked Eztli’s hair too while being careful not to touch her skin so as not to wound her.

The next time we met, I would be able to hold her again.
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The Chilam tournament and Chikal’s ministrations managed the great feat of exhausting me to sleep.

By then, Eztli had departed our convoy and returned to the capital. I was careful to slip a small surveillance skull among her belongings, and those I had planted elsewhere in the palace would let me keep an eye on her from afar until the promised time—a moment that couldn’t come any sooner.

I arrived in the Underworld to find my father and predecessors patiently reading the First Emperor’s codex. Both greeted me with sharp nods of their shared body.

“My son,” Father said with paternal warmth. “We did not expect you to rejoin us so soon. Has something happened?”

“I had a taste of the war to come.” Though I wondered if the Sapa warriors I would face tomorrow would show half the fierceness of Chilam’s inhabitants. “Has your reading session been fruitful?”

“Alas, we could not find any additional information on the Gate of the Twin-Breaths,” the Parliament of Skulls replied with dejection. “This book only covers the First Emperor’s journey through this layer and no further.”

“If this is truly the First Emperor’s memoir, then I must wonder what happened to twist him so,” Father said, his skeletal hand brushing against the ancient document. “When I read these letters, I see a sound mind full of curiosity and without a trace of cruelty. If he started showing signs of what he would become, I cannot see any here.”

That subject bothered me too. I believed myself mostly in control of my faculties, the occasional slip of magic notwithstanding. I felt no urge to drink blood or devour others the way that the First Emperor did as he eventually fell into madness. I had begun to feel the call of divinity, but I wasn’t yet bound by it.

This suggested that the next set of embers would be a pivotal moment. I briefly considered delaying my meeting with Quetzalcoatl until I learned more before deciding otherwise. My time was precious, and whatever horror I risked turning into paled when compared to the Nightlords’ cruelty.

“Has Mother given you any way to contact her in an emergency?” I asked Father. “A signal of some kind?”

Father’s skull perked up slightly. “Have you finally reconsidered, my son?”

“I have no intention of forgiving her,” I replied coldly. She had a long way to go before I ever began considering trusting her again. “But you’re right. I do need her assistance, both with the gate and other matters.”

“I understand.” Father closed the codex and did not push the subject further. He knew it would be for naught. “To answer your question, I do not know a way to call her, but… Ichtaca always said she would find me should I become lost.”

“Which implies she has a way of tracking you down,” my predecessors said. “We can think of one.”

So did I. I activated my Gaze and looked at Father's shadow. It didn’t take me long to notice a black feather engraved within it.

The Curse was almost always meant to bring down calamity upon a target or as insurance against betrayal, but Mother mentioned that a skilled user could achieve many more effects with careful wording. This feather carried little to no malice within it, so I assumed its purpose was to bind Father to her in a metaphysical way.

I honestly didn’t know what to make of it. It was a clever way to keep track of Father, especially during his time in Xibalba when the Lords of Terror might have absconded with his soul, but Mother’s willingness to cast a spell on her own husband spoke volumes about her possessiveness. Could I truly call that love? Then again, I had done far worse to Necahual, and transferring Eztli’s essence into another vessel was a contestable choice…

I pushed these thoughts away. If Mother’s curse bound Father to always find his way to her, then she would likely rejoin us once we left Tlalocan. While I had no desire to return to Xibalba, I could think of another place that would catch her attention.

I fit Father’s and the Parliament's childlike body into the carrying frame along with my belongings, then finally left Tlalocan on jet-black wings.

The flaming hail of Tlaloc had long since calmed down and cleared the sky of searing smoke, though the landscape remained a devastated expanse of smoldering ashes and wildfires. How long would it take for the last of these flames to die down? Weeks? Years? I knew the Burned Men would eventually emerge from their caves to rebuild a measure of civilization among the ruins of this devastated world, but I wouldn’t have the time to see it with my own eyes.

I followed the map included in the First Emperor’s codex to Matzakuy, the first city of the Third Cosmos. It took me a mere few hours’ flight to see its ruins. Great broken spires of stone as tall as mountains stood along the ruined horizon, their pinnacles bound to the earth by colossal chains long enough to encircle my capital’s walls. I mistook the formations around them for hills, until a closer look instead revealed the shape of colossal head-shaped statues bigger than Yohuachanca’s pyramids. Most of them had their eyes closed like sages trapped in deep meditation, though eons of incendiary winds had wiped away most of their features. Many had lost their mouths, their expressions forever trapped in one of grim silence.

A sense of wonder and melancholia seized me as I flew between its immense towers. The city’s buried houses of stone had to be a mere fraction of the settlement’s buildings which survived Tlaloc’s wrath, and yet a single district could hold my entire capital. My entire civilization existed in the shadow of an ancient empire. It made me realize just how small my people’s achievements were in the light of the cosmos’ ancient history.

What else would I find further below? The Second Sun’s mankind wasn’t particularly famous for its wonders, but the first were made up of giants, or so the stories said.

I glided down at the tallest tower’s feet and quickly noticed a large, sprawling chasm that descended deep into the earth’s bowels. I felt a current of wind flowing from it, strong enough to raise a cloud of ashes. I followed it into the hole and descended into the darkness.

My Gaze dispelled the shadows as I flew into a large cavern filled with spiraling brick stairs several floors long and equally large pillars. The vast empty space allowed me to progress inside easily enough among giant statues of mighty Tlaloc and massive stone slabs. I assumed this place used to be a temple once—one that hadn’t been disturbed since times immemorial.

I expected to find groups of Burned Men hiding in the hole but only found petrified corpses trapped inside coffins of fossilized ashes. The dust-choked air flowed on my feathers like mud. I followed the flow of the wind until I noticed a faint source of light deep at the chasm’s bottom.

The Gate of the Twin-Breaths sang at the lowest level.

The pictures in the First Emperor’s codex didn’t do it justice. The gates were carved from a ring of gnarled and eternally burning trees large enough to let a longneck through and whose shape reminded me of a wandering maw, the door churning with spiraling winds. A tempest raged within its fiery confines, wild and thick, with swirling clouds and raging gusts sealed within the gate’s circular shape. It whistled a booming symphony that droned its way into my mind. I could hardly take my eyes away from this glorious, awe-inspiring chaos. It felt akin to gazing at a hurricane trapped inside a jar.

Mother was waiting for us in front of the threshold, standing alone on a platform of ancient stone.

She looked up at me with a steady gaze, yet one that betrayed the slightest edge of fear. I hardly paid her attention upon landing on the floor with my talons shifting into feet. Her eyes immediately lingered on the blazing inferno that raged within my ribs. A look of fascination crossed her face when she recognized the strength of Tlaloc burning inside my soul, followed by a mix of pride and sorrow. What a bitter sting, to see her child ascend where she had failed.

“My son,” she greeted me meekly.

I walked past her to peer into the Gate of the Twin-Breaths. The doorway that linked Mictlan to Tlalocan had given me a glimpse of the latter, but this one didn’t give me the same courtesy. So strong were the winds and so thick the clouds of dust that my Gaze failed to penetrate them.

I couldn’t tell where it led without crossing it first.

I continued to study the gate while ignoring Mother. I knew it was petty to treat her like this, but she deserved no less. Only when I confirmed that the Gate of the Twin-Breaths showed no inscription that would give me an inkling of how to cross it safely did I turn to face her.

“Mother,” I replied with the warmth of the coldest winter.

She didn’t answer for a moment, clearly rehearsing her next words carefully in her head. “I see that the rain of fire has ended,” she noted. “The wind whispered that it was your doing.”

“Great Tlaloc mercifully ended his punishment.” Claiming credit for it while in Tlalocan would have risked inviting the god’s wrath. “But I did argue on behalf of the Burned Men, yes.”

“I see…” Mother marked a short pause. The very idea that I would ask that kind of request from a god probably sounded utterly incomprehensible to someone so selfish. “I have done as you and your father asked. I have… I have released the souls within my employ back to Mictlan.”

“Your employ?” I scoffed at her phrasing. As if holding souls in a gilded cage in preparation for their sacrifice to the Lords of Terror counted as a simple job. “Did you apologize to Queen Mictecacihuatl while at it?”

“Of course not.” Mother recoiled with wounded pride. “Do you mean to insult me? You know very well the queen of the dead would not have let me escape her grip again.”

“I believe otherwise,” I replied coldly. “If you had the courage to sincerely come clean about your mistakes and sins, she would have listened.”

Mother glared at me. “Would you have the courage to face her, my son? After sending so many innocent souls her way, I doubt she would look kindly on you again.”

My jaw clenched. My first thought was to retort that I had ended the torment of a million more souls by convincing Tlaloc to lift his calamity, but the argument sounded hollow in my head. One good deed didn’t erase all of my crimes, no more than Mother’s decision to release her collected souls made up for her treachery toward Father and me.

I couldn’t deny the truth of her words, no matter how much I wished to. We had both disappointed the queen of the dead in our own way through our actions.

At least Mother seemed to have regained a measure of pride and authority since I last met her. I slowly lowered my carrying frame and opened it to free my father. The sight of his childlike skeleton walking out with a second head seemed to both amuse his wife and leave her uneasy. They hadn’t departed on the best of terms.

But Father wasn’t one to hold a grudge, nor was he one to show animosity.

“Ichtaca,” Father said without any reproach. “It is good to see you again.”

Mother nodded slowly, a brief flash of relief passing over her face. She must have feared her husband would show her the same disdain that I’d shown her. “Yes, my love,” she said. “I… I’ve done as you asked.”

“That is… good.” Father nodded, somewhat awkwardly. “That is good.”

An uneasy silence settled between them. I could almost cut the tension between my parents with a knife. Mother shifted in place with what I believed was sincere guilt, while Father appeared torn between holding her in his arms and standing his ground about his principles.

I had no time for this. Mother’s presence in this place meant that she had likely figured out this threshold’s secrets, and I would rather avoid being indebted to her if I could avoid it.

I faced the Gate of the Twin-Breaths and uttered a single Word.

“Open.”

My booming voice resonated across the hall with almighty authority. I heard cracks widen in the walls and then heard my parents’ and the Parliament's jaws snap open under the weight of my divine command, which I found quite interesting. It appeared that everyone who heard my Word was compelled to obey it, but if my order was too vague, then their minds interpreted it in the most simple way possible. I assumed that the spell followed a law of least effort.

The Gate of the Twin-Breaths nonetheless refused to budge.

“Quetzalcoatl, oh great god of the wind and light of the morning star!” I called out to the stormy will beyond the threshold. “I am the Tlacatecolotl, messenger of the dead, and I come to you on behalf of your brother Xolotl! I request an audience with thee so that I may share with you a message from the shadow of your soul!”

My words echoed into the swirling wind and went unanswered.

Either the god Quetzalcoatl’s power stopped at the threshold, the same way King Mictlantecuhtli’s authority didn’t extend beyond his layer’s border, or he cared not to open the path to us.

Whatever the case, my failure to open the Gate of the Twin-Breaths emboldened Mother.

“I know how to cross this threshold, my son,” she said. “If… if you fulfill a request of mine, I will surrender the k⁠—”

My blood boiled within my veins, my fists clenching in anger.

“A request?” I repeated, my voice sharper than any sword. “Have I misheard? After everything you did, after sacrificing your husband and abandoning your children, you think that you can ask anything of us?”

Mother recoiled as if slapped in the face, something which she clearly deserved. Even Father looked at her with reproach, his ghostlight eyes flickering.

“Ichtaca,” he said. “Now is not the time.”

“I…” Mother straightened up. “I have to see this through to the end, Itzili.”

“You are entitled to nothing,” I replied while snorting in disdain. She would be better off kneeling and begging for forgiveness rather than making demands of me. “Your bargaining position is highly dubious, oh wicked mother of mine.”

“Is it, my son?” Ichtaca held my gaze. “I understand very well that you could take everything with a single Word and leave me in the dust, but surely the advantages of having another Tlacatecolotl assisting you are too great for you to ignore, especially considering the country you intend to besiege.”

I glared at her. “You said you had run to a land beyond the Nightlords’ grasp,” I recalled. “Did you mean the Sapa Empire?”

“Yes,” she confirmed. “I hold young Astrid there.”

“I hope for your sake that you aren’t unwise enough to threaten her,” I replied sharply, my tone heavy with menace. I had been ready to fight a Nightlord to defend her, and I’d promised Ingrid I would keep her sister safe. “This would cost you tenfold.”

Mother recoiled sharply, which invited my father’s reproach. “Enough, the both of you,” he said with a scolding tone. “This kind of sterile discussion will lead us nowhere.”

“I am simply warning her not to treat her the way she did her daughter,” I countered angrily. “Unless she wishes to redeem herself and take responsibility for her incoming grandchild?”

Father flinched, and to her credit, Mother had the grace to look down in shame upon being reminded of her crime against Nenetl—which was nowhere near enough to make up for it.

“I have no intention of harming the girl,” Mother whispered under her breath, while conveniently avoiding apologizing about abandoning my sister and lying to us about it. “Astrid is… not as much of a bother as I expected her to be. She is quite smart and helpful for a mun… for one so young.”

Mundane. She had almost said “a mundane” until she caught herself so as to not insult my father. Nearly losing him hadn’t caused her to reevaluate her opinion of others in the slightest. She had only started making some effort to manage our feelings, and no more.

“You will need my help to save your consort too,” Mother insisted when I didn’t answer her query. “I… I can be useful to you still, my son.”

“What do you want?” I replied coldly while activating the Gaze. “Spells? More power than you deserve?”

Mother shook her head and looked at the portal. “I merely want to follow you into the next layer. I have failed to pass Tlaloc’s trial, so I…” She gulped and exhaled a cloud of smoke. “I simply want to see you succeed where I could not.”

My Gaze had caught a lie. The invisible smoke rising from her mouth was almost translucent, so I assumed that she was partly sincere—but she didn’t tell me the full truth either. She had an ulterior motive in asking to join me in my journey. I suspected she hadn’t abandoned her hope of rising to godhood and hoped to convince the more pliable Quetzalcoatl to bless her with his embers and maybe return to Tlaloc afterward; that or she hoped to reap some benefit from following me.

I briefly considered confronting her on her true motives before deciding against it. I could always compel her to open the doorway for me, but Father wouldn’t forgive me for doing so, and I had seen the consequences of abusing my power. I had the magic to put her down if she tried anything again anyway, and she was right; I still needed her. I couldn’t afford to risk Eztli’s soul because of my personal grievances, and I required Mother to take care of Astrid in my stead. The child had been through enough pain, and I hoped to one day reunite her with her sister. They deserved to live in peace and see Vinland one day.

Moreover, I needed Astrid to stay safe until the moment came to use her to remove Iztacoatl from the board. She would play a pivotal role then.

“Open the gateway, and then I shall consider your request,” I replied coldly. She opened her mouth, but I drew a line in the sand before she could speak. “This is the best deal you will ever get.”

Mother’s tongue clicked in her mouth, as if she prepared to argue with me, before deciding otherwise. She searched under her robes and brought out a small, sealed jug of earth no larger than my palm.

“Very well,” she said before presenting me with her prized possession. “This is the Gate of the Twin-Breaths. Its key is the first and last breath of a human being, which I preserved and smuggled into the Underworld.”

Father’s skull warily tilted to the side. “How… how did you obtain it, Ichtaca?”

Mother looked away. “Do you truly wish to know, Itzili?”

“Yes,” Father replied firmly.

Mother waited a moment before answering. I subtly activated the Gaze to catch on about any lie she might tell.

“I worked as a healer and midwife for many women,” she said. “Once I learned this gate’s secret, I simply had to wait for a stillbirth.”

I squinted in suspicion. I didn’t like the potential implications. “Did you ensure your success?”

Mother glared at me with venomous disdain. I had struck a nerve. “What are you accusing me of, my son?”

“Of the obvious, which you are plainly capable of,” I retorted coldly. “Did you kill a child to obtain that first and last breath?”

“How dare you ask me that?” Her hands trembled, and I could tell that she struggled against the urge to slap me—an act that would have been as pointless as it would have been futile. “No, I did not.”

No cloud of smoke flowed out of her mouth. She spoke the truth on that matter at least, though it didn’t please me that my predecessors’ assumption about the Gate of the Twin-Breaths might have been correct. I didn’t think Quetzalcoatl would have been the kind of god to accept that kind of tribute. But then again, it might have been a test in itself. Only the truly determined would be allowed to pass into his realm.

I also found it strange that this one accusation outraged Mother so much. She hadn’t shown so much emotion when I confronted her about leaving my sister to die.

“The door will not stay open for too long,” Mother warned us, her gaze lingering on her husband. “I… I do not think you should come with us, Itzili. The things behind this threshold⁠—”

“Do not frighten me,” Father replied calmly, having faced terror incarnate once before. “I told you, Ichtaca. I will not stand on the sidelines while our children risk everything.”

My jaw clenched. “I may not be able to protect you once we pass through this gate, Father.”

“Then bind my soul to your Legion,” he replied firmly. “Another soul to the pile may not mean much, but I will be able to follow wherever you go.”

My fists clenched, and the eyes of my predecessors’ skull vessel lit up in protest. “We must advise against this course of action once again, Lord Itzili,” the Parliament argued with six hundred voices. “It… it hurts to be us. It hurts in a way that the living cannot feel, to be dead and yet stranded in between.”

“There has to be another way, Father,” I argued. “I could create you a new body⁠—”

“Then it may be shattered and my soul lost,” Father replied calmly. “I am not afraid of pain, my son. I wasn’t afraid of fear.”

Mother lowered her head to avoid our gaze, but the coward had the grace to keep quiet. She had already done enough.

“If you fail to defeat your tormentors, then your soul will join His Majesties in silent suffering while I weep for you,” Father pointed out. “At least… At least this way, I will be there for you should that time come, my son. I can lend you what little wisdom and strength I can offer in the meantime.”

“I can bring you back to Mictlan,” Mother whispered under her breath, her voice weak. She knew doing so meant that they would never meet again, for Queen Mictecacihualt wouldn’t allow her anywhere close to her husband’s soul again. “You’ll find peace there, Itzili.”

“You will have an afterlife,” I added.

“What value is an afterlife spent alone dwelling on bitter regrets?” Father’s eyes flickered at Mother and me. “All I ever wanted was to be with you, the both of you.”

How could he say such earnest things with such a firm and steady voice? His sincerity made my own resolve waver, and Mother shrank under the weight of her shame and regrets. She held onto her arms and rubbed her hands against them in guilty silence.

In a way, I knew Father’s offer to join the Parliament of Skulls was a way to showcase his wife his own line in the sand. If she truly loved him, if she was dedicated to saving his soul, then she would have to truly work toward the Nightlords’ destruction. Hiding and cowering wouldn’t be an option anymore.

Condemning Father’s soul to an eternity of torment was far from ideal, but I respected his dedication. What he lacked in magical power, he more than made up for with bravery and courage.

I guessed he was right too. Should I fail… at least we would comfort each other. And if I succeeded, he would hardly spend more than a few months with his soul imprisoned.

“Very well,” I said as I activated Bonecraft to reshape my father’s skull and bind him to the Parliament of my predecessors. “You may now join the Legion.”

The spell had originally been created to add new souls to the collective before I modified it to serve as a vessel for my predecessors’ spirits. I believe this was my first time using it for its actual purpose. Binding my father to the Parliament proved frighteningly easy. The Nightlords’ curse that bound me to my predecessors hungered for more souls to latch onto, and unlike the living, whose soul risked slipping through its grasp unless sacrificed, Father was both dead and willing. The shadowy chains of imperial despair happily coiled around his spirit and shackled him.

Father bore the ritual without complaint or agony. He didn’t even offer a sound of protest. Quite the contrary, I felt his warmth and will flow through our bond. His presence among the collective was a drop of idealism in a centuries-long lake of bitterness.

“Are you well?” I asked him once we completed the ritual. My mind had touched the emperors’ gestalt in the past and nearly been overwhelmed in an instant.

To my relief, Father nodded sharply—with both his and my predecessors’ skull. “I am well, my son,” he said through both mouths, his spirit now one with those of hundreds of past emperors. “This maelstrom of thoughts… is nothing compared to the abyss of the First Fear.”

Mother’s back crumpled in her guilt. I would lie if I said I didn’t take joy each time she was reminded of her failures.

“Each of our members retains a sliver of individuality, though the oldest among us have lost their edge,” the Parliament spoke through their own skull. Unlike Father, they had enough experience to speak separately of their newest member. “You were one, and now you have joined many. With each new link in the chain, we slowly forget our own place within the whole.”

“A cycle which I shall see come to an end,” I promised them before taking their skulls into my palms. “I will have to absorb you so we can travel light, Father.”

“I understand.” Father briefly turned to look at his wicked wife. “Ichtaca.”

Mother ceased staring at the floor to meet his gaze.

“Please watch over our son in my absence,” Father asked. “I know he does not believe he needs you, but I believe otherwise.”

I struggled not to scoff at this absurdity. That viper, watching over me? I would rather take a red-eyed priest. At least I knew where they stood.

Nonetheless, Mother appeared to consider her husband’s words for a moment before hesitantly agreeing to his demand. “I… I shall do what I can.”

“I know you will,” Father said softly. “Thank you.”

“Itzili—” Mother caught herself and swallowed whatever thought crossed her mind. “No. Forget it.”

Father stared at her for a moment, then said, “I still believe in you.”

“I do not,” I replied as I called upon the power of Bonecraft to seize my father’s body. I joined his and my predecessor’s skulls and bones to mine, disassembling their joined vessel and adding the parts to my body mass. It was only a temporary measure, for now, to spare them from whatever danger awaited us beyond the threshold.

Their corpse was gone in a minute, leaving me alone with Mother. For a brief instant, neither of us spoke a word to the other. Father was the bridge that kept us connected, and his absence left a chasm of reproach and bitterness in his place.

“He is too good for you,” I finally said.

Mother looked down at the stone. “I know.”

“If you try anything, you may expect no mercy from me,” I warned her. I didn’t think she would be stupid enough to risk it all, but a warning cost nothing. “What do you know of the Third Layer?”

“Less than I would like.” Mother crossed her arms and looked at the Gate of the Twin-Breaths in concern. “No dead souls remain from that era, and the fears that linger there do not interest the Lords of Terror.”

“Why is that?”

“Because the living no longer remember them,” Mother replied grimly. “The second mankind was unlike us, and the horrors that haunted their world differed from those that plague ours. Some never knew death because they were never alive in the first place. All that I can tell is that Lord Quetzalcoatl crafted our ancestors there before releasing them back into the land of the living.”

In other words, we could expect anything beyond this threshold. The safer play would be to wait for Ingrid’s investigation into the First Emperor’s codex to bear fruit, but my now limited sleeping schedule made that risky. My nights had become more precious than ever, and I ought to cover as much progress as I could during these few hours.

“We shall enter the Third Layer now,” I said after filling my carrying frame with the First Emperor’s codex and putting it on my back. “Where are you and Astrid in the Sapa Empire?”

“I keep Astrid in a secure location away from the frontier,” Mother replied evasively. “As for myself… I suspect that we will meet soon in the waking world.”

Her wording gave me pause. Was Mother near the frontier? Or did she have agents among the Sapa army I would wage war with tomorrow?

“Keep your distance for now,” I all but ordered her. “Sugey has me under watch, and Tlaloc’s embers keep me awake much longer. Our nights may no longer align, which will make coordination difficult.”

Mother bristled and bit her tongue. She knew full well that I was delighted to remind her of her failure to contrast with my success.

“I can sleep anytime I wish,” she replied. “I will know when you are ready.”

I squinted at her. “How do you do that?”

As I feared, I saw a flash of ambition pass through her face. She had another means of leverage over me, however meager it was.

“I use a spell to lull myself to sleep,” she answered. “Would you like to learn it?”

My gaze turned into a potent glare. “Intent on making me beg, are you?”

“No, not at all,” she replied quickly. “Nonetheless, it will require being cast in the waking world. It would be easier for me to teach you when we meet in the flesh upstairs.”

I snorted and faced the door. “Then let us go.”

Mother threw the jug into the Gate of the Twin-Breaths. I heard a faint scream as it vanished into the swirling hurricane at its center, the last cry of an infant whose life had ended before it could truly begin. The doorways rippled and fluctuated, its thick, smoky winds twisting and bending in a maddening spiral. The veil that separated us from the dead world beyond trimmed a little, enough that I began to distinguish the distant light of bright stars piercing through the barrier.

I pressed a hand against the gale, and while I sensed a little resistance, the winds harmlessly folded between my fingers. They swirled around me as I stepped through the threshold without bothering to see whether or not Mother followed in my wake.

I vividly recalled the time when I left Mictlan. Much like back then, crossing the frontier between the Underworld’s Layers weighed on my soul. While my body had no trouble passing through the wind, my spirit crossed a much stronger metaphysical barrier. I was leaving the demesne of one god for that of another.

A chill infested my bones as I abandoned the volcanic warmth of Tlalocan for much colder air. Maddening music echoed within my skull, its droning unlike anything I’d ever heard. I recognized the beating of drums and the whistling of harmonica among the frenzied serenade, but my ears failed to recognize most instruments.

I did identify something unfathomably familiar, though—a weight pressing on my soul, fueling the baleful flame of hatred resting within my heart.

Evil.

The same miasma of corruption which pervaded Xibalba flowed into me from the other side of the threshold. I choked on it, wading through an invisible darkness clinging to my bones and skin; but where Xibalba had felt like a home to my owl-totem, this aura only inspired dread and disgust. I didn’t belong in whatever horror awaited beyond the threshold, and I swiftly realized why when I finally took my first step on the other side.

I’d entered a singing hell.

A strange and surreal landscape emerged before me under a dark sky kept alight by the shine of the Morning Star and dimmer constellations. Mighty winds battered a burning horizon shrouded in darkness and swarms of black, obsidian-winged butterflies.

A vast landscape of skin and stone stared back at me, for the hills had eyes. They observe me from atop mouth-shaped caverns, moaning through their gnashing teeth or joining their voices to the chorus of the demented dead. Lanky, ominous buildings shaped like laughing skulls and covered in face carvings stood next to them. I noticed that one had a house-sized, twisted human ear growing out of its stone wall, while another tower seemed to be growing out of a giant egg. The few trees were black and gnarled, a few of them joining together in twisted shapes that reminded me of severed, faceless torsos standing on their arms.

Dark figures danced and sang in circles around campfires and pyres. Most were hunched and bent like monkeys with blackened bones, but other figures seemed to be shaped from the very shadows, their limbs twisted in ways that shouldn’t allow any man to stand straight. Most of them bore black wooden masks covered in colorful carvings, while others bore pointed hats half their size. A few played instruments, which I immediately recognized as human hearts whose aortas had been replaced with sounding horns.

I witnessed scenes of utter debauchery that would make the Nightlords look like prudes. I saw monkey men frolicking with fish with legs among gnarled obsidian flowers. I witnessed two monsters toss a third into a cooking pot piece by piece while it cried in pleasure. I paused as I saw a masked humanoid creature drawn and quartered while smaller figures beat it with sticks—all to the tune of that chaotic, frenetic song of madness.

“What…” I muttered under my breath in shock while Mother walked by my side. “What is this place?”

“Welcome to Tamōhuānchān, my son,” Mother replied, her face looking up to the black butterflies dancing under the Morning Star. “Welcome to the birthplace of humanity.”
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Icouldn’t find a measure of sense anywhere I looked.

I had been warned that the gods only gave humans their current shape during Tlaloc’s tenure, but this place soon made me realize that this held true of most beasts of the earth, water, and sky. The thousand abominations inhabiting this land all seemed both familiar and disturbingly grotesque. I saw dog-sized eggs with legs, apes with extra sets of arms, and walking fish with wings. Each of them bore parts from creatures thriving in the world of the living, but twisted and mismatched.

And all of them were rotten to the core.

I saw a parade where deformed demons dragged giant statues of reeds with cages for chests, within which raged captive apes. The fiends danced around them for a while before setting the prisons on fire with torches, their songs drowning out the screams of the burning prisoners. Others walked around with sticks topped with the squirming body parts of a humanoid being. When I paid more attention to those, I noticed eyes on feet staring back at me and hands with gnashing teeth.

I saw a road-sized centipede walk across a street of bones, only to realize its body was made of stitched-together corpses melded into an unholy embrace. The creature grabbed people screeching off the ground to add them to its mass, growing longer and larger with each new link in its chain of flesh. Most disturbingly, passersby fought for the honor of being chosen, throwing others out of the way and welcoming the abomination’s attempts to merge with them.

I saw a masked ape the size of a city wall carrying and drinking from a glass of water filled with smaller versions of its kindred rutting inside, along with a massive fish with arms transporting a platter on which lay a wolf-faced man. The latter scooped his own exposed entrails up with a spoon, dining upon his own organs before closing his stomach as if it were a simple bag of clothes. The procession walked in front of a line of white hares hung by their intestines from a tree, with the animals chirping as they swung from the branches.

This orgy of horrors explained neatly how this demonic assembly could sustain itself after eons of such debauchery. This hell was beyond death’s grasp, and one’s demise was no more than a brief respite from the unending chaos.

Mother and I observed the procession of the mad from atop a building, unseen and uncared for besides the presence of obsidian butterflies flying near us. I was certain that this layer’s inhabitants had seen us, but they paid us no mind anyway. Either their senses had dulled, or they didn’t care for anything outside their own surreal pleasures.

I had walked into a nightmare without beginning or end, inhabited by the delirious and the forsaken.

“This is even worse than I expected,” I said with contempt. The sheer scale of this debauched madness would put even the Nightlords’ excesses to shame. “How can Quetzalcoatl allow such madness to run rampant?”

“I would not speak for a god, but I can guess,” Mother said. “He has given up on these fools.”

I guessed she was likely right. All texts said that Quetzalcoatl abandoned the second incarnation of humanity after they descended into evil and allowed Tlaloc to start creation back from scratch. I could hardly blame him when I saw these… these animals.

Part of me wished to set this place on fire with the Blaze out of disgust, but we had neither the time nor the need. We’d come to this land to meet with Quetzalcoatl and earn his embers, not judge his wayward followers.

“Let us go,” I told Mother. “We have no time to waste on these things.”

“Agreed,” Mother replied. “Following Quetzalcoatl’s morning star appears to be our best bet.”

“What insight!” I responded dryly as I prepared to fly away in owl form, only for me to stop when I sensed a cold wind rising.

I wouldn’t have paid it much attention were it not for the way it battered on my wings and feathers. The wind was sharp, unnaturally so. I sensed invisible blades grazing my skin and beak, which I recognized as somehow intentional. An oppressive aura of gleeful malevolence traveled through the breeze.

The parade grew wilder still. The thundering noise of skin drums, bone flutes, and obsidian whistles blasted through the dark night in a numbing cacophony. The fiends that inhabited this twisted parody of a civilization began to sing and screech in unison when before there was only chaos.

“Something is wrong, my son!” Mother said with disquiet, her beak pointing at the sky. “The stars are gone!”

She was right. The starlit sky had grown pitch-black, lit only by Quetzalcoatl’s evershining morning star. Lightning flashed closer and closer in the darkness, heralding the coming of something great, vile, and terrible. The peal of thunder grew louder and almost deafening.

Mother had called upon the Cloak to protect herself, and so did I. The winds of fortune barely offered meager comfort from the rising storm. The fire within my soul beseeched me to find shelter with haste, for the story of this cosmos’ demise rang in my head.

Quetzalcoatl had wiped away his world’s sins with a hurricane.

Would he do so again?

Whatever the case, the madmen of Tamōhuānchān did not fear whatever disaster loomed. They sang and screeched and jumped in place with wicked abandon, as if welcoming their incoming destruction. Mountains with eyes bellowed like toads chanting in the night, all while the wind grew stronger still.

“Here!” Mother hastily pointed at a cave dug into a hill with skin. This “shelter” was hardly enticing, but my heart-fire burned with fear’s bitter glow.

I could feel a presence approaching us—an entity of divine might and greater evil than the Lords of Terror themselves. I sensed the will of a god flow with the wind, malicious and hungry.

Mother and I took refuge in the cave as the citizens of Tamōhuānchān descended into an insane frenzy. Bloodthirst took them over as they began to hack and bite at each other like rabid dogs, their flesh washing over the city of the deranged. They killed and raped and beat up each other under the stormwracked sky. The wind now blew with enough strength to send stones flying. Enormous bolts of lightning struck the hills and tore them asunder. Each of them echoed with a rumbling, droning sound, which I quickly recognized.

A roar.

While Mother retreated into the cave’s shadows, her wing raised to protect herself from the storm, I dared to peek outside. The oppressive aura was now so thick I could almost taste the familiar stench of death on the tip of my tongue. The obsidian butterflies gathered in a great black swarm, spiraling above the demonic city.

Worst of all, the dark chain that bound me to the First Emperor pulsed with newfound life. The darkness within me stirred after his daughters’ ritual briefly cowed it into silence. Night called out to night, with the shadows recognizing their own. The evil within this place called out to my predecessor, and thus to me.

A searing thunderbolt fell upon the earth, and the stars returned with a shriek.

The black butterflies lit up all at once with starlight, each of them undergoing a terrifying transformation. They grew as large as men, their wings expanding to reveal monstrous skeletal figures crusted with blackened rocks. These entities wore the skirts and dresses of human women, but woven with otherworldly miasma and bony shells rather than fibers; crowns of paper banners and necklaces of human hearts and hands adorned their fleshless heads, while their eyes shone with the deathly hue of pale blue stars, and their joints ended in screaming faces. Merely staring at these shrieking horrors filled me with unease.

I had seen these things on temple murals during my childhood, when the priests warned us what would happen should the sun ever fall.

“The Tzitzimīmeh…” I muttered under my breath while Mother watched this court of monsters in horrified silence.

These were the demons of the stars, daughters of chaos, who would descend to devour the living on the death of the Fifth Sun. Legends said that they were the spirits of women who died in childbirth, but I doubted these snarling horrors had ever been human once. They illuminated the night with their numbers, their wings flapping and their clawed hands clapping in anticipation.

But an even greater horror arose from the darkness itself.

The shadows sharpened into the shape of a gigantic figure taller than Smoke Mountain. The mere sight of it gave me a searing headache as my mind struggled to comprehend its form. I saw a blurred face filled with obsidian fangs and a skeletal maw, but the features continued to shift and change with each blink of the eye. Its butterfly wings were carved from stone, and its immense hands were made from the very fabric of the night itself.

I would have likely gone mad at the sight of the creature without the embers fueling my heart-fire, the same way witnessing the First Emperor the first time wounded me in my very soul; even Mother, who had only had a taste of a single dead sun, visibly struggled not to shake in fear. I myself could only stare at that thing as it whipped up a storm around itself. The winds that battered this maddened hellscape grew into a hurricane. The mighty gusts uprooted houses and monsters alike, drawing them into the sky.

The Tzitzimīmeh rejoiced and gracefully glided among the air currents, snatching flying people up in their claws and swiftly tearing them apart. Their monstrous deity waved its arms to scoop up its share of flesh with its immense hands. It grabbed victims by the clusters, crushing and eating them into its pitch-black maw. Its ravenous hunger was a mere echo of the First Emperor’s bottomless appetite, yet it filled me with dread nonetheless.

Mother and I could only watch without a sound as death and destruction rained across Tamōhuānchān. The hurricane tore the city apart and battered the hill within which we hid with such relentless strength that it swayed left and right. The storm flattened buildings, earthquakes collapsed their ruins, and the Tzitzimīmeh feasted.

How long did this hideous spectacle unfold? An hour? More? It was amazing how little time mattered to a mind awed by cosmic destruction.

I couldn’t tell exactly when it ended either, except that it did. By the time the wind grew quiet, not a trace remained of the demonic city. The Tzitzimīmeh had devoured every single last of its inhabitants until they at last stopped screeching, their hunger finally satiated.

The shadowy entity, which they flew around like a court of handmaidens around a queen, loomed over the desert of its own creation, silent and all-powerful. Although it had no eyes with which to glare, I sensed the weight of its attention upon me. It had known of our presence from the very start, and this spectacle had been for our sake to enjoy.

And then the darkness spoke to me with the most enchanting of voices.

“Come out, Cizin,” she called out with deep, sensual femininity. “You too, Ichtaca. Come out, my children.”

While I considered what to do, Mother had already begun walking out of the cave. I saw no bravery in her movements, only the obedience of a weaker mind bound by magic too strong for her to resist. Her lack of a second set of embers and spine spelled her doom.

While I had no love left for her, Father wouldn’t forgive me if I simply watched Mother being devoured by horrors from the stars. I stepped outside the cave with more confidence than her, partly altering my Spiritual Manifestation to emerge in the shape of a winged man with talons for hands rather than an owl. I would face danger as a mighty sorcerer and not as a meek victim.

The Tzitzimīmeh hissed at our arrival, though they made no move to attack us. The great shadow they served shrank in an instant to greet us among the ruins. The unrecognizable titan from earlier shifted into the silhouette of a graceful, slender woman with long white hair bound by a human femur. Her skin was black like obsidian, and her butterfly wings pitch-black. The image of stars twinkled within them in a dance that was both enrapturing and mesmerizing, while her eyes seemed crafted from molten silver.

I had stood in the presence of great beauties, inhuman or otherwise, but the otherworldly splendor and arousing loveliness of that creature put them all to shame. Her face seemed to have been sculpted from stainless glass. She exuded some kind of powerful animal magnetism and gorgeous sensuality that put Iztacoatl to shame. Her skirt of burning snakes hardly left anything to the imagination, and it would have been so easy to remove them and kiss her feet in ador⁠—

“I refuse…” I growled as I forced myself to focus. I struggled against the veil overtaking my mind and pierced through it with the blazing fire of my hatred. I bowed to no one. “It will take more than that to control me.”

The obsidian deity smiled with lips sharper than daggers. This creature was a goddess of some sort, but a very different kind than Queen Mictecacihuatl. The lady of Mictlan embodied the regal majesty of a gentle death, while I only felt malice coming from this entity. She had a predator’s beauty and the charm of an ancient forest waiting to devour whoever dared venture into its dark woods.

Considering how obediently the Tzitzimīmeh behaved in her presence, I had a good idea of who she was and the danger in which Mother and I now found ourselves.

“I do not seek to control you, Emperor of Yohuachanca,” she said with a musical voice that sounded both arousing and revolting at the same time. “I arose from the blood of Ōmecihuātl, the female half of the primordial being Ōmeteōtl from which all of life sprang. When a male dreams of an ideal partner, they desire me. If you cannot resist your lust, the fault falls with you.” She leaned in to better study my face, the very air growing sharper around her. “Although if you wish to give in, I would gladly give you the pleasure of a lifetime.”

I had spent enough time around the Nightlords to know how this would end. “Because you will devour me afterward, Goddess?”

“Why not?” The goddess’s laugh rang like clashing flintstones. “Call me old-fashioned, but I believe death completes the act. A man grows superfluous once he has planted his seed.”

This philosophy would be undoubtedly popular in Chilam, but even the cruelest of Amazons would be hard-pressed to worship this deity.

“You are Itzpapalotl, the Obsidian Butterfly,” I guessed, hiding my unease behind the cold majesty of an emperor. “Goddess of the stillborn, violence, and miners. Queen of the Tzitzimīmeh, who will devour mankind once the Fifth Sun comes to an end.”

“You have sired a well-behaved and cultured boy, Ichtaca, but he is too polite by half,” the goddess replied, confirming my suspicions. “You have forgotten the most important part of my portfolio, my child.”

She snapped her fingers and summoned a flying obsidian knife from nothing. The shard of sharpened glass floated right in front of my heart, begging to enter it like a key fitting through a hole.

“Sacrifice,” Itzpapalotl said softly.

My fists clenched so tightly they began to hurt, and I struggled to hold my tongue. The rational part of me would think to bow and pretend politeness, but her very presence unnerved and enraged me in a way no other gods had thus far. She reminded me too much of my tormentors to inspire anything more than disgust.

Her smile boasted the Jaguar Woman’s cunning, Iztacoatl’s petty cruelty, Sugey’s brutality, and even Yoloxochitl’s warped affection. She was the ideal that the Nightlords aspired to—the goddess who introduced mankind to human sacrifice and would feast upon them during the end times. This city’s destruction was but a rehearsal for the inevitable fall of man.

Thankfully, Itzpapalotl seemed utterly uninterested in servility. She didn’t ask me to bow nor demand respect like Tlaloc. In fact, my obvious loathing appeared to amuse her. I did not lower my guard in the slightest, however—a goddess’s interest was far more threatening than her indifference.

“All souls bound to an altar enjoy my favor,” Itzpapalotl declared, stars shining brightly on her wings. “Whether pauper or emperor.”

“I must have disappointed Your Majesty then, for taking my own life ahead of time,” I replied calmly. “And I will disappoint her still.”

“You would be wrong,” Itzpapalotl replied. “A sacrifice is only meaningful when freely given in the service of a sincere cause. If it is made under false pretenses, it is merely shameful. Your mistresses’ attempts to steal the heavens’ glory do not endear them to me in the slightest, I can assure you.”

The obsidian shard moved in front of my heart-fire and pressed against my bones. A familiar, sharp pain followed in its wake. The shard caressed the exact spot where I once stabbed myself on the first day of my tenure.

“When the Fifth Sun rose, it was I who first taught your ancestors the importance of offering their lives to keep it in the sky,” Itzpapalotl declared with what could pass for fondness. “Your decision to offer your life as a statement against your false gods was a bold move worthy of respect. Were it up to me, you would have enjoyed the dignity of a final death.”

Her statement took me aback. “Your Majesty taught men to give their lives to prolong the Fifth Sun?” I asked in disbelief. “Even though it delays your coming?”

“Why would I be in a hurry to slaughter the living? I’ve lived through four dead suns, and we have plenty of entertainment here until the day of reckoning.” Itzpapalotl’s dagger turned to smoke between her fingers. “Should the current sun fall, it shall be out of mortal folly and laziness rather than divine interference, and my coming your punishment.”

I supposed it made some twisted amount of sense. Much like Mictlantecuhtli failed to understand life because he had always been dead and how Tlaloc’s temper raged like the storm of his soul, Itzpapalotl embodied her role beyond human understanding of morality. She could find nobility in delaying the inevitable while still carrying it through without remorse.

Itzpapalotl’s gaze turned to Mother next, who, unlike me, had the sense to bow in her true form. The goddess raised an eyebrow upon noticing her visitor’s shaking hands and sweat.

“Why tremble so, my beautiful child?” Itzpapalotl lowered herself and proceeded to gently grab Mother’s cheeks with exquisite delicateness, much to my utter surprise. The goddess guided Mother to look up and offered her a smile without an edge. “You will always be welcome here.”

Her words sent a dreadful shiver down my spine. Not because they were spoken with irony or mockery, but because they sounded utterly sincere.

Mother’s fear didn’t lessen in the slightest, though she regained enough presence of mind to answer. “Thank you for welcoming my son and me to this foreign land, Your Majesty.”

“Ichtaca, Ichtaca, please… You have no need for such servility here.” The goddess stroked Mother’s hair with what could pass for a twisted mockery of maternal fondness. “You feel it in your soul, do you not? The flame that yearns to join my stars? There is a place for you among my handmaidens.”

I dared to take a look at the Tzitzimīmeh. Most of them now roosted among the twisted hills, their starlight eyes observing me with barely restrained hunger. A few still had body parts of their latest meal stuck between their fangs.

I tried to imagine one of them bearing Mother’s face. I supposed she would fit right in among demons.

Of course, one of Mother’s few good qualities was her inability to settle for being another’s slave. We had that in common at least.

“My apologies, Your Majesty, but I must decline,” she said, carefully choosing her words. “My son and I must seek an audience with Lord Quetzalcoatl. We have a message to deliver to him.”

“Alongside a request for divine favor, I would presume?” Itzpapalotl asked. I remained still with a spell on the tip of my tongue should the worst come to pass, but the goddess answered our fears with a light chuckle. “I understand. Take your time to think this through, my dear child. I can wait until your sun comes to an end.”

She sounded confident Quetzalcoatl wouldn’t bless Mother, and I could only agree with her assumption. While I wouldn’t be foolish enough to believe a goddess destined to slaughter my kind, her wording did imply that she had no intention of interfering with our quest. That was good. We had too many foes and too few friends.

“Thank you for your kindness, Your Majesty,” Mother said as the goddess released her. She was too cunning and careful to let honeyed words smother her ears, but unfortunately too ambitious to simply let it go. “If you do not mind, would you kindly answer a few questions that crossed my mind?”

“With pleasure, my child.” Itzpapalotl’s wings flapped gently, the air they sent reeking of dust and death. “Whether I answer you or not remains at my discretion, of course.”

“Of course, Your Majesty.” Mother dared to glance at the Tzitzimīmeh and then at the morning star shining across the horizon. “I was under the impression that Lord Quetzalcoatl reigned over this layer.”

“He does,” Itzpapalotl replied calmly. “My nephew and I share this paradise. He reigns, and I rule.”

“Paradise?” I almost choked on the word. “I must admit I do not understand Your Majesty’s meaning.”

“Are you truly so blind, Cizin?” Itzpapalotl smiled thinly at me. “My handmaidens perished in childbirth with hearts full of hatred and sorrow. They died to give life to another and bitterly resent that loss.”

She waved her hand at the chaos and desolation that she and her Tzitzimīmeh had sown across the land.

“For them,” she declared. “This place is heaven.”

I supposed there was some bitter truth to it. To angry demons finding happiness in tormenting the living, an inexhaustible supply of victims would be most pleasing.

“Mourn them not, my child,” Itzpapalotl said, as if reading my mind. “These wicked souls will be reborn to party and suffer once more. Such is their blessing and their curse. Those who aspired to peace and enlightenment made their way up to Mictlan eons ago. Only the worst of the worst remain to revel in their filth.”

“I have no pity for these creatures,” I replied. The atrocities that unfolded before the goddess’s arrival more than destroyed my sympathy for them. Unlike the Burned Men, these people had willingly chosen evil and madness. “Would Your Majesty show us how to reach her nephew?”

Itzpapalotl’s head slightly leaned to the side, her smile growing faint with mockery. “Misguided Cizin, how could I force open a barred door?”

My spine stiffened, and my burning blood ran cold in my veins. “I do not understand.”

“If my nephew had wanted to see you, he would have opened the Gate of the Twin-Breaths and guided you to his abode the moment you crossed our threshold,” the goddess explained with flintstone laughter. “The truth is that he has no intention to grant your request, and it was I who opened the path to you.”

Mother’s eyes widened in understanding. “The first breath and the last…”

“Indeed, my child.” Itzpapalotl nodded sharply. “As patroness of the stillborn, those whose lives ended before they could truly begin shall always be welcomed within my halls.”

My jaw clenched. I could guess why Quetzalcoatl would deny me, but I still asked for confirmation. “Why won’t the Feathered Serpent see me?”

“Because your heart is as impure as this domain, and your ascension would give rise to a terrible evil.” Itzpapalotl pointed at my heart-fire and the darkness lurking deep within it. “My nephew has learned from his previous mistake. He won’t allow another scourge of man to arise; not with his blessing at least.”

A terrible coldness overwhelmed my heart, and my shadow lengthened. I smelled the stench of sulfur and sensed the otherworldly chill that always preceded the First Emperor’s appearances. This faint presence barely lasted a second, but it resulted in the Tzitzimīmeh baring their fangs at me and Mother squinting at me with unease.

Itzpapalotl alone appeared unbothered. “I sense the presence of Yohuachanca within you, that most sinister of deities,” she told me. “My nephew granted him his embers once and bitterly regretted it since. He will not bless you as you are.”

Calling someone sinister spoke volumes when coming from such a fierce deity. Nonetheless, I wasn’t so foolish as to take her at her word. I had a good excuse to test the waters when it came to Quetzalcoatl, or at least secure an audience.

“I have a message to deliver to Lord Quetzalcoatl on behalf of his brother, Xolotl,” I insisted. “Whether or not he shall deny me his power, duty compels me to fulfill this task.”

“Duty, or ambition?” Itzpapalotl’s bemused expression told me she wasn’t fooled by my words in the slightest. “Suit yourself, Cizin. Disappointment is an apt teacher.”

The way she kept calling me Cizin annoyed me to no end. It took me a moment to realize why; it was a subtle taunt and a reminder of the stain I welcomed into my soul. If my victory in Xibalba indeed poisoned Quetzalcoatl’s mind against me, then that triumph would taste like ashes.

“My name is Iztac Ce Ehecatl, Your Majesty,” I insisted. “Tlacatecolotl and last emperor of Yohuachanca.”

“As is Cizin, Fear of the Gods.” Itzpapalotl gave me an impish look, the kind that an indulgent mother would give to a stubborn and foolish child. “Gods and men can bear many names and put on many faces when the need calls for it. One does not exclude another, no more than land and sky can walk alone. Remember that on your path to immortal glory.”

The Tzitzimīmeh started howling together in impatience, their vile roars resonating with the lament of the dead and the agony of the slaughtered. Their queen smiled reassuringly at them with lips oozing cold, unfeeling starlight. A new breeze rose around her and carried her flapping wings upward into the dark sky.

“Another slaughter awaits us, my children, but make yourself at home,” Itzpapalotl said with a light tone. Her hands briefly brushed against my hair and that of Mother, her fingers warmer than Smoke Mountain’s magma and yet chilling to the soul at the same time. “I shall watch your progress with great interest.”

The Tzitzimīmeh’s eyes shone brightly in the night, their bodies flashing like lightning. One by one they vanished in a pale glow and ascended upward to the sky, where they became distant stars. The entire court left in less than a minute’s time with a symphony of screeches and screams until only their queen remained. Itzpapalotl shimmered and transformed into a black wind that raced away across Tamōhuānchān’s ghastly countryside. Storms and lightning wracked this cursed land in her wake until she disappeared into the darkness.

Mother and I stood in quiet contemplation for a while, each of us fearing the goddess’s return or the coming of another calamity. Only when the distant storms and lightning grew quiet did I break the silence.

“Our plan hasn’t changed,” I said firmly. I would confirm the truth of Itzpapalotl’s words by myself. “We pursue the morning star to Lord Quetzalcoatl’s abode.”

“Yes.” Mother scowled, her mind deep in thought. “However, you should work on your achievements before our audience.”

“My achievements?” I sneered at her. I required no spell to guess what she was thinking about. “Do you think sparing a few souls and some bribes in the mortal world would erase the countless corpses I stepped upon?”

“I have fooled Queen Mictecacihuatl once, and you can learn to do the same,” Mother pointed out. She waved her hand at the dust and ruins surrounding us. “The gods are mighty, but not infallible. This place wouldn’t exist otherwise.”

“And when Lord Quetzalcoatl realized his mistake, he wiped it clean with a hurricane,” I replied. Standing in Tlaloc’s presence and my encounter with King Mictlantecuhtli had taught me the futility of trying to deceive deities. They were too old to fool and only impressed by genuine bravery. Worst of all, I had the gut feeling that lying to Quetzalcoatl would only prove his assessment of me right and thus deny me any further chance to claim his embers. “Trickery won’t get us anywhere.”

“I do not say you should lie to him,” Mother argued. “Simply that you put on a show. This war of yours will provide ample opportunities for you to distinguish⁠—”

“For me,” I cut in sharply, my voice heavy with disgust. “You will let me face the risks in the hope of reaping the rewards again, won’t you?”

“You are the one intent on delivering Xolotl’s message, are you not?” My rebuke caused Mother to glare back at me. “Feel free to disregard my advice and face the consequences.”

“Advice comes cheap when it costs you nothing,” I retorted while crossing my arms. “I am about to wage a war with a nation that hates and fears me. How do you expect me to clean up my reputation under such circumstances?”

“It is because you are at war with people who hate you that your mercy toward them will seem magnified,” Mother retorted cunningly. “Generosity means little to your own and a great deal to those who do not expect it.”

I pondered Mother’s words. She had a point; while the Flower War campaign would likely involve a lot of cruelty, an emperor that proved merciful to his enemies ought to be remembered for it.

“I will meditate on this,” I said. I ought to consult my advisors, and Ingrid in particular. She always had impressive ideas when it came to presenting a good front to people.

Impressing Quetzalcoatl with the righteousness of my cause would require showing him that I could wield divine power with duty and responsibility. I had already made headway into shedding my current image as a tyrant and mad emperor, and the Flower War would indeed provide a few occasions to present myself as a magnanimous leader… if Sugey and the Apu Inkarri didn’t get in the way.

I’d dirtied my hands with rivers of blood to reach this place.

What would it take to wipe them off?
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It was said that wise warriors never went to a battle unprepared.

Following that advice proved difficult when I had more than one war to plan for. Awakening before dawn—partly because of my newfound lifeforce and partly out of frustration over my lack of progress in the Underworld—had proved to be a blessing in disguise on that front. I’d spent the last hours before sunrise researching every last tidbit of Quetzalcoatl’s lore I could find among Chilam’s documents. Ingrid joined me early on in this task, for which I was thankful.

I nonetheless struggled with a sense of rising frustration. It wasn’t that information on Quetzalcoatl was scarce. Quite the contrary; as one of the most beloved deities in the land, tales about him abounded.

The issue was that these accounts were contradictory. One text identified Quetzalcoatl as the son of the gods Mixcoatl and Chimalma, a fact which I’d learned from the mouth of true deities to be a lie; yet the rest of that specific codex somewhat accurately recounted the Feathered Serpent’s descent into Mictlan and the capture of Xolotl.

Another particularly haunting tale detailed how the god was tricked by Tezcatlipoca into sleeping with their own sister under the influence of pulque—an act that shamed Quetzalcoatl to the point he immolated himself into becoming the Second Sun.

That story left me sickened enough to set the text aside. It simply hit too close to home.

Come to think of it, so many tales about Quetzalcoatl echoed incidents of my own life. I too descended into the Underworld to meet with Xolotl and King Mictlantecuhtli; I laid with my own blood because a cruel trickster would find it funny; and both our hearts burned with sunlight.

Was I walking in the Feather Serpent’s footsteps the same way I followed the First Emperor’s path?

“That is the issue with popular deities, my lord,” Ingrid said upon noticing my frustration. “Everyone projects what they want to see onto them. Truer accounts demand more digging.”

A subtle way to tell me she needed more time to research the information within her volume of the First Emperor’s codex. Doing so without arousing Sugey’s suspicions, unfortunately, required caution. Part of me wished we could move quicker, but I also knew it wouldn’t amount to much. All the insight into Quetzalcoatl’s mind wouldn’t serve me much if I lacked arguments to convince him of my virtue.

“I suppose so,” I replied. “But I cannot shake the feeling that our victory will depend on the wind god’s protection and understanding.”

Flower Wars, as per their ritualistic nature, were always held on sacred grounds or specific locations. The site we would use for ours was dedicated to Kukulcan, a local serpent deity, which the red-eyed priests associated with Quetzalcoatl and the Sapa people with Amaru, the winged snake after which they’d named the nearby mountains. It provided me with a good excuse for researching lore associated with them.

Ingrid nodded sharply, then glanced in the direction of Chindi’s room. My other consorts were still asleep for now.

“Would my lord forgive a request on my part?” Ingrid whispered in my ear.

“A request?” The fact that she saw the need to whisper rather than say it out loud aroused my curiosity. “There is nothing to forgive, Ingrid. I will indulge any wish of yours.”

“My lord is kind.” Ingrid joined her hands, her fair expression morphing into one of concern. “My handmaiden asked if she could leave my service and switch places with Atziri.”

“Tenoch?” That took me aback. “I thought the two of you got along wonderfully.”

“We do. I consider Tenoch a friend, and she sounded clearly distressed when she asked for this transfer.” Ingrid met my gaze. “I strongly suspect she wishes to protect Atziri from her current mistress. The glances that Anaye sends her way disturb her.”

I couldn’t blame her for it. “Anaye”—or rather, Chindi—was a beast in human skin whose murderous instincts were only kept in check by fear of punishment and my knowledge of her true name. She had already asked me for an opportunity to harm servants to pass the time, and while I’d denied her, I wondered how long it would take for her to take it out on her handmaiden. Tenoch and Atziri must have sensed her true, unsettling nature enough to fear her.

Those problems would go away once we transferred Eztli’s soul into her new receptacle, but we weren’t ready for the ritual yet, and a handmaiden transfer would disrupt my well-oiled spy network at a critical time. I needed to placate Chindi’s cruelty somehow before she did something impulsive.

The easiest option would be a sacrifice. The human kind was out of the question, not when I was doing my best to improve my image in the eyes of gods and men. An animal ought to suffice for now.

“I will personally handle the matter with Tenoch and Atziri tonight,” I promised Ingrid. “As for Anaye, I will ask Tayatzin to fetch her a distraction.”

“Thank you, my lord.” My words appeared to reassure Ingrid, though she wisely didn’t dig for details about the “distraction” part. “Otherwise, Chikal and I have organized your schedule for the day. Would you like to review it with me one last time?"

“Of course.” No man had two chances to make a first impression, and the starting day of a war ought to leave a memorable one. “If I understand correctly, we will meet with Ayar Manco himself on neutral ground after the war council?”

“Indeed,” Ingrid confirmed. “As the leaders of both war parties, you will meet to formally sanctify the chosen battlefield to the gods so that your soldiers can fight on pure grounds. This will also be an opportunity for Ayar Manco to bolster his standing among the Sapa people, since meeting with my lord on equal ground will provide a powerful symbol to his troops.”

I could see how. Ayar Manco accepted my offer of a Flower War in order to secure his bid for emperor against his brother, Ayar Cachi. Who else could declare war against the master of Yohuachanca on the realm’s behalf?

“I’m surprised Ayar Cachi would allow it,” I said. “Besides sending Aclla to us, he has been oddly silent. Is he gambling everything on his brother’s defeat and humiliation?”

“I suspect so,” Ingrid confirmed. “Aclla informed me that Ayar Cachi intends to send a contingent of warriors to represent him, but he hasn’t come himself. I assume he intends to exploit his brother’s absence on the frontlines to court allies for a ploy at the rear.”

As if on cue, Aclla and Nenetl exited their shared bedroom at this very moment. My heart skipped a beat upon seeing my sister’s sunken, red-rimmed eyes. I had given her some time to herself to process the truth of our relationship, as per her wish, and she had clearly spent a great deal of it crying in anguish.

A part of me yearned to take her into my arms and hug her, to gently wipe away her tears, but Iztacoatl’s laughter immediately resonated in my head the moment that thought crossed my mind. I cursed her and Mother for poisoning the mere idea of affection with shame and unease.

“Nenetl,” I greeted her, my voice less confident than I would have wished. “Are… are you well?”

I immediately cursed my words. Are you well? Was that the best I could come up with to soothe my sister’s anguish?

“Yes, I… my head feels clearer.” Nenetl shifted in place, her hands joined together. I could almost taste the anxiety radiating from her. “I… we overheard you. You were discussing the upcoming Flower War?”

Her attempt at changing the subject was so painfully clumsy and transparent that it would have made me smile under other circumstances. I could read between the lines. Nenetl wasn’t yet ready to discuss our… our issue. Not in public at least. Ingrid could read her unease too but didn’t comment on it.

“We were,” I said, putting aside that troublesome matter for a later time. “We were trying to grasp Ayar Cachi’s strategy.”

Aclla offered me a deep bow. “Allow me to provide all the insight you may need, Your Majesty.”

“Then come sit with us,” I all but ordered her.

Nenetl and Aclla took me up on my offer, with my sister taking a place at my side. The small distance between us felt wider than a chasm. After a moment’s hesitation, I moved my hand to grab her own under the table. My sister let out a startled scoff when my warm fingers coiled around her cold ones, but she returned my grip tenfold. While the unease between us was palpable, I at least showed Nenetl that I would support her and that we could talk again once she felt comfortable enough to do so.

Ingrid briefly glanced at us and then focused on Aclla. “Will Ayar Cachi send warriors to face us?”

“He will, but only so his friendship with Your Majesty may remain secret,” Aclla replied. “His champions will fight separately from Lord Manco’s at a specific site whose location I have been informed of. I would beseech Your Divine Majesty to show them mercy.”

“Your brother wishes us to send weaklings to fight his warriors so that his side may earn glory while Ayar Manco receives scorn,” Ingrid guessed almost immediately. “What would he offer in return for this kindness?”

Aclla’s smile had a knife’s edge to it. “Lord Cachi assured me that he would ensure Your Divine Majesty’s foes would not perform well.”

“How so?” I asked with a sharp frown.

“Lord Cachi did not see fit to inform me,” Aclla replied evasively. “Nonetheless, I am familiar with Katari Valley, the site where Your Divine Majesty will win his glorious victory, and the houses arrayed against you. Your divine strength, guided by wise advice, will no doubt secure you eternal glory.”

I wouldn’t be so confident. While no man could match me in battle now, I doubted the Sapa would fight fairly. The threat of Inkarri and his fellow mummy-lords loomed over this conflict too, while I had yet to figure out the Apu’s plans. That damn condor remained the great unknown of this conflict.

Moreover, I remained suspicious of Aclla and Ayar Cachi. The latter could be an ambitious upstart eager to see his rival brother fail, even if it meant bickering while enemies pounded at their empire’s gates… or a deceitful mastermind playing a longer game. Aclla’s advice could prove to be no more than the bait for the fishhook; her suggestions might turn out well for me until she could lure me into a trap.

And if Ayar Cachi and Manco were indeed foolish enough to bite at each other’s throat when an existential threat besieged their empire… then they deserved their fate.

“What can you tell me about the site?” I asked her.

“Katari Valley is a sacred land dedicated to Amaru, the ancient serpent your great empire calls Quetzalcoatl, whose back forms our mountains,” Aclla explained. “It is said that the valley was the result of his tail falling from the sky once the gods Illapa and Wayra stopped his rampage.”

“That’s, uh…” Nenetl scoffed nervously. “An interesting story.”

And a false one. Nonetheless, Aclla provided us with such a vivid description of the valley that I was convinced she had visited it in person. I absorbed every piece of information, every detail that could ensure my victory.

Nonetheless, my gaze kept wandering to my sister. She mostly kept to herself while gripping my hand so tightly that I wondered if she feared I would let her go. Mother said she would contact me in the waking world soon, heavily implying that it would be under the Sapa’s banner.

I doubted our family reunion would go well.
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The Amaru Mountains lived up to their reputation.

They appeared over the horizon long before we reached the valley.

The smallest of them matched the size of Smoke Mountain, the tallest and mightiest of all of Yohuachanca’s volcanoes; others ascended further until their icy peaks pierced through the clouds to the point I couldn’t see their peaks. Their steep slopes, cliffs, and rock walls formed the impenetrable barrier that had allowed the Sapa people to resist subjugation time and time again. Seeing these sharp teeth of stone reaching for the highest skies made me wonder how anyone could live there at all, let alone build a successful civilization.

However, what caught my eyes the longest weren’t those mighty mountains, but the winged shadows circling them. Great combs adorned their heads, and a ruffle of white feathers surrounded their necks.

Condors.

Inkarri’s gaze was now upon me, and I could only expect danger from now on.

The river my army had been following dropped into a large and winding valley of trackless plains full of vegetation I didn’t recognize. Ancient groves grew in the shadow of jagged peaks next to muddy expanses and narrow passes obscured by plumes of smoke fueled by countless campfires.

Two large encampments faced each other from each side of the valley; the Sapa had gathered their forces at their mountains’ feet while my army set up its tents along the river itself. Our camp was the largest by far and still held only a fraction of my manpower. The bulk of my troops were busy boarding ships in preparation for an attack along the Sapa Empire’s coastline.

This surprise attack, which I’d carefully leaked to my enemies, would only unfold at the Flower War’s conclusion. My hope was that it ended in costly bloodshed that would let me bleed out the Nightkin. With the loss of Yoloxochitl’s secret weapon, the vampires would have no choice but to intervene personally in order to storm the mountains from above.

My goal for the war was threefold: garner favor with the army, show my magnanimity to my enemies, and purge the Nightlords’ servants from my army. I had spent most of my time with Chikal preparing the invasion and assessing my various generals’ loyalties in order to select those I could win over to my cause from the vampire loyalists. The former I would win over, and the latter I would destroy. I’d been careful to put the latter in charge of the armada’s landing, where fighting would be the thickest and most dangerous. That way I would ensure the demise of internal foes whether the operation succeeded or not.

Patli, general of the red-eyed Nightflowers—the military order dedicated to “protecting” the emperor and generals on the vampires’ behalf—topped my list of targets. While I couldn’t afford to send him directly into the thick of battle without looking suspicious, I was determined to ensure his demise during the Flower War—and I already had a plan on how to achieve this.

Whatever the case, my arrival was celebrated by my troops. I triumphantly rode to them in the First Emperor’s armor and atop Itzili, who now towered over trihorns like an adult over a child. I greeted my troops as the very incarnation of martial power, ready to lead them to glory and seize heads in the empire’s name.

My longneck palace followed, and then the Amazoness troops commanded by Chikal. Tlaxcala and Zyanya were given a choice place due to the former having been promoted to my standard bearer—a post for which he was wholly unsuited for but that would shower him and his wife with honor—while leading Zachilaa’s troops in my name. Members of my empire’s four fraternities—the Eagle Knights, Jaguar Warriors, Nightflowers, and Shorn Ones—closed the march. All the splendor of Yohuachanca walked by my side.

The banners of hundreds of subjugated tributaries and noble houses welcomed me. Flower Wars, due to their ritualized organization, were a rare opportunity for noble scions on quests for glory or ambitious upstarts to earn acclaim and a spot among the empire’s military fraternities. Considering the scale of this one, nobody in Yohuachanca with a modicum of influence had missed out on it.

The red-eyed priests set up a grand war tent for me where I gathered the leaders of the four military fraternities and my key advisors to prepare the flow of battle. Patli of the Nightflowers, Coaxoch of the Shorn Ones, Amoxtli of the Jaguar Warriors, and Cuauhteztli of the Eagle Knights all answered my summons, and each had their own idea of how to conduct the Flower War.

“As Your Majesty has no doubt been informed, this Flower War has been extended to seven days due to the number of participants,” Tayatzin reminded me. “The battles will last until sundown, will be waged with close-range weapons, and shall focus on capture rather than outright killing.”

“The side that brings back the most prisoners and loses the fewest troops will win the day’s engagement,” Amoxtli continued. “No man can fight for seven days straight, so we will need to organize our troops accordingly.”

“I am no mere man,” I declared boldly. “I will take the field myself each day. I shall not ask anything of my soldiers that I am unwilling to do personally. Let the Sapa learn a sharp lesson in fear and humility for defying the gods.”

Coaxoch nodded in appreciation. “Your Majesty is bold,” he said with enthusiasm. “Let my Shorn Ones fight at your side. Each of us is a veteran with dozens of captures to his name and who have never taken a step back in battle.”

“My Eagle Knights will perform just as well, Your Majesty,” Cuauhteztli said. “Allow us the honor to fight at your side.”

I pondered their proposals. Coaxoch was right, the Shorn Ones were the best warriors the empire had to offer. While a man could join the Eagle Knights and Jaguar Warriors by capturing four captives, becoming a Shorn One required taking over a dozen prisoners and accomplishing twenty brave deeds. Otherwise, the difference between the Eagle Knights and Jaguar Warriors mostly resided in which Nightlord they dedicated their service to, with the former putting their faith in Sugey and the latter in the Jaguar Woman. Jaguar Warriors were fewer in number too because of slightly higher standards, but I’d seen no report that they’d performed any better than their rival fraternity.

I had another choice in mind anyway.

“Your eagerness is welcomed, but unnecessary,” Patli declared coldly. “The Nightflowers have defended all emperors during these engagements and never lost a single one.”

I’d hoped he would say that. The repeated security issues during my short reign had humiliated his fraternity and bolstered his desire to make up for it in the Nightlords’ eyes. This presented an excellent opportunity to thin out his military order.

“You speak true, Patli,” I said. “As the First Emperor first established our beautiful Yohuachanca with his daughters at his back, you shall follow me into battle against these heathens. Prove to me that your Nightflowers do not fear the light of day.”

Patli struck his chest with his palm. “I shall guard Your Divine Majesty with my life.”

And I would see to it that he lived up to his vow.

While Coaxoch seethed in disappointment, Amoxtli unfolded a map of the valley. “Your Majesty’s escort is only one warband among many to take the field today,” he said. “The first, fourth, and final days of a Flower War are always the most critical. Since accumulating victories early will bolster our morale, I suggest we open hostilities with solid veterans.”

“I agree,” Chikal said. “Our foes will no doubt think along the same lines and send out their best.”

I nodded and turned to Coaxoch and Cuauhteztli. “I hope your warriors shall prove up to the task.”

“They shall,” Coaxoch replied with a savage smirk. “We shall bring in thrice our numbers in sacrifices.”

I thanked these months of stressful situations for teaching me self-control, or else I would have winced.

Flower Wars focused on capturing and taking prisoners because most would be sacrificed during festivals in order to secure the Nightlords’ favor. The official goal of the exercise, after all, was to impress the enemy with Yohuachanca’s military power while training our troops and gathering blood for our vampiric overlords.

Not all captives were equal before the altar, however. Both sides usually released nobles or traded important prisoners when it was pragmatic to do so. Victorious warriors could expect to secure a tidy ransom with the right catch, and Yohuachanca often preferred to drain their foes’ wealth rather than their manpower.

But those were the exceptions. Most warriors could only expect a cruel death, whether at the war’s conclusion or during a harvest festival later this year.

Besides the fact that sacrificing their leaders wouldn’t endear me to the Sapa Empire, condoning these activities wouldn’t improve my image in the eyes of the gods and men. No such bloody ritual should unfold until the Flower War’s conclusion, so I still had time to find a way out of this particular bind.

“The mountains’ scions will be of more use to us as hostages than sacrifices once our coastline offensive unfolds,” I said. “Every prisoner ought to be treated well until we can ascertain their identity and value so we may better bring the Sapa into the fold.”

Would Sugey allow me to spare the captives? That bloodthirsty beast would certainly extract her blood toll, but I had a few arguments to convince her. The loss of Yoloxochitl’s plague lessened our military might, so securing hostages that could pressure the Sapa into surrendering would serve us better than another pile of corpses. Appealing to the Nightlords’ desire to restore order by promising to sacrifice all the captives during a grand victory celebration—one that would reassure our frightened citizens—at a later date might do the trick too. By then, I might have gained enough power to challenge the Nightlords in direct combat.

I could also argue that a few men ought to be sent to Chilam as breeding chattel. Amazons followed me to battle in order to secure mates, and while I wouldn’t envy their fate, it beat spending an afterlife stewing inside a vampire’s stomach.

Who am I kidding? Even those weak attempts at mercy sounded empty in my own head. This Flower War is a trick for a larger invasion that will tear their homeland apart. The Sapa will see me as a deceitful conqueror no matter what I do.

No one argued with me on the matter, largely because the matter would be decided with the “goddess” herself, and we spent the rest of the council planning our strategy. We would send out veterans on the first day in order to secure an early lead, then allow our younger warriors to gain experience tomorrow. The Sapa had agreed to hold battles of two hundred warriors at a maximum for a given site, though rotating reinforcements were allowed to replace dead warriors. Should two warriors have a claim to the same prisoner, a red-eyed “master of sacrifices” would settle the dispute.

While I wasn’t entirely confident about the value of Aclla’s intel, I did agree to her request to send our weakest warriors to fight Cachi’s contingent. I couldn’t throw the fight—the plot would have been too obvious otherwise—but they wouldn’t confront our best.

I, meanwhile, would fight in the most dangerous spot possible: near the valley’s center, at the burning pyre meant to signal the start of hostilities between our armies. The Sapa would likely send their best men there to capture me, if not whatever creatures or horrors their Mallquis sorcerers could conjure.

Inkarri had already sent a spider Nahualli assassin after me, could manifest in the Underworld, and plotted the gods-knew-what in his mountain. I could expect to fight men with inhuman strength or other creatures.

Once the war council concluded, I personally oversaw the ritual cleansing of my chosen warriors in a public ceremony that involved the burning of copal incense and oaths of service. Whereas other fraternities painted their bodies or wore armors of jaguar fur, eagle feathers, or cotton, all Nightflowers went shirtless, their only attire being crowns of flowers and pants of maguey fibers. They didn’t need more than their weapons. The Nightlords had blessed them with their blood, as their red eyes attested, but their manhood and strength had been allowed to develop unlike my palace’s eunuchs. Each of them was paler than normal, their fearsome faces betraying a kind of low, predatory hunger.

“Blessed are those who die a flowery death today, for they shall feast in the gods’ own halls!” I told each of these Nightlord thralls as I embraced them in a manly hug. As my arms coiled around their chests, I discreetly summoned a Veil and secretly placed black feathers filled with malice into their shadows.

I would have required more time to create elaborate Curses, and I had too many victims to be picky, so I infused them all with the same order.

Die today; die tomorrow; die for me.

I’d pulled the strands of fate, and I would soon see if it gave me a gentle tug in return. This would be an excellent opportunity to test how absorbing Tlaloc’s embers empowered the Curse and bleed out my most problematic “supporters.”

The sun was almost halfway into the sky by the time we finished the ceremony. I rode atop Itzili onto the plain with my Nightflowers escort and a set of red-eyed priests at my back to meet with the Sapa delegation. Chikal had taken command of another group of Amazons who would fight in a sacred grove, as did my other commanders. My men marched in steady order, with my feathered tyrant roaring at the front in his excitement. I must have looked like the First Emperor reborn on his back, with the scarlet Tlahuiztli and my jade bat mask gleaming in the sunlight.

We walked through flattened grain fields and wild grass until we reached the very center of the valley: a tall hill on which stood a large pyre of wood, paper, and incense big enough to burn for days. Some of my red-eyed priests were already there, alongside Sapa sorcerers with caps of feathers and wool robes.

A large group of soldiers arrived from the mountains to meet with us. True to Sugey’s own observations, the Sapa soldiers mostly came clothed in alpaca tunics, cotton armor, and wicker helmets. Their copper and bronze battleaxes contrasted greatly with our own obsidian weaponry, as did their spiked clubs and maces. They were older than our forces on average; none of them appeared younger than twenty-five, and some seemed to push into the fifties. It appeared their empire favored the experience of the old over the strength of the young. A handful of them wore bear pelts over their clothes, which made them stand out from the rest.

At their helm was a colossal and odd creature that rivaled Itzili in size. It was a strange beast roughly the same dimensions as an adult trihorn, but covered in a thick and impenetrable carapace of bony scutes. The head was short and blunt, shaped like an assault ram with deep jaws and grooved teeth. Its short legs were thicker than a tree’s trunk, and its tail was covered in bone rings that ended with a spiked mace.

I briefly mistook the creature for a macetail—the animal whose bones formed the bulk of my carrying frame in the Underworld—until I realized that the beast had no scales whatsoever. The head was covered in fur alongside the underbelly, and its face had more in common with rodents than snakes and lizards. The animal reminded me of those “armadillo” animals housed in my menagerie, but many, many times larger and bulkier.

It was large enough to support a roving throne of gold at least. A man around my age sat on top of the creature’s back on a gilded chair protected from the sun by a clothed dais. He was of an impressive height, at least a head taller than me, with a robust build and a dark complexion. Two deep and expressive black eyes stared at me above a prominent nose, while his long and lustrous raven hair was adorned with more feathers and gold than my own imperial headdress. He wore an ornate, richly embroidered tunic, a gilded sash, and a multicolored cloak covered in complex rectangular and spiral motifs. He carried a wealth of gold jewelry, gemstones, bracelets, and rings worth more than a city’s entire treasury. Although the man’s attire didn’t look like he would take the field today, his right hand gripped a mighty axe topped with a golden effigy of the sun. He stared at me with the pensive calculation of an experienced politician.

Ayar Manco carried himself with the dignity of an emperor. I would soon see how much of that was a show or the truth.

However, my eyes mostly lingered on a great, gold-feathered condor standing on the man’s left shoulder. Besides the beast’s unique coloration, its eyes stared at me with greater focus and intelligence than any creature on this forsaken earth.

“The emperor reigns on an empty throne, but the living dead rule from higher still,” the wind whispered in my ear. “Waiting for the storm that will shake the mountains.”

As I suspected, the Sapa Mallquis had cast their lot with Ayar Manco. How much did Inkarri tell his chosen prince? I’d once tried to approach Inkarri with an alliance the one time we met in the Underworld, only to be rebuffed once he decided destroying my soul would sabotage the Nightlords easily enough. It would make sense for him to inform Manco that I was a sorcerer of potent power, if only to encourage caution.

I didn’t think Inkarri would inform the Nightlords of my true nature; even if they believed him, I’d made clear that I was the vampires’ secret enemy. The best option when facing bickering enemies was to let them keep fighting rather than unite, and I didn’t think the condor sorcerer would be foolish enough to act otherwise. Nonetheless, any slip-up risked reaching Sugey’s ears and arousing her suspicions. I would have to be careful to avoid exposure.

However, all these questions and thoughts faded away from my mind when I saw the priests and seers escorting Manco. Most were men walking barefoot in embroidered tunics adorned with patterns and motifs representing gods and beasts, singing hymns to their deities, stomping the ground with their staves, or clutching amulets while praying. A handful of them bore the white hair and blue eyes that marked us as Nahualli, and I noticed a few women and witches in the group.

Mother walked among them.

I had always met Mother in the Underworld as a Tlacatecolotl, with her heart-fire exposed and owl-feathers on full display. Seeing her in the waking world, stripped of her supernatural features and glory, showed a wholly different side of her. She was around Necahual’s age but fitter and slimmer than she had been. The resemblance between Nenetl and me was unmistakable, between her flowing white hair adorned with black feathers and pale eyes the color of ice. Her face was fair, and she greeted us with blue robes and a necklace of sapphires. I had to admit she looked quite elegant, even beautiful, and her sharp gaze gave her a sense of mysterious confidence most would find appealing.

I could almost see what charmed Father enough to take her for a wife. Almost.

The fact she showed herself in the open so brazenly, without a disguise or deceit, was a message in itself. Mother wouldn’t dare show herself here, so close to an army under a Nightlord’s protection, without heavy security guarantees. Neither would Ayar Manco. Inkarri and the Sapa sorcerers must be very confident in their ability to at least protect their leadership from Sugey’s wrath should the worst come to pass.

Nay, the mere fact that Mother had been allowed to join the procession of the would-be Sapa Emperor carried a great many implications. This wasn’t an honor granted to hedge witches or cave hermits, but to high-ranked priests or sorcerers of proven power. Mother did more than hide among the Sapa; she had earned favor among them, politically and spiritually.

My jaw clenched in frustration. My lie to the Nightlords that my mother worked with the Sapa Empire had been more correct than even I expected. Mother had clearly been working with Yohuachanca’s enemies for some time now, and more importantly than that, she had been living the high life while leaving us to stew in poverty.

How many more secrets did the viper hide from me?
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Each time I thought Mother couldn’t disappoint me more, she found new ways to surprise me. I had to at least recognize her talent for deceit and surprise.

Worse, I’d seen the looks of recognition on my guards’ faces. The Nightflowers had likely been briefed on Iztacoatl’s hunt and its consequences; I suspected that a few of them even participated in it. Mother had been near the top of my captors’ list of enemies, and her description was widely shared.

“Oh divine Godspeaker,” Patli whispered in my ear like a demon on my shoulder. “This is⁠—”

“The traitor,” I replied with a grunt. “Many mysteries have begun to make sense now. It appears our enemies and betrayers were in bed together.”

Patli nodded sharply. On one hand, Mother’s official association with the Sapa accredited the idea of a wide enemy conspiracy where all of our issues could be laid at the mountain people’s feet. I wondered if she showed up specifically to draw suspicions away from me, although I didn’t truly believe it.

On the other hand, the information was bound to reach the Nightlords. Even if I somehow managed to massacre each and every guard present without arousing suspicion, Iztacoatl had already proved that she could see through animals’ eyes. A single surviving spy would be enough to pass the information up the chain of command.

I couldn’t keep this hidden, which meant I would have to anticipate its consequences. I had no idea how Sugey would react upon learning of this information and would need to choose my words carefully.

My troops stopped a spear’s throw away from our rivals, with the pyre and its hill looming to our right and casting a dark shadow upon our chosen battlefield. Itzili gladly introduced us with a roar that shook the very earth.

I saw brief flashes of fear in the eyes of enemy soldiers, but strangely none from Ayar Manco’s mount. Any normal animal would have been at least slightly on edge in the presence of such a large predator, yet this one remained eerily calm. It didn’t even blink. I strongly suspected the use of a spell.

In fact, I could feel a subtle and familiar pressure in the air—a near-undetectable omen of doom hovering over the battlefield. Having once cast all of Smoke Mountain under a similar effect, I immediately recognized the spell.

“Corpses sleep under the earth, hissing curses,” the wind whispered in my ear. “A gift of reconciliation and a bribe to chaos.”

A Haunt. Mother had put this area under a Haunt spell—one that would likely favor me in the battle to come.

Could Inkarri detect it? I doubted so, since not even the Nightlords themselves could see through my cursing of Smoke Mountain until it was already too late. Even if he did, Mother acted so subtly that tracking the sabotage back to her would be difficult. The Sapa were more likely to blame me or my vampiric captors should they discover the Haunt.

That tiny bit of help should have been unnecessary considering my power, which I took as a subtle warning. Mother wouldn’t feel the need to discreetly curse this place if she felt confident about my victory. Did my foes lay a trap I couldn’t see?

I was considering my options when Ayar Manco stood from his throne. He opened his mouth to calmly address me in the Sapa tongue, which I did not recognize. One of his priests swiftly began to translate his words into Yohuachancan.

“The only ruler of the world has answered your challenge, barbarian emperor of blood and darkness,” the translator said with all the blandness of a trained messenger. “His Majesty Ayar Manco, Lord of the Sapa and Master of the World, demands to know why you would bare your savage fangs at our noble mountains of peace.”

It wouldn’t surprise me if Ayar Manco had no idea how to speak the Yohuachancan tongue, but this could have been a ploy too—a way to demean me before his men by showing I was a barbarian requiring an interpreter for the master of the mountains to understand my brutish language. I cursed my lack of foresight on the matter. I should have questioned Aclla more thoroughly.

Nonetheless, I could think of a few ways to test the waters.

“Only ruler?” I snorted in disdain. “All I see is an uppity prince who does not even rest secure on his own throne.”

I carefully observed Ayar Manco as I stressed the word prince. His face was a mask of stone, but I could have sworn his eyes narrowed ever so slightly before one of my red-eyed priests translated my words into Sapa. He knew enough of the Yohuachancan tongue to recognize an insult at least.

“As for the reason I come to bring the shame of defeat to your people, you can only blame yourselves,” I retorted before lying through my teeth. “Your people have sent assassins after my consort and me, abused our trust with poisoned gifts, and dishonored our traditions. Be thankful for my restraint as I take a tribute of brave souls rather than paint your mountains red!”

The golden condor on Ayar Manco’s shoulder glared at me with all-too-human malice and disdain. The would-be Sapa Emperor remained unperturbed and swiftly answered through his translator.

“If attacks and dishonor you have suffered, they were not of our doing,” Ayar Manco replied through his translator with the calmness of a peaceful lake. “For many moons have the barbarian thralls of the winged whore-queens sought an excuse to bring war to the mountains. Your doomed campaign and throne are built on a hill of lies.”

Winged whore-queens? I actually had to suppress a chuckle at the term. Ayar Manco had a flowery way with words.

“Then explain to me why you shelter a renegade among your ranks, prince of lies?” I asked with a finger pointed at my mother. “That woman has dishonored the heavens and ought to be punished for it.”

My words served multiple purposes. First of all, I would keep up appearances in front of the Nightlords’ lackeys; second, it ought to protect Mother from her own “allies” and discourage them from using her as a hostage by showing how much I despised her; and third, it would let me gauge how much the Sapa knew about her. Considering she hadn’t bothered to inform me about her activities beyond the mountains, I felt no guilt about accusing her in the open.

Mother scowled at me but did not answer. A thin smile formed at the edge of Ayar Manco’s lips as he gave his answer.

“If a son cannot earn his own blood’s loyalty, the fault lies with him,” his translator said. “Nor should a beast complain about losing a woman’s love after hunting his own wife’s sister in the woods.”

My heart skipped a beat in genuine surprise. So he was not only aware of our blood relation, but of Astrid’s capture too. Did the Sapa keep her as a hostage?

Come to think of it… come to think of it, Inkarri could observe and listen to events unfolding in Mictlan. Considering Mother’s reputation, I found it unlikely he hadn’t heard of her. He probably knew she was a Tlacatecolotl. I find it unlikely that he didn’t consider Mother would make contact and form an alliance with me. Why allow her to stand so close to their emper⁠—

My thought process came to a screeching halt as pieces fell into place, and my fists tightened in genuine fury. Such was the tension coursing through my bones that some of my bodyguards suddenly looked uneasy, and Sapa soldiers tightened their grips on their weapons.

The lying, double-faced viper! She had been spying on me since the moment we met!

Inkarri lacked access to the Second Layer, however, so he would have had no way to check Mother’s lies once I entered Tlaloc’s domain. I guessed she had conned the Sapa people with false reports about my progress. She might even have convinced them that she simply observed me from afar and that we had yet to make contact.

This position would afford her a great deal of favor among the Sapa, but their leadership would have likely demanded more proof of loyalty. I thought Mother kidnapped Astrid to both help me and stick it to Iztacoatl, but I now realized that she also sought to solidify her standing by proving she worked against Yohuachanca. She could have easily taken unearned credit for Smoke Mountain’s eruption too.

Why keep this from me? Did she think I would kill her if I learned the truth? I admit I was sorely tempted to strangle her and risk the Skinwalker curse right now…

I froze and briefly glanced at my troops and foes. The tension in the air was palpable, and a few looked at me with genuine dread. Itzili, my ever-faithful companion, hissed and bared his fangs at Mother with barely contained hostility. His legs were slightly bent, signaling that he waited for the signal to pounce and kill, kill, kill.

Everyone thought we were about to attack too.

Ah, I see. I forced myself to calm down. My hatred had to be genuine.

Mother set me up both to ensure I would react with true indignation, solidifying her lies in the eyes of the Sapa. Of course, Mother wouldn’t trust me to play the act. She didn’t even trust herself.

And of course, this play sharply showcased the strength of her connections to me. I couldn’t afford to cast her aside, not when she had become a dagger pointed straight at the Sapa Empire’s heart. I suspected she even took no small pleasure in pulling a fast one on me after how I treated her so contemptuously.

That, or she simply played all sides and kept her options open. This explanation remained the most likely, but I was in the same position as the Sapa: my treacherous and disloyal mother had just made herself too valuable to discard in spite of the risks. Showing up today could have been her way to remind me that I wasn’t her only path to power so I wouldn’t take her for granted.

The craven witch had played a trick on me, and most infuriatingly, I couldn’t call her out without depriving myself of a precious resource. That wench!

I contained my anger, then pointed my obsidian club at Ayar Manco.

“Your deceit will not save you from my righteous might, and your punishment for disrespecting the heavens shall be severe,” I replied for the sake of my troops. “Come down from your throne and fight me, prince, if you dare! We can settle this in a duel before the mountains and valleys!”

I saw Ayar Manco’s expression sharpen for the first time since this contest of boasts as his priest translated my challenge, and he took slightly longer to give his answer. “The mountain does not answer the hill’s bark.”

Unlike me, he wouldn’t risk himself in the field. This presented me with an opportunity to showcase my own mercy.

“All your flowery speeches cannot hide your cowardice!” I declared, both for my allies and enemies’ sake. “A true emperor leads his men from the front! He does not cower at the back while he watches them die but carves the path to victory for the rest to follow!”

“How bold it is for the immortal to wager what he cannot lose,” Manco replied through his translator with a knowing look. “We are all aware that your vampiric masters can bring you back from certain death. If what I hear is true, they already did so at least once."

He’s well-informed. “Would you blame me for our gods being stronger than yours?” I taunted him back. “If yours were so strong, certainly they could accomplish such a miracle!”

My men roared as one at my boast, but Ayar Manco didn’t take my bait. “Our gods work in subtler ways than yours, but you shall feel the sting of their judgment soon enough,” he said through his translator. “Thou shalt return home shamed and chastened.”

“Then prove it, if you have the strength!” I raised my club to the sky. “By our hand will this Flower War bloom into a glorious victory!”

Itzili roared in triumph, and so did my men. Their weapons stomped the ground with feverish fervor, and their mouths frothed with bloodlust. The Sapa, by contrast, might as well have been a wall of stone. I decided to change that by addressing all of my foes.

“Hear me, sons of the Sapa! Hear the words of Iztac Ce Ehecatl, Emperor of Yohuachanca, Godspeaker, and scourge of the highest of heavens, the dark lord and the mountain slayer!” The last insult earned me their full attention once the priests translated my words. “Each day forward I shall come to challenge you! I shall stand here, in this very field, on the same earth on which many of you will be buried!”

To illustrate my words, I dismounted from Itzili. I heard a loud thump when my feet hit the ground, as if the very earth shook under the weight of my statement. I advanced to the forefront of my troops, who diligently stepped aside to let me through, and then pointed my weapon at the Sapa.

“Come in any number, bring any weapon, use any tactic—so long as you fight with your very lives, I shall honor any challenger!” I declared with divine boldness. “Whoever captures me shall win this Flower War and eternal glory! Those valorous enough to fight me shall earn my respect, and those who die by my hand shall feast among the brave in the gods’ halls!”

I waved my club and felt the wind follow my arm. The eyes of hundreds focused on me, from Mother to Manco and the best the Sapa had to offer. I felt the gaze of fate itself weighing on my shoulders as I affirmed the meaning of my divinity.

“So come at me, if you dare! I shall humble the arrogant by teaching them the true meaning of strength!” I hit the ground with my club with a final set of words. “I declare this Flower War open! To the victors go the spoils!”

A chorus of shouts and roars echoed my declaration of war, my words pumping up my warriors for the inevitable clash. The Sapa swiftly answered by hitting the ground with their maces and spears in response, though their bravado failed to match our own. Ayar Manco and his shoulder condor observed me with a cautious expression, while a brief gleam of pride crossed Mother’s gaze.

Afterward, my priests and Manco’s sorcerers moved atop the hill to set the pyre alight. “Should we capture her, oh divine Godspeaker?” Patli asked me upon seeing Mother ascend with the other Sapa noncombatants. “If we strike the witch quickly…”

“Not now. Loath as I am to say this, I gave my word to these fools. We must conduct this Flower War in full respect to our customs.” I watched Ayar Manco, who would observe his soldiers from atop his throne at his army’s back. I had the sharp intuition he would be assessing my abilities going forward. “Capture as many soldiers as you can. The more of his men we keep in chains, the more pressure we can put on this overmighty prince to return the traitor to us.”

I doubted Ayar Manco would be foolish enough to trade his one Tlacatecolotl for a handful of soldiers, but Patli bought my lie nonetheless. He swiftly struck his chest with his fist. “We shall bring glory to Your Divine Majesty’s name.”

May the gods smile on me and those would be his final words.

Our armies assembled into ordered lines of soldiers facing each other. Since this was the opening day of the Flower War, we would conduct today’s conflict with a series of duels to indicate our warriors’ prowess. The process would be simple: once a fighter incapacitated his foe, either by forcing him to surrender or by killing him, he would either move to the next line for his next fight or surrender his spot to the soldier after him if wounded. The process would continue until the coming sunset.

Obviously, the line of Sapa warriors facing me was the longest of them by far. Many fools had come to try and capture me. I noticed a strange warrior wearing a bear pelt among my challengers and another among Patli’s line. Both shared a familiar and predatory edge.

Those two weren’t warriors looking to capture trophies, but assassins out for blood.

Nonetheless, I faced my first foe without fear. It was a man over twice my age and a good head taller than me, wielding a shield and a star-spiked mace similar to the one Sugey used during our training. He fearlessly lunged at me with a roar in a brave yet doomed charge.

I sent him flying with a blow.

The man was thrown across his line, the shock causing the next two warriors behind him to stumble and collapse. The man’s chest had caved in on itself, his bones shattering and leaving a gaping crimson hole where his heart should have been. I sensed the evil dwelling within my scarlet Tlahuiztli rejoicing at the contact of this warm blood, and I meditated on the consequences of my actions.

I’d opened this Flower War with a murder.

I hadn’t meant to do that. In fact, I’d slightly toned down my blow due to my experience with Chilam’s Amazons. I only realized my mistake now: I had managed to fight off a spineking’s jaws when wearing my scarlet Tlahuiztli while I had only one set of godly embers to draw strength from. Now that I absorbed Tlaloc’s sunlight, my might had only grown tenfold. A serious blow of mine could likely shatter stone.

While regrettable, the man’s death wouldn’t go to waste.

A tense silence fell upon the battlefield, which I quickly broke. “Patli!”

My elite guard, who led the line next to mine, nodded obediently. “Your Majesty?”

“It seems that the Sapa’s men are more fragile than brindles!” I shouted loud enough for my entire warband to hear. “Fetch me a child’s weapon so that I do not break them so easily!”

My men erupted into laughter, and fury spread among the Sapa once their translators shared my insult in their native tongue. A new challenger fearlessly stepped up, and Patli tossed me a wooden staff devoid of obsidian teeth to replace mine. This one was a bit slower than his predecessor, so I easily smashed his face with a casual blow that sent him to the ground. I’d restrained my strength to the best of my ability, and while I did leave him bleeding and unconscious, I quickly confirmed that he was indeed breathing.

“This man is unconscious, and his life is mine by right of conquest,” I declared. “Carry him aside.”

As I advanced onto my third challenger and let the soldiers behind me carry my first captive aside, I quickly realized that my ploy to inflame tensions had worked wonders. The Sapa’s humiliation bolstered their fighting spirit, and they soon engaged my other troops with the kind of ferocity only wounded pride could inspire. Maces and obsidian clubs clashed among the field, blood stained the grass, and weapons flew to the tune of pleas for mercy.

The red-eyed Nightflowers enjoyed greater resilience and strength than most men thanks to the vampiric blood that they received from their vile masters, so they won more often than not. Nonetheless, they were far from invincible; they bled like any man, and a single mistake could spell their death. I joyfully witnessed my Curses and Mother’s Haunt bend fate in their disfavor in countless subtle ways. Wood shrapnel flew in just the right direction to hit throats—a tiny hole in the earth induced a fatal stumbling—a blow just happened to strike an artery. My work was so subtle I doubted anyone would notice, but it would reap its toll of death in time.

Most importantly, my men pushed on beyond what was necessary. No one wished to surrender when their emperor so boldly pressed forward. I saw wounded soldiers refuse to yield when it would have been wiser and fools refusing to give their place to a fresher warrior in hope of adding one more captive to their name. Although the Sapa soldiers focused on capture rather than murder, accidents began to pile up. Whereas I advanced my way through my line of duelists unscathed, Patli was wounded in the knee and hip. Other Nightflower soldiers collapsed from their wounds after intense duels, and the corpses of the dead were dragged away by their respective sides.

I had to give it to my enemies, however, as it took until my fifth consecutive victory for fear to sink in. I faced nimble soldiers with quick feet and dazzling bronze daggers, a fighter with a spear and bola who tried and failed to immobilize me, and finally a warrior in a black and white tunic wielding a spear-axe taller than myself. Each of them I felled in a single blow. I pounced faster than the jaguar and struck harder than a feathered tyrant. By the time I faced my sixth competitor, the poor man’s knees were shaking so loudly I could hear them; so I struck him there.

“I claim my fifth captive!” I declared loudly after stepping over my newest captive. “Who else shall bend to the might of Iztac?!”

My next opponent, a spearman, took a step back rather than face me. I expected him to surrender on the spot, only for the next person in line to put his hand over his shoulder and take his place.

A volunteer? I squinted upon recognizing my new foe as one of the bear-pelt-wearing warriors from earlier. Now that I could observe him more closely, I noticed that most of his face was covered in a black cotton mask, and his skin was painted with tattoos of vivid colors. He was powerfully built and walked with a slight hunch, like a four-legged beast struggling to stand on its legs. Another of his kindred had walked up past Patli’s line to duel the Nightflowers’ leader.

Neither of them carried a weapon.

Is this your hidden dagger, Inkarri? I glanced at the condor on Ayar Manco’s shoulder. The bird met my eyes with a potent glare, while the prince himself observed the scene attentively. Were they hoping to tire me out with small fry? To soften me up for the kill?

If so, then I would disappoint them both. My unnatural vitality could let me sustain many more engagements.

“You would fight me unarmed?” I asked the bear-man with a mocking laugh and false bravado. “Very well, I shall honor thy bravery with a fair duel.”

I tossed my “weapon” aside and walked to fight the man bare-handed.

As I hoped he would, Patli followed my lead with his own opponent so as not to look cowardly in front of his own fraternity—an act of foolish valor which I hoped would seal his fate. The two of us faced the bear-men.

They both pounced with inhuman speed.

Having fought a Skinwalker, rabid beasts, and burned gods, I quickly reacted in time by catching his hands in mid-air before they could reach my throat. A much slower Patli failed to do so and was pinned to the ground by his own opponent.

I left him to die and focused on my own enemy. The Sapa man’s nails had turned into black claws, and his frothing fangs belonged more to the bear whose pelt he wore than to a man. More than that, he was ferociously strong too. I wielded the strength of ten men, and yet I felt pressure.

His skeleton was thicker than normal too. I could feel it through my Bonecraft spell. Was this man a shapeshifter, or had he been empowered through sorcery? Whatever the case, he attempted to push me back with all of his strength in an attempt to make me lose my footing. I refused to give an inch and fought back.

This time, I did not restrain my divine strength.

My muscles strained, and the scarlet Tlahuiztli clung to my skin as I pushed back against the bear-man, my hands slowly crushing his own into an unshakable grip. The man let go of his pretense of humanity by attempting to bite my throat with his fangs. I responded by headbutting him with my jade mask, breaking his nose. The blow caused him to stumble, and I followed through by throwing him to the ground. He landed on the side among the dirt and the grass with a loud thump.

I swiftly grabbed the back of his neck before he could get up again and then slammed his face against the ground. The blow would have knocked any other man unconscious, but this strange beast answered me with a muffled roar of defiance.

“Yield!” I ordered. “Yield!”

The bear-man answered my merciful offer by attempting to get up and break my hold. I simply slammed his skull harder this time—again and again and again. It took a fifth blow to finally knock him unconscious, and even then I had the feeling he would recover quickly.

“Chain this one before he wakes up,” I told the soldiers further in my line after releasing my grip on his bloodied skull. “Treat him well for providing me with exercise.”

I turned my attention to his fellow bear-man, who now towered over Patli on the ground. I could tell from the bruises that the Nightflowers’ leader had fought valiantly, but his throat had been slashed open by claws, and he gargled in a pool of his own blood.

“That one’s soul is mine alone, beast,” I said. When the beast bared his fangs at me, I insisted more thoroughly. “Begone or perish. I shall not ask twice.”

The bear-man appeared ready to fight me until I gave him a most potent glare and pointed at his face with a hand still drenched in his fellow’s blood. He held my gaze for a moment and then wisely took a step back.

I knelt next to Patli in full view of our soldiers, the closest of whom had stopped fighting to observe the scene. To my disappointment, the Nightflower commander was still alive… but not for long. I seized an opportunity to look merciful that wouldn’t cost me anything.

“You fought bravely,” I whispered in the man’s ear before turning to my men with solemnity. “Send him to my physician. Send him to my Necahual. She will take good care of him.”

No reason I should be the only one enjoying myself today.

[image: ]


When sunset arrived and the pyre died, I emerged victorious among the dying and the captured.

Ayar Manco retreated with Mother and his followers back to their camp before the coming of night, likely for fear of Nightkin assassination. Their side had obviously lost this engagement, so I left the battlefield crowned in glory.

All in all, our side captured a little over five hundred captives across all theaters of the Flower War thus far, taking three hundred seasoned warriors and two hundred commoner levies according to my masters of sacrifices’ estimation—a record harvest by Flower War standards. Thirteen of them had been captured by my hand alone. I’d caught more prisoners in a day than the elite Shorn Ones required in their entire career.

However, this victory came at a bloody cost. Forty of my Nightflowers had been killed or captured during our clash with Manco’s troops, and we had lost many more across all the battlegrounds. It was a price I was willing to pay to bleed out the Nightlords’ followers.

I returned to my camp at nightfall in triumph. My troops cheered me and my followers as I rode atop Itzili’s back with my rope-bound captives trailing behind me. Victory always tasted sweet.

Nonetheless, I was left with the strong impression that this had only been a careful test of my abilities. Ayar Manco’s cautious behavior belied a calculating mind I couldn’t bait easily. The way he carefully observed all battles from his command post and strategically placed inhuman warriors to strike at me and Patli reeked of a probing maneuver.

Had he thrown the first day of fighting in the hope of lulling my troops into a false sense of security? Or had he been assessing my strength to better prepare his best soldiers for the next battle? I couldn’t be sure yet, but I knew he wouldn’t ignore my open challenge. Every day I took the field unscathed would be another stain on the Sapa people’s pride.

“Your Majesty’s enlightened leadership inaugurated this Flower War with a most glorious victory,” Tayatzin said upon greeting me with a gracious bow. “Lady Chikal and her followers returned with a bounty of men too.”

“Wonderful,” I replied as I stepped down from Itzili the Younger. Those men at least will live, I suppose… “What of the men we sent against Cachi’s troops?”

“They acquitted themselves well but suffered casualties,” Tayatzin confirmed. Perfect. Doing too badly on that front would have given the ruse away. “Alas, I am also saddened to inform you that Lord Patli perished on his way to Lady Necahual.”

“He fought valiantly to earn us victory,” I replied. That at least was true. “The Sapa will pay for this indignity, and for sheltering our enemies.”

This served right into my hands. The Nightflowers had been established by Yoloxochitl, so the duty of naming his successor technically fell to Eztli, who was both far away and likely uninterested in doing so. I would ensure that the order continued to suffer losses during the coming week.

“See that our prisoners are well-treated and their injuries treated,” I told Tayatzin. “The more of them we keep alive for ransom, the greater our leverage over these mountain thralls.”

To my surprise, Tayatzin tensed up uncomfortably. “I’m… I’m afraid this will not be possible, Your Divine Majesty.”

My spine stiffened, and a coldness traveled along my veins. Tayatzin would never defy me, unless…

A fearsome roar echoed into the dark night, followed by the screeches of countless Nightkin.

Silence fell upon the Yohuachancan camp as shadows obscured the moon. The longneck holding my roving palace on its back and who had taken a choice spot at the center of our troops lowered its head in fear and obedience, and a monster soon perched itself atop it in a wild display of dominance.

I had only gotten a glimpse of Sugey’s true, monstrous form once on the night of the New Fire Ceremony, where she and her sisters were forced to seal away their monstrous father on Smoke Mountain. This time she chose to show herself in all of her fearsome and bestial glory.

The monster Sugey had always been was over thrice my size, with talon-hands that could seize a man like a tree's branch and great filthy grey wings sending trails of feathers flying with each flap. I could have mistaken the thing for a giant vulture were it not for her humanoid frame, her clawed legs, her reddish skin, and the serpentine tail slithering behind her.

Twin heads sat atop a splintered naked throat crowned with a grey tuft of feathers, each of them equipped with a bronze-like beak ready to rip and tear flesh and bones. Her four eyes wept blood and gleamed with savage cruelty. She swung a massive mace fit for her size, whose head was a twisted amalgamation of human skulls merged together in a misshapen embrace.

I could smell the blood suffusing her frame, her feathers, her very self. My soldiers, and even Itzili, had frozen in dread at the mere notice of her predatory aura, the way hares tensed up in the presence of a rabid wolf. The crowd of Nightkin flying around her like an escort only heightened her fearsome appearance.

In the end, Sugey did share her sisters’ flair for spectacle.

“Once again I come forward to you, warriors of Yohuachanca!” Sugey declared with twin voices, each more inhuman than the other. She pointed her mace at me, singling me out from among thousands of soldiers. “Once again, I salute our Godspeaker for delivering us a great victory… and satiating the gods’ hunger!”

The cheers and acclaim of my troops felt like a cold shower of rancid waters.

Nightkin snooped in immediately afterward to snatch prisoners from among the Sapa captives. A few of the enemy warriors I’d captured myself were grabbed by the shoulders and then dragged screaming into the sky.

“I salute you, brave soldiers and loyal tributaries of Yohuachanca, for bringing glory to our eternal empire and anointing our altars with blood!” Sugey snapped her beaks as her praise turned to scorn. “Many of you have fought well today, but many… many of you I found lacking and in dire need of proper motivation!”

Two Nightkin dropped their Sapa prisoners right above their mistress. I watched with sickened disgust as Sugey’s maws surged to catch these screaming men in mid-air. Unlike her sisters, she didn’t bother draining them of their blood; she simply ate them both in a single gulp, both flesh and bones.

“As you can see, my twin mouths consume indiscriminately, and our army has no need for the weak and craven! The brave only show courage in the face of death, so heed my words!” Sugey snapped her beaks. “Any warrior who does not bring at least one sacrifice by the end of the week shall be devoured himself!”

My jaw clenched along with my fists. Everywhere I looked, I could see a mix of fear and zeal spread among my soldiers as their false goddess’s words slowly sank into their heads. More Nightkin descended upon the captives to drag them back to their hungry progenitor. The noise of snapping beaks and gluttonous gulps filled the night.

“In this world, it is kill or be killed!” Sugey shrieked while anointing herself in the entrails of our captives. “Only those willing to shed blood ought to earn the right to live another day!”

That beast had shot my plan dead in the water. My men would fight with greater motivation than ever, for their very lives were now on the line. There would be no more mercy nor caution, only the pressing whip of death reaping its toll each night.

This show war had just become one of extermination.


10
A WORD OF ADVICE


My hands seized her flesh with the strength of my frustration.

I sat on my imperial bed, facing a naked Tenoch after she impaled herself on my manhood with her arms and legs coiled around mine. I buried my face in her voluptuous bosom and gripped her ass with an unbreakable grip, drawing her closer.

“Oh yes, Master,” she whispered in my ear in between gasps and cries of pleasure. “Master Nochtli never made me feel so good… You are truly one of a kind…”

I couldn’t tell whether she was truthful or simply soothing my wounded ego. Tenoch had always been a sensitive soul and more perceptive than her innocent demeanor would suggest. From the looks Necahual and Atziri sent me from each side of the bed, they had at least noticed my anger.

I had originally planned to summon all three to discuss Tenoch’s transfer demand, especially since it might alter our planned ritual with Necahual, but Mother’s deceit and Sugey’s latest stunt left me so furious that I’d been tempted to strangle Tayatzin with my bare hands. The Nightlord hadn’t even bothered to summon me for a strategy meeting yet, even after news of the frontlines likely reached her ear. The message couldn’t be clearer: I was to take her public announcement like any other man and fulfill her command without complaint. My opinion was beneath her for the moment.

I was used to disappointment and abuse by now, but this insult somehow managed to infuriate me. I’d felt the same call that pushed me to summon the rain in Zachilaa from the very depths of my Teyolia.

Consuming Tlaloc’s embers had done more than bolster my power and confidence; it had imbued me with his strength and pride. The godly half of my soul demanded respect and wished to answer the insult with fire and brimstone. My sense of reason and foresight now conflicted with an instinct I struggled to repress.

I decided that drowning myself in female flesh would be a more productive use of my energy than avenging that insult with blood or running the risk of my magic acting wildly like it did in Zachilaa. I needed to reassert control, to feel in command again; and while I knew that sleeping with a glorified slave wasn’t exactly a grandiose act of rulership, it was the best I could do to quell the divine fury for now.

My hands roamed Tenoch’s voluptuous body, from her back to her shoulders to her behind. She was thicker than most other concubines, with skin soft like milk. I claimed every inch of her as my property, leaving no spot untouched. She answered my attention by pulling her arms around my neck and then pressing her lips against mine. I welcomed the kiss and let my tongue dance with her own while her breasts bounced against my chest.

There was no attempt at Seidr, no political purpose behind our lovemaking; only rage-fueled lust. Tenoch’s flesh tightened its grip on my manhood. I was so close to release, and she welcomed it.

A thought suddenly crossed my mind. I had sired children back when I had only absorbed one set of embers, yet I hadn’t conceived any with Tenoch yet. Would a child blessed by two suns rather than one inherit more power than his older siblings? Would the son or daughter of a demigod and a mortal become a quarter of a god?

The mere thought excited me so much that I came on the spot.

I sensed Tenoch’s body tense up when my manhood erupted inside her. I pressed her against me, our bodies enveloped in a carnal embrace, tightening my grip so much I feared I would break her in two. She couldn’t escape. She was mine, mine, mine. She surrendered to me without a fight, welcoming my seed and my tongue within the throes of orgasm.

I was her god, and she worshiped me. I allowed her to breathe once we finished by unsealing our kiss. Her sweat mixed with my seed as both dripped down her thighs and onto the bed.

It took her a moment to recover from our shared bliss, and she giggled a bit afterward.

“Master has changed,” Tenoch mused with a mischievous smile. I thought she meant I’d improved in the arts of love, and I think I did, but her insight ran deeper. “Master used to be afraid to give his seed. Now the prospect of planting it excites him.”

Tenoch had always proved more intuitive than she looked, and this remark was no exception. I used to be afraid of having children for fear of what the Nightlords would do to them. The thought of my progeny ending up on an altar, turned into breeding stock, or transformed into a vampire always provided a mental block.

I couldn’t tell exactly when that fear went away. The floodgates had cracked when I sired my first child, the way a thief might grow more comfortable with armed robbery after committing larceny, but it only truly collapsed once I earned the title of Cizin and absorbed Tlaloc’s embers. The storm god’s power had imbued me with the confidence that I would pull through somehow and crush the Nightlords.

In a way, I would say that the thought of protecting my unborn children from those vampires’ claws also provided me with plenty of motivation.

“His Majesty likes to feel like he owns us,” Necahual said with a hint of devious mockery. “Or even better, stole us.”

I would have blushed if I could still feel shame. I’d impregnated Necahual in her own late husband’s house, in the same bed where he used to take her; and I would have lied if claiming Lady Zyanya’s first night hadn’t given me a great degree of satisfaction.

I observed Tenoch and was seized with violent disgust at the mere thought of another man touching her. The idea that a future emperor would claim her for himself like I did infuriated me. I used to think I would allow my concubines to go and marry others once I defeated the Nightlords, but now I wanted nothing more than to keep them for myself.

Something deep within me rejoiced over lording my power over others. Whether it involved killing foes, commanding men, casting spells, or pleasuring women, it didn’t matter. It was all about power in the end. Power over others, over rules, over reality itself.

Tlaloc was right—my power magnifies my personality and flaws, I thought as I pulled out of Tenoch and released my grip on her. My craving for power and control grows stronger by the day.

I couldn’t tell whether those impulses came from within me or the First Emperor’s influence. Dreaded Yohuacanca’s hunger and lust destroyed him from within, and I was playing his role, wearing his armor, wielding his magic. If the Nightlords’ ritual was powerful enough to warp Eztli’s mind, I couldn’t rule out the possibility that it was also affecting mine.

The thrill of battle and the luxuries afforded to an emperor satiated that gnawing darkness of mine for now, but how long would that last until I slipped up? I had to find a way to regain at least some measure of control over the course of the Flower War, both for my sake and those of its future victims.

How to overcome Sugey’s ploy? I wondered. I could not overturn her announcement nor twist its meaning after she made such a show of it. Every soldier would need to bring back at least one sacrifice to survive, and the Sapa would fight all the hardest upon hearing what fate awaited them. I supposed I could try to limit the bloodshed to one captive per soldier, with the extra captives being spared… but would Sugey let me get away with it? No matter how I considered the problem, I couldn’t see any way to promote a merciful image among my troops and enemies.

Moreover, I had other issues to deal with.

“Atziri,” I said, causing my meeker concubine to tense up. “Why do you want to switch places with Tenoch?”

“I…” Atziri almost instinctively pulled the bedsheet to her. “I do not…”

“I came up with the idea on my own, Master,” Tenoch said.

“Why?” I insisted. I wanted to hear it from their very mouth.

Tenoch and Atziri exchanged a glance, with the latter gulping as she struggled to find her words.

“Lady Anaye… frightens me,” she confessed. “Tenoch thought I would have an easier time with Lady Ingrid.”

“Why does she frighten you?” Necahual asked with a frown. Considering how “Anaye” would play into our ritual, she had an incentive to stay informed.

Atziri hesitated, clearly because she feared punishment. I moved closer to her and squinted. Now that I paid more attention to her, I began to notice small and nearly imperceptible bruises on her neck whose shape reminded me of fingers.

My blood boiled with anger. She didn’t dare.

“She tried to strangle you?” Atziri bit her lip at my question, so I softened my words. “I swear that I won’t allow anything to happen to you, Atziri. Whatever you say will stay between us.”

An emperor’s promise carried weight and untied many tongues, and I suspected seeing my powers up close only reinforced that sentiment in Atziri. She gulped, her face growing pale and her eyes haunted with a most frightful sight.

“This morning, Lady Anaye… She asked if I wanted to try out a necklace… I… I said yes, and…” Atziri sobbed with horror. “She put her hands on my throat, and… and she… she laughed. She laughed when she squeezed.”

My teeth clenched so hard my jaw hurt. Tenoch took Atziri’s hand into her own and gently caressed it, while the poor handmaiden wiped away a tear.

“She said it… it was a joke, but… the way she looked at me…” Atzir looked down at the bedsheet. “I’m… I’m scared, Your Majesty. I… I don’t think she’ll stop next time.”

How long had it been since the Skinwalker joined us? A little more than a week? That creature couldn’t contain her cruelty for more than a few days.

I had explicitly forbidden that animal to harm my servants, and she blatantly disobeyed me behind closed doors. The way she tried to scare Atziri without leaving too much of a physical mark told me that she knew I would punish her for this, but she simply couldn’t help herself.

I had peered into her soul. The Skinwalker suffered from a diseased mind ever since childhood, which grew only worse over time. Her nature was to kill, to hurt, and to revel in fear. I’d hoped she possessed at least enough self-control to be useful for a time, but not even the leash of her true name could contain her malice.

I could offer her a captive to play with—better to die at a mad Skinwalker’s hand than spend eternity in a vampire’s belly, I supposed—but I had the feeling this wouldn’t change much. She would slip up.

How long until her impulses got the better of her? We were in the middle of a military camp, not the imperial palace. I couldn’t fully control the flow of information here. If she accidentally harmed one of my spies, or worse, one of the Nightlords’ assets and ended up detained…

“I cannot allow for a transfer now,” I said with some reluctance. Besides the fact Tenoch would be no safer than Atziri, pressing issues demanded that I keep my spy network stable. “My treacherous mother has joined with the Sapa, and she still holds Ingrid’s sister hostage.”

Necahual’s eyes lit up with surprise and bitter anger. Part of why I’d invited her tonight was to share this information with her early so that we could adjust our strategy. I barely had to say more. She was smart enough to connect the dots.

“Your mother, Master?” Tenoch asked with a hand on her face. She too had heard of what happened on the night of Iztacoatl’s cruel hunt. “Have you told Lady Ingrid?”

“Not yet,” I replied. Considering Ingrid’s skills, I suspected she had already heard about it. “And when she does, it will shake her. I dare not remove the comfort you provide her, Tenoch.”

Tenoch’s expression grew torn between her loyalty to her mistress and her friendship with Atziri, with the latter clenching her fists. I gently touched her chin and invited her to look me in the eyes.

“Nonetheless, this is the last time Anaye will raise her hand against you,” I promised Atziri while biting my thumb. Light poured out of it. “Nor will pain haunt you any further.”

I rubbed my thumb against Atziri’s bruises. She let out a small gasp at my blood’s warmth, but its properties swiftly healed the damage “Anaye” left on her pristine skin. She was pure and unblemished once more. Atziri’s eyes widened upon seeing this miracle.

“I will see to it that your mistress does not touch you again,” I said. The easiest option would be to have Chikal assign Amazon guards with explicit orders to stop the Skinwalker should she overreach again.

“Thank you, Your Majesty,” Atziri said profusely. “You are very kind.”

“I will have a talk with Anaye too,” Necahual said while giving me a knowing look. “She will change her tune soon enough.”

The suggestion sounded simple enough, but I had spent enough time with my favorite to sense deceit. I matched her gaze, and then I saw.

“Are you certain?” I asked her very carefully.

“The sooner the better,” Necahual replied sternly. “Her kind are like children. Unless disciplined quickly, their behavior becomes a habit.”

The mention of children sealed the deal. She was indeed talking about running the soul-transfer ritual under the Flower War’s cover. My favorite saw Mother’s presence on the battlefront as an opportunity to seize in spite of her distaste for the latter.

I could see why she thought that way. The blood reserve she gave Eztli to maintain her identity wouldn’t last too long, and the conflict offered precious few opportunities to slip out of the notice of spies. Moreover, Mother’s presence and the Sapa’s closeness would offer the perfect excuse to justify why Eztli would… change.

It still presented many risks. Sugey watched me with a lighter touch than her sisters, but she wasn’t to be underestimated either. Mother’s presence would also cause her to tighten security around the camp.

Nonetheless, I knew we could pull it off with sufficient preparation. The chaos of war would make for a thick shield.

“I would appreciate it,” I replied. “But be subtle. You know how she is—being too forward too quickly might have the opposite effect.”

“Of course,” Necahual replied. She had read between the lines: I needed time to organize things, so for now she should avoid tipping our hand.

I had someone to meet with first.
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Afterward, I had Necahual and Tenoch help me pleasure Atziri as I bedded her. My concubines played with her breasts and hair while I took her with delicateness.

That lovemaking session was very much unlike the one with Tenoch. Instead of raging lust, I welcome Atziri with gentle caresses, encouraging words, and caring kisses. I bedded her kindly, the way a husband should comfort his wife after a traumatic encounter.

In short, I focused on her pleasure over my own. I gave her a moment of unconditional love and respite.

In a way, it provided me as much joy as taking Tenoch with violent lust. I’d rarely encountered gratitude and kindness during my imperial tenure, but each of these moments had felt stronger than all of the Nightlords’ tortures combined. Father’s warmth alone made up for countless horrors.

When I looked at my past achievements, the three that came to mind were orchestrating Yoloxochitl’s death, saving my father’s soul from Xibalba, and ending the curse of the Burned Men, which felt like a greater achievement. I was proud of all three.

A part of me did enjoy helping those who deserved it, as much as another delighted in power and chaos. Neither of these two faces was stronger than the other, at least not yet. I stood on a razor-thin edge. Was this why Quetzalcoatl refused to see me? Because he could see I risked landing on the wrong side?

Whatever the case, the hard day of fighting and the bedroom exercise that followed managed to lull me to sleep. My spirit faded into the dark depths of the Underworld, back to the ruins of the second cosmos. I found Mother waiting for me among the ashes with a thin smile on her lips.

“Did it amuse you?” I asked her with a growl. “To betray your own blood?”

“Is that how you thank me for my assistance?” she replied calmly. “Those hastily woven curses of yours wouldn’t have amounted to much without my Haunt.”

I scoffed. Of course she didn’t weave that Haunt to help me slay the Sapa, but my own men. “Is that why Inkarri allowed you to cast it? In the hope that it would kill me?”

“I excluded you from the spell’s effect, but I had assumed you wished to bleed out the Nightlords’ followers.” She tilted her head to the side. “Or was I wrong?”

I admired her ability to make her deceit sound like my own fault. “You couldn’t have risen so high among the Sapa by virtue of our shared bloodline without treachery,” I retorted. “What did you tell Inkarri?”

“Lies and half-truths. He knows that you earned Tlaloc’s embers, since I knew he would suspect it the moment you entered the range of his divinations, but I have yet to inform him that you crossed this Layer’s threshold.”

“So you have been spying on me since we met.” Only the knowledge of her current position making her an invaluable asset, Father’s feelings, and the fear of catching the Skinwalker curse prevented me from strangling her on the spot. “When did you intend to tell me you were playing a double game?”

“When needed.” Mother scoffed at my accusatory tone. “You underestimate the danger I put myself in for your sake. If the Mallquis weren’t so afraid of you⁠—”

“My sake?” I couldn’t help but laugh at her audacity. “My sake?!”

“Yes, yours,” she hissed with clear frustration. “It would have been safer for me to flee the mountains the moment you ascended to the throne. I was put under closer scrutiny than you can imagine, and many times I feared for my life.”

“Scrutiny that you could have avoided had you taken Father and me away instead of living the high life on your own!”

“You think I wouldn’t have arranged that if I could?” Now her voice brimmed with genuine anger. “The Nightlords never let you or your father out of their sight since the year you were born, and by the time I was in a position to act, your father was long buried, and you had already been selected as the new year’s sacrifice.”

“That doesn’t excuse not informing me of your alliance with the Sapa,” I retorted harshly. “You had no possible reason for keeping this information away from me except as leverage against me!”

“I didn’t tell you because I wasn’t sure if I would even be able to keep my position there once your war started! Had you given away any hint that we were working together or any reason for them to suspect me, the Mallquis would have slain me on the spot!”

I snorted with scorn at her feeble defense. “Your ability to find excuses when there is none is second to none.”

Mother clenched her jaw. “This situation is not as simple as you make it sound.”

“I am sick and tired of your lies, Ichtaca,” I said with annoyance. My patience had run thin. “Why did you keep this from me? The real reason?”

“I told you⁠—”

“Obey.”

My Word carried the strength of the gods themselves and untied her tongue. “I didn’t think I needed to,” she said against her will, “because if I told you too much, you would have power over me.”

Such a simple answer, and yet one that spoke volumes about Mother’s mindset. I observed her in utter disbelief. What I had mistaken for malice and intrigue simply boiled down to conceit. Mother had so little concept of trust that she only shared information when she felt she had to because the mere concept of being open without expecting something in return didn’t enter her mind.

Then again, what did I expect? She couldn’t trust her own husband—the only person to ever love her unconditionally—to see her thoughts through Seidr until she learned she could gain power from it.

“What did you tell the Sapa about me?” I asked, my question punctuated by another Word. “Answer.”

“That you were too powerful to confront, so I followed you from afar as you claimed Tlaloc’s embers. I have lied to them, both for your sake and for mine.” Mother clenched her jaw after regaining control. “Stop using the Word on me!”

I ignored her and pushed further. “What do you expect from me? Answer!”

“I want…” Mother gulped as she struggled against her own unruly tongue. A foolish fight, for all of her willpower weighed little against my sorcery. “I want the power to never fear again… I want status and sorcery… I want… I want my family back… all of it…”

“Even the daughter and son you abandoned?” The fact that a part of her appeared to wish for us to reconnect didn’t miraculously erase all of her crimes. Moreover, I sensed that she still resisted my spell. “There is more. Answer.”

“I…” She gargled, her muscles tensing as the truth forced its way out of her mouth. “I want you to let your father use the Ride spell on you for a moment… because he won’t possess anyone without their consent.”

That last bit took me by surprise. Let Father possess me? What madness was that? “Why?"

“Please stop,” she pleaded, her body shaking with unease. “This… This hurts, having your voice worm its way inside my mind.”

“You brought this on yourself,” I replied as I denied her this mercy with sorcery. “Answer.”

“I…” Her voice broke in her twisted throat. “I want him to hold me in his arms for a moment, so I… so I can feel loved again.”

Her pitiful, desperate words hit me like a slap to the face.

I watched Mother collapse to her knees under the mental strain my Word put her under, my lips closed in utter silence. I had already received a glimpse of the pitiful, lonely wretch hiding behind the powerful sorceress’ mask back in Xibalba, and here her true self showed up again: a woman so insecure, so lonely, and who had burned so many bridges that she clung to the last bit of near-unconditional love she could find.

And I couldn’t help but pity her. For her to be desperate to make that demand of all things, to risk her life all for a chance to feel her husband’s affection again, then it meant the House of Fright had truly broken her.

“Cease… cease this.” Mother’s anger was gone, replaced with a tired prayer. “Please… please, my… my son.”

Even after everything, that word still carried a measure of power over me. I observed her for a moment, and while I knew that she brought much of her suffering upon herself, part of me did hold a sliver of compassion for her plight.

“I promised Queen Mictecacihuatl that I would run the Day of the Dead on her behalf,” I reminded her. “Father will be returned to life there for a night. If you were to implore the queen’s mercy⁠—”

“She won’t forgive either of us, and you know that,” Mother cut in with bitter spite. “We’ve disappointed her too many times.”

My jaw clenched, but I did not argue. I had proved her point. The Lords of Fear taught me the Word spell in the hope that I would start to rely on it, that I would enslave rather than convince. Queen Mictecacihualt would have looked down on the both of us equally tonight.

I looked up to the sky and Quetzalcoatl’s morning star. Its radiance felt heavy; judging. I was left with the unmistakable impression of having failed some sort of invisible test.

This cannot go on like this, I realized. The two of us. We draw out the worst out of each other.

“I am…” I considered my next sentence carefully, in case my magic bound me by my promises. “I apologize for using the Word so often on you. It was not proper. I will not do so again.”

Mother didn’t believe me. “You do not regret anything.”

“Trusting is difficult, Mother, because each time I try to give you a chance, you reveal another trick or lie up your sleeve,” I retorted. “Every interaction we have feels like a dishonest transaction. I gave you a warning when we passed the Gate of the Twin-Breaths, and yet you continued to keep secrets from me.”

Mother held my gaze. “If I am useful to you no longer, you will cast me aside.”

And that was likely true. I tried to recall Father’s words of encouragement. He never relented in his hope that his family would reconnect. I was sorely tempted to summon him again, but I decided against it after a moment’s consideration. Relying on Father like a crutch to ensure Mother and I got along wouldn’t let us resolve our issues. This had to come from us.

“I…” If I were required to breathe in the Underworld, I would have taken a deep one right now. “I am willing to… fulfill your wish.”

Mother’s head rose up slightly in interest. “You… would?”

“Yes.” Father was the only person I could trust inside my head, as I knew he would never abuse his position. Mastering the Legion spell would require melding my mind with that of the Parliament of Skulls he had joined anyway, so I could at least allow it for a time. “However, I am not even sure if he could use me as a vessel. My heart and spirit are too strong. This is a slim hope, and you know it.”

“I know,” Mother confessed with a sad sigh. “But this is all I have.”

Of course it was. She had cast away everything else.

“I will not keep things from you, but I expect the same in return,” I said. “Start by telling me everything about your time with the Sapa.”

Mother waited a moment before answering, which I didn’t take as a good sign. “You aren’t using the Word this time.”

“No.” I was sorely tempted to do that, but the light of Quetzalcoatl reminded me of that spell’s cost on my soul. “I am making an effort to trust you on your word alone. Do not waste the opportunity.”

Mother pondered my words a moment, hesitated, and then took her chance.

“When I fled Yohuachanca for the south, I tried to remain beneath notice,” she said. “The Sapa do not use money nor trade. Instead, all individuals must contribute to the collective through a labor system called mit'a. The bureaucracy assigns tasks to its subjects, and in exchange, they receive food, housing, and support. I was assigned the role of a midwife and healer… but it wasn’t long before their sorcerers learned of my Nahualli nature and truly recruited me.”

Mother crossed her arms. “It was then that I met those lands’ true rulers.”

Rulers? Plural? “You are not speaking of the Sapa Emperors, are you?”

“That Ayar Manco is as much of a puppet as you are, however bright he might be,” Mother replied. “Only the undead who pull his strings differ from yours.”

Aclla had failed to mention that part. “Do you speak of the Mallquis?”

“Yes. The Apu Inkarri is the greatest sorcerer among them, but far from the only one. Each clan across the Sapa Empire empowers one of these mummies with their breath and faith, ensuring that their dead leaders continue to steer their descendants. They own the most wealth and land across the mountains, to the point the emperor can achieve little without their support.”

I didn’t like the sound of that at all. “They can’t possibly be worse than the Nightlords.”

“And why do you think they are called the Sapa Empire?” Mother replied with a scoff. “The Mallquis rule with a lighter touch because they are numerous and require their clans’ adoration to survive, but their human ambition and greed remain undiminished. While their scale pales before ours, the Sapa do practice human sacrifice too; and since the dead own the land eternally, the living are pushed to conquer other lands in order to keep some for themselves. Those who earn enough territory ascend to the Mallquis in turn, repeating the process.”

And here I had hoped that the Sapa would have been better people than Yohuachancans… Neither merchants’ tales nor Ingrid’s information painted their country as a worse place to live in than my own empire of blood and tears, but Mother painted an uglier picture than what I’d hoped.

How disappointing.

“How does Ayar Cachi factor into this?” I inquired. Why would a puppet’s brother struggle with his kin over who wears the strings?

“I do not know exactly,” Mother replied. “Most Mallquis deemed Manco more pliable and offered him their support, but Cachi enjoys the support of other clans. They have yet to reach a consensus.”

I didn’t bother hiding my disgust. What I thought to be a brotherly power struggle more and more looked like a conflict of interest between two sets of immortal parasites who couldn’t be bothered to defend their living descendants effectively.

Maybe I’m making too many assumptions here. I’d assumed Manco and Cachi were spoiled brats who would rather fight over their father’s inheritance rather than ally against the existential threat at their doorstep, but the Mallquis’ influence put that into question. The two brothers might be playing a bigger and subtler game than I first thought. Are they plotting against their masters the same way I plan the demise of mine? How does Aclla factor into all of this?

I sensed an opportunity there, albeit one I couldn’t entirely see yet.

“The Mallquis recruited me among their sorcerers, but while I learned many things among them, in my heart I always refused to serve,” Mother said. “I simply sought to accumulate secrets and favors.”

Which she never used to free my sibling and me from the Nightlords’ clutches. I could imagine the reason why, however absurd it sounded.

“You wrote us off as dead, didn’t you?” I guessed. “Nenetl and I.”

Mother’s silence was enough of a confession.

“Since you would already need to resurrect Father, you figured you might as well make it three once the Nightlords sacrificed us all,” I said with a scoff of disdain. “It’s only when you learned of my powers that you decided to make contact.”

“I won’t deny it.” At least she owned up to that. “Once I became a goddess, I figured… I figured I could make everything right.”

And now it fell to me to inherit those foolish hopes of hers.

“The Mallquis fear you more than anything else, my son,” Mother said. “Their star-seers have long predicted the coming of a demon emperor of the night who would paint their mountains red with blood and lay waste to their civilization. They believe that prophesied destroyer to be you, and you know what? I think they are right.”

Considering the planned invasion, they had good reason to think so. “I’ve seen Inkarri and other sorcerers practice a ritual in the mountains, though I could not ascertain its nature,” I said. “Can you tell me more?”

“Not yet,” she replied, dashing my hopes. “They do not trust me that much… but I suspect it involves the First Emperor’s brother in some way, since I strongly suspect he founded the Sapa Empire in ancient times.”

“It must have something to do with perception.” Our suspicions aligned on that front. “The brother of a god confronting his mad sibling’s physical incarnation would make for a grandiose tale.”

“Yes. The Sapa’s magical traditions differ from ours, but they accumulated many secrets over the centuries. Inkarri himself has existed since the empire’s founding, or so I’ve heard.” Mother looked away. “He will try to have you assassinated during the mock battles. Manco only accepted this Flower War to provide his masters with a chance to put you in the ground.”

“Those feathered corpses are welcome to try and defeat me. They will find their eternal lives much shorter.” Nonetheless, the situation did make me curious about Manco. If he was indeed bright and similar to myself, then surely part of him resented being the servant of ancient mummies. “What of Manco himself? Would he be willing to plot against the Mallquis?”

“I’ve had a few encounters with him, so I cannot say. I think he would at least agree to an audience, if only to appear as a respected diplomat and warlord in the eyes of his men.”

In that case, I could ask for a peaceful meeting after a battle to discuss a prisoner exchange. Manco’s masters would no doubt accept in order to seize a chance to assassinate me, while Sugey might be convinced to let me try sowing discord in the enemy camp.

Finally, Mother’s assertion that Inkarri had existed since the Sapa Empire’s founding aroused my curiosity. He might be one of the few souls left that could give me more details about Yohuachanca’s earliest nights and provide insight into the Nightlords’ weaknesses.

I hadn’t entirely given up on finding allies among the Sapa to oppose my tormentors. Manco or Aclla could serve as potential intermediaries to develop a conspiracy, depending on which Sapa prince would serve as the better ally. I needed more information to assess their respective personalities and objectives.

“I will see how to arrange a meeting with Manco in the coming days,” I decided. “This would also serve as an excellent opportunity to run the soul-transfer ritual.”

Mother’s gaze sharpened. “You wish to transfer your consort’s soul now?”

“Yes.” With luck and preparation on our side, I could both save Eztli’s soul and lay the blame squarely at the Sapa’s feet. “Assist us, and I… I will grant your wish.”

“If our ritual succeeds and your consort’s soul escapes their grasp, the Nightlords’ fury will know no bounds,” Mother warned me. “The Sapa Empire will bear the brunt of their cruelty. You understand that, do you?”

Her sharp question left me silent for a moment. She was right. I had been so focused on avoiding detection myself and blaming all ills at the Sapa’s feet that I hardly considered the scale of the Nightlords’ reaction.

Sugey had already shown her willingness to turn this Flower War from a ritualistic contest of strength to a sacrificial slaughter. Should Eztli, their replacement for Yoloxochitl, be lost, then the planned invasion of the Sapa’s lands would turn from a war of conquest to one of extermination. The Nightlords wouldn’t allow a group with the power to take out one of their own to linger in this world any longer.

They wouldn’t care for their losses nor the wealth spent on that venture. The human herd could replenish itself, after all, while the lords of darkness could hardly be replaced. Years of massacre would be a trifling price to assuage the vampires’ fear of ending up in their father’s stomach for all eternity. The best I could do then would be to blunt the scale of their atrocities, but it would look like a paltry attempt to assuage my guilty conscience.

It was then, in the light of Quetzalcoatl’s morning star, that I realized all my hopes of a good outcome for this war had been foolish from the start.

To save Eztli, to have a chance to destroy the Nightlords’ order, would require that I put the burden of my actions on others. Shaking Yohuachanca’s foundations to make their collapse possible would require that I unleash a great fire’s spark. Countless deaths and atrocities would soon lay at my feet, and while I could deceive the Nightlords, I couldn’t hide my crimes from a true god.

Lord Quetzalcoatl would never be happy with me.

He’s never going to grant me his embers after this. That distant fear had now become a certainty. No words will convince him when my actions speak far louder.

Then I sensed it.

My head turned to the side to stare at the wasteland that surrounded us. My sunlight Gaze pierced the shadows to reveal dust and silence, yet thicker darkness awaited beyond my eyesight.

Mother tensed up too. She had noticed it as well. That instinctual awareness of a predatory presence lurking nearby.

Something was watching us from afar.

Something evil.
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EYES OF THE DAMNED


Not even death could end true madness.

Itzpapalotl had warned us that the Third Layer’s damned souls underwent an eternal cycle of rebirth, and I soon witnessed it unfold beneath the clouds. A rift first opened up to split the desolate lands devastated by the goddess’s hurricane, and hills with maws of sharp fangs soon vomited up a river of green poison to fill it. I could smell its hideous stench of rot and corpses all the way from the sky above. Immense fish soon arose from beneath the surface, but when they opened their mouths, human faces peeked out instead of tongues.

I watched them lay eggs bigger than cribs onto the riverbanks. They cracked the moment they reached the shore, and monsters crawled out of them: twisted mockeries of monkeys with limbs twice the length of their whole bodies, cackling birds with human heads, or faceless masses of flesh with wings that soon took to the sky. Horrors soon filled the clouds, from flying fish to ships with legs-oars and sails of skin. Their cries, moans, and twisted songs soon filled the once-peaceful silence of a dead world.

I observed as villages rose from dust from above as my ebon wings carried me across this mockery of civilization. Ruined towers and egg-shaped houses of glass sprouted from ashes like wild grass. A few of the apes haunting the layer set them on fire the moment they reached them without cause or reason; others danced and rutted among the stones or drank putrid river waters with cups filled with worms and bloated toads. I saw fiends playing the harp while riding headless turkeys into the water while laughing maniacally.

Disgust swelled within my heart. These beasts had barely returned to life for a few minutes and immediately went back to reveling in their own corruption. They were utterly beyond help.

Moreover, the sensation of a predator’s gaze staring at my back continued to weigh on me. I couldn’t see its source no matter how often I looked over my shoulder, but I knew it was growing closer with each flap of my wings.

“We are being followed, my son,” Mother stated the obvious. Her own flight had grown more nervous the more the night went on.

“Our pursuer is welcome to try and fight me,” I replied without fear. I’d been itching to test out my new power on a foe worthy of them. “They will be served with fire and death.”

Mother didn’t answer my boast. I couldn’t tell whether she deemed me overconfident or trusted in my sorcery to defeat any attacker.

In any case, I had other things on my mind. The more I considered the consequences of going through with the soul-transfer ritual, the more I grew convinced that it would cause the Sapa conflict to escalate beyond measure. A war of conquest would become one of extermination, and the Mallquis’ fears would come to pass. The Nightlords’ armies would drown their mountains in a sea of blood by the will of their wicked emperor.

I couldn’t think of a way to lessen that impact. The Nightlords would investigate the loss of their replacement for Yoloxochitl, and if I failed to divert their attention onto another, suspicions would turn onto me. I could blame the First Emperor, but doing so would invite more chains to bind me, more restrictions. I would sacrifice future options to defeat the Nightlords for the sake of lessening a war that would unfold anyway.

Moreover, Sugey had already tipped her hand in the most dramatic way. That feathered demon wanted blood. Would blaming everything on the Sapa change anything?

I focused on the distant morning star. No matter how quick I flew, Quetzalcoatl’s light seemed forever out of reach. The wind pushed against my face, carrying the maddened cries of the filth below.

“—sons and daughters of Tamōhuānchān, heed the words of Topiltzin!”

I almost froze in mid-flight. That sentence, uttered in archaic Yohuachancan with a strong and clear male voice, cut through the cacophony like a sharp blade through flesh. I looked around to find the speaker and quickly found him below.

A figure stood alone atop a shattered tower of dusty stone, addressing the rutting hordes of monsters below. This person’s appearance took me back not because of any demonic features so common around these parts, but by his lack of them. The dead man looked like an utterly normal skeleton with dry yellow bones that wouldn’t look out of place in Mictlan. He wore a priestly dress of tarnished feathers and a metal headpiece adorned with a macaw’s beak while carrying a curvy staff and shield adorned with a spiral-shaped jewel.

“Children of Quetzalcoatl, have you forgotten what you were?! What you could still be?!” the dead man called out to the crowd of apes and abominations celebrating their wickedness at the spire’s foot. His eyes burned with ghostlight brighter than stars. “You are the flowers of the earth, and even a withered flower can bloom again after being thrown underfoot!”

After spending the last few nights surrounded by the mad and the wicked, a coherent soul’s mere voice became a marvel in itself. I deviated from my path to circle above the tower out of curiosity, with my cautious mother following soon after.

“You cannot bury your beauty in filth!” the dead man sermoned the demons of the Second Cosmos. He pointed his staff at a pair of monsters waiting at the tower’s foot, the former a four-legged tree beast with a mirror for a face, and the other a birdlike humanoid enraptured by its own reflection. “Let your light shine through so it illuminates the blind! This hell is but a cesspool whose muddy waters you may escape for clearer streams! The peace of Mictlan is not beyond your reach!”

Who is this? Itzpapalotl warned us that all good souls had long left this layer for King Mictlantecuhtli’s realm above; yet here stood a ghost preaching repentance to the wicked. Does he truly expect those blighted fiends to listen?

But to my surprise, a few of the creatures did hear this “Topiltzin,” albeit not with the kind of reaction he sought. The mirror monster briefly looked upward with its mirror-face, which infuriated its birdlike companion. Denied the pleasure of watching its own vain reflection for all eternity, it squawked in fury and unveiled a sword for a beak. Its flapping wings quickly carried it to the top of the tower with murderous intent.

I had no time to waste with the lost and the damned, but something about that dead messenger’s words struck a chord with me. This soul was trying in vain to appeal to the better nature of these monsters and only received naked violence in return. This sickened me.

I had seen too many good deeds punished not to intervene.

I descended upon the demon and blasted it with the Blaze spell before it could skewer Topiltzin, sending the fiend plummeting back at the dirt from which it came. The creature let out an awful cry mixing pain and pleasure—the latter of which particularly unsettled me—as its feathers burned to cinders, then fled into the darkness. Its mirror-faced friend watched it disappear without a sound or care.

The so-called Topiltzin looked up to Mother and me as we landed on the tower. I retook my human form and then asked, “Are you well, stranger?”

The ancient soul responded with a grateful nod. “I am most thankful for your assistance, great owl, however unnecessary.”

“Unnecessary?” I scoffed. “That creature would have impaled you had I not intervened.”

“Quetzalcoatl’s winds protect me from any danger,” the ghost answered without shame or fear. “These poor souls cannot harm me, no more than my words are meant to wound their hearts.”

His answer gave me pause enough to cast the Gaze spell upon him. My sunlit eyes easily revealed the gown of gilded starlight and the invisible scales in which he was clothed; magic so pure and powerful that a normal man would have gone blind at the sight of it. Moreover, I saw a scintillating beam shining from Quetzalcoatl’s sun to him.

The man spoke true. He did have a god protecting him.

“I am Topiltzin, fallen priest-king and founder of Tollan,” he introduced himself with a bow. “It has been many cycles since a Tlacatecolotl ventured so deep.”

The name Tollan did not ring any bells to me, but Mother gasped in surprise. “The legendary first city?”

Her question appeared to amuse the ancient ghost. “So the people of the Fifth Cosmos do remember their ancestors? I am pleased to hear so.”

“I’ve never heard of Tollan,” I said. Yohuachanca’s history says that Yohuachanca’s capital, Mazatilia, was the first of its kind. I guessed the Nightlords rewrote history to claim that achievement for themselves, as they always did.

“According to a few rare texts, Tollan was the world’s first city,” Mother explained. “Yohuachanca’s people descend from its inhabitants.”

“I hear you speak the Yohuachancan tongue,” Topiltzin noted. “Tollan fell to Camazotz’s fangs many years before the rise of the one called Yohuachanca.”

My heartfire burned with curiosity. “Camazotz?” I asked, sensing the opportunity. “You lived while that god roamed the earth?”

“Aye, I have seen the dawn of the Fifth Cosmos,” Topiltzin confirmed. “I had long been exiled from my city by the time it fell for a crime for which I still atone for in death, but the departed have told me of its fall. I am happy our blood has endured across the long centuries.”

Mother narrowed her eyes at the specter with suspicion. “Why would a king of the Fifth Sun be so deep?”

“I preach by the grace of Quetzalcoatl.” Topiltzin pointed at the wicked hordes delighting below us. “You have seen these poor souls damned to a hell of their own making. Each night I plead with them to break the chains they bound themselves with and to ascend toward a better place.”

I couldn’t help but scoff at his naivety. “Looks to me like they don’t listen often.”

“They all listen, Tlacatecolotl,” Topiltzin replied calmly. “Else they would not be so angry with me. My words remind them of what they gave up on, and that truth is unbearable for some. After so many eons spent crawling in the mud, the mere sound of pure water is painful to their souls.”

I remained skeptical nonetheless. “Have your words ever reached any of these animals enough to change their ways?”

“Now and then, yes,” Topiltzin confirmed, much to my astonishment. “Those I led to Mictlan myself by the grace of Tlaloc and Mictlantecuhtli, who granted me safe passage through their realms.”

He could have been lying, but the godly magic shielding him attested to the divine favor bestowed upon him. This ghost did have Quetzalcoatl’s direct protection and benediction, enough to be spared from Itzpapalotl’s destruction. The Feathered Serpent believed in his cause, however impossible it sounded to me.

“I am surprised,” I admitted. “Lady Itzpapalotl seemed to say that all salvageable souls had left Tamōhuānchān.”

“Itzpapalotl was born of a transgression for the purpose of punishing it. Her nature is condemnation and castigation, not forgiveness.” Topiltzin shook his head. “All these souls can be saved, Tlacatecolotl. My penance shall not end until this hell is empty and its doors are rattling in the wind.”

I shuddered at the immense task ahead of him. A world’s worth of madmen and damned souls surrounded him. How long would it take for each individual soul to listen to reason? How many sermons and arguments could reach the lost and the insane?

This man would toil for eons, maybe until the last days of the Fifth Sun and the darkness beyond. He had already been at it for over six centuries at the very least. The kind of willpower required to even undertake such a quest beggared belief.

I had my doubts he would ever succeed in his task, but I admired his determination… if it was determination. His words of penance made me wonder if guilt might have been the driving force behind his arduous quest.

What crime would warrant such a harsh and self-inflicted punishment?

Mother, of course, paid little mind to the fate of Tamōhuānchān’s souls. “Topiltzin of Tollan was known to be the high priest of Quetzalcoatl,” she said, drawing my undivided attention. “Is this still the case?”

“My people once knew me as Quetzalcoatl’s Godspeaker, and through my mouth he taught them the foundations of civilization,” Topiltzin confirmed. “It is by his will that I wander these lands.”

I saw an opportunity and seized it. “We seek an audience with Lord Quetzalcoatl on behalf of his brother Xolotl. Could you intercede on our behalf?”

“Intercede?” Topiltzin appraised me for a moment. “Quetzalcoatl is the god of knowledge. Nothing escapes his notice, not even the lies one tells themselves. If he has not invited you within his hall yet, then he will do so when he thinks it appropriate.”

“We have no time to waste,” I insisted with growing frustration. “I do not even have a year.”

“You may pursue his star’s radiance for a thousand of them and be no closer to it.” Topiltzin studied my Teyolia with a scholar’s focus. I felt his gaze peer into my soul the same way my spell unveiled illusions. “Your heart burns with torment, pain… and fear. Fear of being judged and found wanting.”

Was the glow of my inner fire so baleful? I guessed an ancient spirit who had spent countless eons reaching out for lost souls had grown sensitive to such things, and that if I could not deceive him, then what hope did I have of convincing his god?

“Certainly you must know Quetzalcoatl better than any other mortal,” Mother pushed, refusing to give up. “What would earn us his favor?”

“Your deeds.” Topiltzin shook his head with a ghostly sigh. “Be careful not to practice your righteousness in front of others in order to be seen by them, Tlacatecolotl. Those empty actions will not benefit your soul nor earn Quetzalcoatl’s favor. True righteousness is practiced in secret, with no hope for reward.”

Mother and I had committed so many crimes in public and in private. If Quetzalcoatl knew all things, then…

“Are not sinful acts forgiven when done in the service of others?” I asked. “To spare oneself and others a living hell and to cast down the wicked?”

Topiltzin gave me a long and heavy look. “I will tell you this: the chains of sin are loose,” he said. “Redemption and forgiveness are always within anyone’s reach, so long as their heart is brave and their resolve true. While the path to Quetzalcoatl will not open when you expect it to, it is not closed shut either—and it never will be.”

My heart lit up with a glimmer of hope. “So you say an audience is not impossible for us to obtain?”

“Tamōhuānchān is the birthplace of good and evil. It is here that the gods passed their first judgment upon mortals. This land will put you, the both of you, to the test—the same way it has tormented its prisoners.” Topiltzin peered at the horizon behind us. “I fear your first ordeal has come already.”

A soul-rending shriek silenced the madness.

I heard in my ears and my heart a sound high-pitched, like a child’s first cry, and filled with a beast’s primeval hunger. The songs and moans of the damned turned to cries of fear. Their debauched revelry came to an abrupt end as shadows darkened over the horizon and shrouded the riverbanks in thick darkness. Mother and I watched them flee in a mix of shock and apprehension. They hid in the burning houses or dove into the fetid river to disappear under its muddy surface.

These demons had almost embraced Itzpapalotl’s apocalyptic destruction and her handmaidens’ feast. What could frighten souls jaded enough to enjoy their own demise?

The predatory presence I’d sensed earlier grew stronger than ever. Its source came closer and closer, its steps shaking the very ground. The shrieks cut sharply through the air, calling out to my Tonalli and Teyolia.

I sensed… a kinship.

My body froze in place. My soul trembled with recognition at the voice of whatever abomination was approaching us. It recognized its own, the same way my heart-fire welcomed that of Nenetl during our incestuous unions. Mother sensed it too from the way she trembled in a mix of dread and disbelief.

Whatever horror lurked in the dark was our kin.

The river’s waters transformed into a thick yellow fluid reeking of childbirth, and the few demons who hadn’t escaped to safety yet now attempted to find a hole to crawl away into. The tower on which I stood trembled under the pressure of earthshaking steps. A great beast the size of an adult feathered tyrant lurked in the dark near us.

I dared to use the Gaze spell, and then I saw the awful truth.

I had seen many horrors both among the living and the dead, but this one filled my stomach with an almighty sickness. I mistook it for an owl at first, with its jet-black wings and sharp talons.

But the body… The body was a face, a human child’s face, pallid and rotting like a corpse, with filled cheeks spreading apart into a ghastly grin filled with teeth half my size. Its hair was black feathers stained with blood and bile. An umbilical cord slithered out of its horrifying maw instead of a tongue, coiling around one of the slowest apes to drag it screaming into its gullet.

It was its eyes that haunted me the most, however. So pale, so blue, so human… so familiar.

I knew what the thing was the moment our gazes crossed. I even knew it before I saw the flicker of mutual recognition while it swallowed demons one after another with a child’s unending hunger. I knew, and it hurt.

“What…” Mother’s voice broke in her throat. “What… is that?”

“This is the land of the stillborn,” Topiltzin replied with a voice heavy with grief and sorrow. “Where souls who were denied their chance to live linger in anguish.”

Those were my eyes.

That monster had my eyes.
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A woman’s fingers had never felt so cold on my skin.

I awoke in a dark daze, my mind burning inside my skull. The arms of my concubines weighed on my chest like heavy chains. My pillows seemed hard like stone against my hair, and the ceiling was suffocatingly too close.

“Have you slept well, Your Majesty?” I heard Tenoch ask me at my side with a bashful smile on her lips.

I simply stared at the ceiling with empty eyes.

I barely remembered the end of the dream. I recalled the screams of the devoured, the steps, the encroaching darkness… and the terrible silence that followed. That I would not forget.

My silence grew unbearably uneasy for my bedmates. Only one likely had an idea of what happened. She shared a bond with me deeper than blood.

“Iztac?” Necahual asked with a hint of concern. “What did you see?”

I didn’t want to look at her. Not because I hated Necahual—at this point, she had become my wife in all but name—but because I knew a mere glimpse of her stomach would twist the knife even further.

I had seen what our child could become should I fail.

Forbidden unions beget abominations.

That single sentence had haunted me the most out of all of Lahun’s prophecies. It found new ways to torment me again and again, the wound never closing. I had lived through one of my worst fears once again.

I had a child once. The Nightlords murdered their mother before my eyes and then fed her corpse to their Sulfur Sun. I thought that the unborn soul went to feed the First Emperor’s hunger like its mother, but it had somehow managed to escape to haunt its father beyond the veil of death.

I had planted my seed in Sigrun’s womb, and a monstrous revenant crawled out of it upon her death.

Someone entered the room, and this time I mustered the strength to look away from the ceiling. Tayatzin walked in front of the bed and bowed.

“Greetings, Your Divine Majesty,” he said before delivering words that cut deeper than any sword. “I pray the goddesses grant you good dreams.”

My holy blood boiled within my veins, and a great fire swept away the numbness of my soul.

Tenoch let go of me, and Atziri pulled the bedsheet to herself. Tayatzin himself froze in fear and terror, his skin paler than a corpse.

Because for a moment, my mask slipped.

And there was only hatred behind it.

His eyes… I stared at Tayatzin’s eyes, as crimson as the stillborn beast’s had been blue. I hated all the things that it represented from the very bottom of my soul: slavery, vampires, injustice…

Those eyes had only caused me pain. I desired nothing less than to tear them apart with my bare hands.

A thin streak of red tainted Tayatzin’s pale skin. Blood dripped from his nose and onto his squalid lips. I hadn’t cast a spell nor said a word to cause this reaction; I simply hated.

My magic had grown so strong that my mere focus could cause humans discomfort.

“I only saw death, Tayatzin,” I replied with venom. “Death and darkness.”

Tayatzin dared not answer. Anyone wise wouldn’t have spoken a word in his situation. It did little to quell my rage. The very sight of this man disgusted me.

“Leave,” I ordered everyone; even Necahual. “I wish to be alone for a while.”

“Y-yes, of course,” Tayatzin replied with a sniveling bow. He was the first to leave. My concubines exchanged glances and all looked at me with concern before beginning to dress themselves. Necahual’s gaze lingered on me the longest, but she too eventually left.

I did not rise from the bed, nor did I put on clothes. I simply stared at the ceiling, trying to quell my fury. A single obsession occupied my thoughts.

My mind was set and devoid of doubts. I would run the soul-transfer ritual. The Sapa would suffer, but so would the Nightlords. Eztli’s soul would escape their grasp, and their plan to keep their monstrous father sealed would forever be tarnished. Let the very monster they tried feeding my child to devour them in turn.

I simply wanted them gone.

Soft steps interrupted my concentration. I glared at the newcomer, an order on the tip of my tongue, only to face eyes bluer than my own.

“Can… can I come in?” Nenetl asked while standing on the threshold.

The sight of my sister tugged at my heartstrings. The sorrow that the concern in her eyes inspired in me was only matched by my unease. Her presence was both a balm and a wound.

“Did Necahual send you?” I asked.

“Yes, uh… somewhat.” Nenetl cleared her throat in embarrassment. “She… she told me, and I felt I should come.”

My favorite knew me better than anyone, the clever witch.

Nenetl gathered her resolve, then stepped forward without waiting for my answer. She sat on the bed next to me, and I did not push her away, though part of me wished to. I simply didn’t have the heart to repel my sister, not after… not after what I saw.

Nenetl stayed by my side in silent support for a moment, her fingers fidgeting with unease. She eventually mustered the courage to take my hand into her own. Her fingers felt warmer than Tenoch’s, but I did not clench them either.

“Is… is this about our mother?” Nenetl asked with a little hesitation. “I’ve heard she’s here.”

News travels fast nowadays. “Who told you that?”

“Aclla. She, uh… she overheard guards discussing it.” A kind way to say her handmaiden had been acting like the spy she was. I still wondered what to make of her. “Is that what bothers you?”

“Among other things.” I wouldn’t lie that Mother’s behavior factored into my dark mood, but the pain ran deeper.

Every time I considered taking the high ground, every time I thought I could try to do good, I was only met with pain and difficult options. Every crime the Nightlords committed, every wound they inflicted, reminded me of the cost of letting them live another day.

How could Quetzalcoatl expect me to do good when the world constantly ground me down to pieces?

“I… I can imagine what else.” Nenetl let out a small, sorrowful sigh. “You’re trying very hard not to look at me right now, aren’t you?”

My jaw clenched, and I did not answer. Nenetl nodded in acceptance. She knew the answer before she asked.

“I… I… I told Necahual about…” Nenetl put a hand on her womb, her expression twisted with concern. “She said that if… if we didn’t wish to keep it… there were options.”

The memory of my own twisted flesh and blood haunting me in the Underworld flared into my mind, vivid and raw. I knew exactly what options Necahual had in mind. And even if the Nightlords slipped up enough to let us get away with it, I could expect another pair of eyes to welcome me in the darkness below.

And it might still have been a kinder fate for that soul than whatever the Nightlords planned for it.

“What do you want, Nenetl?” I asked her. A… a father always did his part, but Itzpapalotl had been right about one thing. Once a man planted his seed, the pain and labor were no longer his to bear. My sister had more of a say in the matter than I did.

“I…” Nenetl took a long, deep breath. “I want to keep it, Iztac.”

This time, I turned to look at her. My sister and consort had uttered those words without any doubt. Her body radiated that quiet, gentle confidence that had made me fall in love with her once.

“I’ve thought about it for a long time. I know what we did… what we did is frowned upon, and that it bothers you, but… they had nothing to do with it.” Nenetl gripped her belly tightly. “I know what Lahun said, but I think she’s wrong.”

She looked me straight in the eyes, and this time I did not look away.

“Our child was born of love,” she said softly. “Nothing created from love can be an abomination, Iztac.”

She said those words with such innocence, such kindness, such confidence, that I almost believed it.

Father had loved me too. I looked at Nenetl’s belly and imagined the creature growing within it. He tried to raise me right, even with all the difficulties my birth entailed.

Nenetl was right, our child had been wanted. Iztacoatl had twisted my joy with a lie to cruelly humiliate me, but if I had wallowed in ignorance… if I hadn’t known the truth, the news would have been blissful. And even if our child was born cursed, so were we. They deserved better than an eternity spent in the Underworld.

Nenetl’s words about Lahun’s prophecies gave me pause too. I had spent my time since I first heard its words being haunted by the verses, counting and fearing the days until my fate came to pass. Yet had I not been fated to die in a year’s time? I was fighting with all my strength against the Nightlords’ prophecy, so why not Lahun’s too?

What was divine power worth if it couldn’t break my chains? Whether bound by vampires or fate, I had a duty to rebel. Whether I succeeded or failed, at least I would have done my best without regrets.

“I want to keep it too,” I said softly. “Give them a chance to live.”

I hoped to at least give our child a better afterlife than a madhouse filled with pain and fiends. I owed them and Nenetl that much.

Nenetl’s smile of relief felt warmer than the sun. It briefly soothed my wounded soul, and for a short instant I could lie to myself that all would end well somehow.

After a moment’s hesitation, Nenetl moved closer to me and gently rested on my shoulder. I briefly froze at her contact, but the warmth of her gentle hug put me at ease. I slowly put my arm around her shoulder to draw my sister close. It was no lustful embrace between lovers nor an attempt at comfort, but something else—a gentle moment I had only felt with Father.

“Do you think Mother will accept it?” Nenetl asked shyly.

I scoffed. “You’re concerned about her opinion? Even after everything she did to us?”

“Well… yes, I am,” Nenetl replied innocently. “I think she cares too, at least a little. Or else she wouldn’t have shown up today.”

Nenetl wore her heart on her sleeve. She had taken so much from Father… and the more I considered it, the more I realized the same could be said for me and Mother. I had inherited more than just her power.

I guessed there was some truth to Nenetl’s words. Mother did try to help me fight the Nightlords in her own way. Even if she expected a return on her investment, the risks she had taken—and continued to take—could not be guided by greed alone.

“I won’t leave her a choice,” I told Nenetl. “One way or another.”
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THE DAY THE HEAVENS WEPT


Every seat had its importance at an emperor’s table.

I began the second day of what would soon become the bloodiest Flower War in decades with a hearty breakfast in my consorts’ company. Lady Zyanya had been invited to attend, without her husband. Inviting her to eat in the company of my female companions was tantamount to recognizing her as my mistress in the empire’s eyes and thus informing the realm that she had my ear. This would remind Tlaxcala that his political standing was tied to his wife and grant her an immense amount of influence.

Favorites and concubines couldn't be allowed to sit as equal to my divinely ordered consorts during wartime, however, so Lady Zyanya and Necahual were instead given seats a step behind mine on each side, close enough to whisper in my ears, but forcing them to eat from their own bowls of food rather than at the table. I placed Necahual between Chindi and me so she could talk with the former as she wished to, while Zyanya was put near Ingrid so she would overhear everything we discussed.

The goal was to have Zyanya report that piece of information directly to Iztacoatl in order to prove her usefulness as a spy to that vampiric leech. Mentioning Astrid should also ensure her brother’s—Fjor’s—involvement, and the Nightkin was a critical piece in my game.

“So the tales I heard were true,” Ingrid said when I finished recounting yesterday’s events. “My lord’s mother has joined with our enemies.”

“I suspect that she has been working with them from the start,” I replied, noting how Zyanya paid close attention to each word. “To be allowed to stand so close to their emperor in spite of the blood we share is no small privilege.”

“Indeed, she must have cultivated her contacts for a long time prior to my sister’s abduction.” Ingrid looked at me with concern. “Has there been any word of Astrid?”

I had the feeling her unease and worry were in no way faked. Astrid being in the Sapa’s hands was infinitely better than the fate Iztacoatl planned to inflict on her, but they still remained an enemy empire with an agenda of their own. We couldn’t completely guarantee her safety, even with Mother keeping her in reserve to better strike at Iztacoalt. Learning of Astrid’s whereabouts would also increase the odds of the Nightlords recapturing her.

It’s a terrible feeling to worry for our kin. I’d experience the same agony when the Lords of Terror fed my father’s soul to Xibalba’s rotten heart. Uncertainty’s blade could cut deep. I wish I could offer her better guarantees than my word alone.

“None yet,” I replied calmly. Ingrid was too good an actor to break character, but I sensed her relief nonetheless. The less the Nightlords knew of Astrid’s location, the better. “I will inform you if our spies ever find her whereabouts.”

“Our enemies would be fools to bring such a valuable hostage anywhere near the frontline,” Chikal said. “She must be languishing in a palace hidden somewhere in the mountains.”

Chindi smiled with cruel joy. “Maybe they will sacrifice her if the master accrues more victories.”

She might have meant it as a mere joke, but it invited my and Ingrid’s glares nonetheless. Chikal herself remained cold-blooded. “Unlikely,” she said. “They are more likely to use her as currency for a particularly valuable prisoner exchange. Once news of the goddess’s hunger for sacrifices reaches the Sapa camp, the women there will weep to their emperor’s ear for their husbands' safe returns.”

I frowned in confusion. “The women?”

“You did not know?” Chikal scoffed. “According to our captives, Sapa warriors are allowed to take their wives to the front. They help carry their luggage, cook, and craft ceramic pots.”

“Pots?” Nenetl leaned in out of curiosity. “Why bring potters to a battlefield?”

“The Sapa rely on an extensive network of storehouses and waystations for military operations,” Chikal replied. “But when forced to fight far away from them, ensuring a steady supply of food becomes more difficult. Having skilled artisans create vessels on the spot allows the Sapa to store rations without transporting large, fragile ceramics over vast distances.”

“It’s a very different approach than ours,” I noted. “Our empire relies on trihorns beasts of burden and human carriers to safely transport large amounts of rations over vast distances. Bringing families is also forbidden in order to maintain military discipline.”

“The Sapa are used to fighting in the mountains, where the terrain is more difficult to navigate.” Chikal smirked upon bringing her chocolate cup to her lips. “I will agree with you about discipline. Our soldiers go to war to find a mate, not to parade them about.”

Ingrid scoffed in amusement. “About that, I’ve heard your Amazons caught quite a bounty of husbands yesterday.”

“They did,” Chikal replied, her smirk fading. “Hence their disappointment when the goddess declared her intent to devour them.”

“They will simply have to capture two husbands each and then let the vulture queen take the uglier ones,” Chindi joked cruelly.

Chikal chuckled. “An interesting solution.”

I ignored those comments and pondered Chikal’s information. She was right; when word of Sugey’s demand for sacrifices reached the Sapa, they would be in a hurry to trade away prisoners to spare their own from death. The captives’ kin would petition their emperor, or maybe even approach us themselves with information in order to save their own.

However, it would likely have the opposite result for those who already lost someone to Sugey’s hunger. Retreat and negotiation would feel akin to spitting on their relatives’ graves. I needed to act fast before the number of voices clamoring for blood drowned out those begging for pity.

“Ingrid, I want you to arrange a meeting with Manco on neutral ground tomorrow,” I decided. “Secure a good place and time.”

“For the purpose of organizing a prisoner exchange?” she guessed almost immediately.

“Yes. The goddess will claim one sacrifice per warrior, but we have plenty of surplus.” I had personally captured more prisoners than I knew what to do with. “You will inform Manco that we might be willing to trade some of those spares for our own.”

Chikal nodded in agreement. “Holding such talks on the third day of fighting would be wise, since the fourth will be the bloodiest of them all.”

Its brutality would certainly become legendary should our plan for Chindi and Eztli proceed as predicted. I had the sinking feeling such a meeting would be my only chance to assess Manco’s character directly, and that my entire strategy for dealing with the Sapa Empire would depend on the outcome.

“I believe I can arrange such an encounter shortly,” Ingrid promised. “I have begun to develop a spy network in the enemy’s camp with Aclla’s support. Word of the goddess’s edict should push more of them into our hands.”

“Are the Sapa aware of our coastal operations?” Chikal asked.

“I cannot say yet,” Ingrid replied. “I have ears in the camp, but none close enough to listen to their high command. If they know about our incoming armada, they show no hint of it.”

That displeased me. Had my messenger been lost at sea or disbelieved? Short of having Mother pass on the information and ruin her cover, I saw little way to warn the Sapa without incriminating myself.

A devastating conflict looked more and more inevitable.

Zyanya leaned in slightly to whisper in my ear. “May I have a minute of your time before the war council, Your Majesty?”

I raised an eyebrow and then nodded slightly. I was curious what she had in mind and why she wished to speak with me alone. Did she receive new orders from Iztacoatl or learn of a secret she didn’t wish to share with my consorts?

Breakfast finished soon after, with Ingrid leaving to deal with the Sapa ambassadors, Chikal moving to prepare the war council on my behalf, and Nenetl returning to her quarters to rest. I noticed Necahual and Chindi walking away from my table together, the latter smiling at one of the former’s words. My witch was already baiting our sacrifice.

“You have my time and attention,” I told Zyanya once we were alone. I invited her to sit on my lap, which she did, and pulled my arms around her waist. “If you earn my interest, I will give you more than a minute.”

“Your Majesty has been kind to me… and true to our agreement.” She pulled her arms around my neck in a way I’d never seen her do with her husband. “I have information to report on your Sapa handmaiden.”

“Aclla?” True, I did ask Zyanya to keep an eye on her. “Did you notice anything suspicious?”

“Nothing that would implicate her in treason yet,” Zyanya conceded, “but she behaves in a way that I find… eerie.”

“How so?”

“I’ve observed your handmaiden from afar. She prays in front of open windows each day at sunrise, facing the wind. Hardly anything worthy of Your Majesty’s attention, especially since she mutters words under her breath with no one around to listen… but I then noticed something else.” Lady Zyanya stared into my eyes. “Have you noticed it? Her eyes?”

I scowled. “What about them?”

“She does not blink unless spoken to.”

“She does not?” That, I did not notice. “Are you sure?”

“I’m certain,” Zyanya insisted. “She ceases to blink when she thinks no one is paying close attention to her. She stares on without moving, as if her entire mind is focused on your divine visage. It is very subtle and very unnerving.”

I wondered what to make of this. None of this gossip incriminated Aclla in any way, yet it was indeed quite the odd behavior if true. I had the most startling feeling of familiarity, of recognition—like touching a memory I could not entirely recall.

Murmuring secrets to the wind… My eyes widened slightly upon recognizing the pattern. Could she be using the Augury spell?

No, it couldn’t be that. Zyanya didn’t see her shed blood to summon the wind, and Aclla was no Nahualli. She lacked the telltale hair and eyes, and the Nightlords would likely have branded her like they did with Nenetl at the first hint of supernatural powers.

Then again… she didn’t need to be a sorcerer to share information.

The Yaotzin heard every hurtful truth ever uttered by any mortals. While only Nahualli could hear it, everyone fed it day after day. The wind of chaos protected the anonymity of their “customers” in order to both foster chaos and make them dependent on their assistance. This policy saved my secrets from the Nightlords’ notice, but I wasn’t foolish enough to believe that it favored me over others. The Yaotzin wasn’t called the Enemy of Both Sides for nothing.

If Ayar Cachi or another party had a sorcerer with knowledge of the Augury spell in their employ—something that was likely since even my predecessors had learned how to cast it—they could hear whatever Aclla whispered to the wind during her “prayers.” She might not even be aware of their importance. Her master might have simply asked her to recount her day to the wind as a form of prayer or benediction.

I also knew very little about our enemies’ magical traditions. My knowledge of spellcasting revolved around the secrets I obtained from my Underworld contacts or what I could glean from the Nightlords’ blood sorcery. The Mallquis, the spying stone tablets, and even the tumi emissary Inkarri sent to observe me in Mictlan didn’t fit into that framework.

The Sapa Empire had to possess sorcery of its own and carefully guarded its secrets to fend off Yohuachanca for so long. Aclla, or her superiors, could simply be using a spell I had no knowledge of… yet.

“I see,” I replied evasively. I needed to find a way to verify my theory. “I will invite Aclla to the war council and confirm your story.”

“I apologize if this is not much yet, Your Majesty, but I swear to make further progress soon,” Lady Zyanya promised me. “I am certain that your handmaiden is hiding something. It is only a matter of time until I uncover what.”

“Carry on,” I encouraged her by lightly kissing her on the neck. I sensed shivers of pleasure running down her skin. “I am pleased by your dedication.”

“Have I earned more of Your Majesty’s time then?” Zyanya leaned closer to my neck. “I can prove my dedication another way… and your seed has yet to take hold.”

I froze immediately. The memory of my monstrous revenant of an unborn child flared into my mind like a curse, squashing my lust with ice’s coldness. The mere thought of… of fathering another of that cursed and tormented thing…

My heart swelled with the same bitter rage that Nenetl had barely managed to quell earlier. My blood burned with resentment at the Nightlords for turning such a pleasant and natural part of life into yet another nightmare. The darkness dwelling deep within me echoed my loathing, its teeth gnashing behind its prison’s bars.

Zyanya frowned upon sensing my anger. “Your Majesty?”

“Tonight.” The memory was too fresh in my mind for me to perform right now. “First, I need blood.”

And it wouldn’t be mine. 
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I ran the war council in a dark mood.

I’d invited Aclla to join the war council as an observer and advisor on Sapa tactics. Quite a few of my generals looked aghast at the idea of a noncombatant attending the meeting, let alone a foreign woman from the nation they were fighting, but none had the gall to object. My performance on the battlefield and the miracles I accomplished had made me infallible in the eyes of many.

“First, I’d like to start with a minute of silence for our honorably departed Patli, who perished on the field of battle,” I said with such acting talent that my sorrow almost sounded sincere. Praising the dead was cheap, after all. “Slain by a beast-man wearing a bear’s pelt.”

“Those were members of the Ukuku, the bear fraternity,” Aclla said. Being acutely aware of her precarious position, she looked eager to win over the assembly with her wisdom. “By dressing themselves as mountain bears, they welcome their spirits to grant them strength.”

“They obtain a greater force’s might by impersonating them?” I asked with a thin smile. Where did I hear that before?

“The one which Your Divine Majesty captured has been unruly,” Tayatzin said. He looked like he had recovered my ominous morning prophecy, but he still stood a bit farther away from me than usual. “We had to chain him tightly, and he answered all our words with snarls.”

“Whatever power he obtained from his gods was no match for ours,” I replied with a scoff. “Should we expect another such surprise?”

Aclla pondered my question for a moment. “I have heard that Ayar Manco called upon the Pishtaco clan to assist him in defending the mountains, but I would not wish to bother Your Divine Majesty with a mere rumor.”

“The Pishtaco?” Chikal scowled upon recognizing the name. “Are you certain?”

“Who are they?” I asked curiously.

“Disgusting and cowardly fat-thieves,” Chikal replied with sincere disgust. “They put their victims to sleep to harvest their flesh or infect them with disease.”

“Other people know them as the Kharisiri,” Aclla explained. “The Pishtaco clan are shapeshifters who prey on unwary travelers to gorge themselves on their fat, which they sell as paste or food. They possess great strength, malevolence, and avarice.”

Coaxoch snorted in utter disdain. “They may find easy marks among the mountains, but not a single one of my warriors has a shred of fat on his body.”

“We would be fools to underestimate our enemies,” Amoxtli replied while stroking his chin. “However, I am more worried about reports from scouts and spies sent to observe the Sapa camp. They saw the presence of armored longnecks, albeit smaller than ours.”

Cuauhteztli of the Eagle Knights raised an eyebrow. “Why bother armoring a longneck? Their scales are already tougher than stone.”

“Their longnecks differ from ours,” Aclla said. I noticed that she adroitly spoke as if she belonged to Yohuachanca and not the Sapa people. “They are thrice smaller than Your Majesty’s roaming palace but bear strong bone scales on their back.”

“They will send those creatures to fight us one day or another,” Amoxtli insisted. “We ought to drill our men on how to wound or scare them off.”

An idea quickly crossed my mind, one that would surely win me greater glory and force Ayar Manco into a ceasefire.

“I will take care of those beasts myself,” I decided upon turning to look at Tayatzin. “Send a messenger to the Sapa’s camp and be sure to translate my words to the letter. Inform them that I shall take the field at the same spot and time as yesterday and that in order to give them a chance of winning, I shall only take one fighter to assist me.”

“One fighter?” Amoxtli looked fit to gag. “Your Majesty, with all due respect⁠—”

I silenced him with a glare. “Do you doubt my power, Amoxtli?”

“No, no, of course, I…” The man quickly bowed in obedience. “I am simply concerned by Your Majesty’s safety. The loss of Patli already diminished the Nightflowers’ strength, and the Sapa are sure to try and exploit it.”

“Your caution borders on cowardice, old man,” Coaxoch admonished him before pumping his chest with his fist. “Allow me the honor to escort you, Your Majesty. No man nor monster will get past the club of Coaxoch.”

“Your bravery is appreciated, but I already have chosen another.” I smiled. “My brave Itzili has been itching to sharpen his fangs on warm flesh.”

Chikal laughed heartily at my response. “Very clever,” she said, a wide smirk on her lips. “You want to flush out their beasts of battle in the open and bleed them out.”

Amoxtli stroked his chin. “That could work… Even a feathered tyrant would be hardly a match for an adult longneck, but if our enemies’ own are truly thrice smaller, then young Itzili would hold a decisive advantage.”

While my generals discussed the pros and cons of my strategy, I seized my chance. I cast a very subtle Veil that obscured the way where my eyes pointed. When I pretended to look at a map, my gaze truly settled on my Sapa handmaiden. It hardly took me a few minutes to notice it.

Zyanya was right.

Aclla did not blink unless someone looked at or spoke to her. Whenever she faded out of everyone’s attention, she simply looked at us with an unwavering stare. Unlike Chindi, whose acting was only skin-deep, Aclla quickly adjusted her behavior whenever she sensed someone observing her.

It was more than her eyes that bothered me as well. Her posture slightly tensed up during those moments, like prey fearing discovery or a beast struggling with sudden tension. The change was so subtle I hardly noticed it at first.

I excluded the Skinwalker or shapeshifter hypothesis, since the Nightlords would have easily detected that kind of trap. Maybe her behavior had something to do with the strange ritual that gave her skin the color of gold. Could it have changed her nature? Did it do more than make her look like a gilded statue?

A statue. Somehow the word rang in my head louder and stronger with each heartbeat. Could it be…

The first time I met the Sapa’s ambassadors, they sent me a stone tablet that doubled as a spying device for Inkarri. The Condor King managed to use it to observe my palace in spite of all the magical effects shielding it. He even managed to send a tumi emissary into the Underworld, although Mallquis were specifically barred from entering it to avoid their true death.

If the Mallquis could see through a pile of stone, why not a woman of gold?

It’s not Aclla looking at us right now, I realized with a shiver racing down my spine. The shift in body language reminded me of the many times I struggled wearing a human host. Another soul is spying on us through her.

That would explain the prayers to the wind too. Whatever magic allowed Aclla’s master to see through her eyes was cruder than my Ride spell and easier to detect. My handmaiden likely relayed whatever information her master had no time to observe with her fake prayers.

The Sapa had played a trick on us. We all suspected Aclla to be a spy, not a spying device.

Who hides behind your gilded skin? I wondered as the war council reached its conclusion. Friend or foe?

Inkarri and the other Mallquis were obvious suspects, but Ayar Cachi still remained a mystery to me. The information I disclosed to Aclla today should settle that question. If my enemies adapted their tactics accordingly, then she worked for Manco’s puppeteers; if not… if not, then Cachi was a lot more dangerous and resourceful than I’d expected.

I supposed we’ll know soon enough, I thought once the rest of the council unfolded. Sugey’s warning had whipped up my men into a capture frenzy and forced us to adjust our tactics accordingly. The Flower War’s second day would focus on group battles rather than individual duels, so my generals reassigned veteran leaders to lead squads of recruits and fresh meat.

My generals insisted that I bring at least a token escort with me to battle, and so I allowed myself to be convinced; though I insisted that the soldiers following me would be Nightflowers riding on trihorns so as not to overshadow me. If all went like yesterday, the order would be suitably crippled.

I walked outside the war tent to find Itzili awaiting me outside. My feathered tyrant had sensed my craving for battle and eagerly welcomed me. His growth spurt continued with each passing day. A white fluffy mane now adorned his face, and he towered over trihorns the way an adult of his kind would. If this continued, he would soon become larger than any other specimen ever before seen.

However, a dark omen followed in Itzili’s wake. Dark clouds cast a great shadow upon the valley until it appeared trapped in an unnatural sunset. They were too red for rain clouds, and the dread they carried was unmistakable. I sensed the scarlet Tlahuiztli clinging to me like a second skin and my jade bat mask sinking onto my face.

A drop of blood fell upon my brow, warm and viscous.

It dripped down my mask, and more followed after it. A faint red drizzle descended upon the earth to soil it. It swiftly polluted the river and ponds, painted our tents red, and cowed men and beasts alike into dreadful silence and murmurs. Countless eyes turned to the sky in order to witness this ominous omen.

I’d seen this phenomenon once before, soon after Yoloxochitl perished. Today’s faint drizzle hardly compared to the downpour that followed the Nightlord’s demise, but it was no less significant.

“Your Divine Majesty?” Tayatzin asked behind me, his body tenser than a hangman’s rope. “What is the meaning of this?”

“What I foresaw,” I retorted. “Death and darkness for all.”

“Your prayer has been answered,” the wind ominously whispered in my ear. “Blood and tears will flow today.”

My hatred had awakened the First Emperor from his torpor.

The Nigthlords’ ritual had cowed his vile spirit for a time, but his hunger and bloodthirst stirred to match my own. He had dined on the chaos of war, the anguish of the sacrificed, and the bitter wine of my own heart. I fed him, and it fed me in return.

I mounted Itzili without a word with my obsidian club in hand. The blood smoothly flowed on me like a cloak of crimson, welcoming me, cherishing me. Countless turned to me for leadership, waiting for me to reassure them that this godly rain was a good sign rather than an ominous curse—and I indulged them.

“Soldiers of Yohuachanca!” I shouted from atop Itzili’s back, my weapon raised to the sky. “The heavens weep tears of blood for our enemies out of pity, for they know we shall show none today!”

Itzili let out a roar as if on cue, one so strong as to shake the very ground beneath his feet.

“I declare this valley sanctified by the gods of war!” I declared to my gathered soldiers. “Your hard labor secured a bounty of sacrifices, but the gods of Yohuachanca are not so easily impressed! They thirst for greater glory, and we shall fulfill their wishes! This divine rain is proof that you now have their attention, and you must now earn their respect!”

My voice boomed with the wind and rain. I felt the attention of countless soldiers and warriors transfixed by my divine presence. The strength of their belief flowed into me, raising me closer to the godhood which I craved.

If the perception of others influenced what divinity I might become, I might as well become an undefeated god of war.

“So venture forth, for your ancestors, for yourself, for our empire! Embrace the fire of valor—you shall be like the comet blazing its way through the night sky! Fear not death or defeat, for today you ride immortal!” I swung my club at the distant Sapa camp. “Glory awaits!”

A tidal wave of war cries and cheers answered my challenge, followed by Itzili’s mighty roar. My feathered tyrant could no longer contain his bloodthirst afterward. He ran across the camp at a running speed that would inspire fear in anyone unfortunate enough to be chased by his waiting jaws. The bloody rain did not slow him down in the slightest. The droplets instead slid upon his scales and filled his salivating maw with a thirst for death. My small trihorn rider escort struggled to match his pace.

When I reached my chosen battle site, I found priests from both sides of the Flower War struggling to light up the bonfire meant to announce the start of hostility. I noticed Mother among them, staring at me with a stone-cold expression. The occult weight of her Haunt paled compared to the dark shadow the First Emperor cast on the entire valley.

As predicted, the Sapa sent troops to welcome me. A dozen strange longnecks walked to my location to challenge me. As the reports attested, their size and length had more in common with Itzili and trihorns than my roaming palace. Their brown scales turned to bones on their back and spine, though they lacked the spines that Manco’s mount boasted. The Sapa Emperor himself was nowhere to be seen today.

My gaze lingered on the longneck’s riders, whose gaunt appearance inspired a wave of nausea in my heart. Their pale, chalky skin, tainted red by the crimson rain, covered so little flesh that I could see the outline of their bones. All of them lacked hair of any sort, and their sunken black eyes stared at me with an almost predatory degree of hostility. Moreover, they all looked disturbingly similar, like many sets of twins. I didn’t need the Gaze to realize that these people weren’t humans; they were weapons pointed at me.

Mother had warned me that the Mallquis would try to assassinate me, even when I hadn’t managed to kill myself on the first day of my tenure. They were welcome to try.

They would leave disappointed.
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THE FACE OF WAR


Blood rained from the sky, boiling and burning on the pyre.

A crimson, ghastly fire arose atop the hill to the surprise and horror of the priests who failed to light it up earlier. Its unnatural smoke arose into the shape of skulls to the dark clouds above by divine decree. The First Emperor had made his influence known and his will clear.

The blood must flow.

Itzili roared to the sky and then charged at the armored longnecks facing us with a salivating maw. His wild advance frightened the Sapa’s beasts of war, some of which froze and bellowed in a vain attempt to intimidate my feathered tyrant. It wasn’t long before we made contact with the closest one.

Itzili leaped forward and closed his jaws on the longneck’s throat.

However armored its spine might have been, most of the animal’s neck remained exposed. My mount’s fangs sank into its warm flesh with the sharpness of knives and crushed its windpipe so tightly that the longneck couldn’t even cry out in pain.

The shock of the collision nearly threw me off Itzili’s back. The longneck’s riders, a duo of those pale men with sunken eyes, immediately crawled along the length of their mount to reach out to me. I raised my club to welcome the first fool trying to assault me.

One of the men’s mouths opened wide, and a hungry horror crawled out of it.

His true monstrous nature manifested in a blink. His jaw distended to let a monstrous white maggot thicker than my arm surge forth in place of a tongue. The insect’s disc-shaped maw revealed rows after rows of small, hook-like barbs glistening with saliva, and then it lunged at my face in a nightmarish burst of speed.

The sight would have frightened most men, but I’d faced too many horrors to even flinch. I swung my obsidian club at the creature and carved its mouth in two with a single swing. Caustic, greasy yellow blood erupted from the wound and stained Itzili’s feathers. The odious smell made me struggle against the urge to puke.

Kharisiri.

Aclla wasn’t kidding about these things’ disgusting nature. The monster’s bleeding maggot tongue retreated back, while the other Kharisiri rider jumped over to Itzili. My feathered tyrant sent him flying with a swing of his tail, then pulled his longneck prey with such strength that he tore off half its throat. The beast collapsed to the side and crushed its remaining Kharisiri rider under its immense weight.

The other longnecks’ legs stomped the ground, their riders forcing them to surround Itzili and me. My feathered tyrant roared at them, while my trihorn escort charged to reinforce me and break the Sapa encirclement.

I suddenly noticed something in the air—a sweetness mixing with the odious stench of the Kharisiri and the bloody rain’s metallic tang. A thin purple haze slowly settled on the battlefield, almost imperceptible through the crimson fog. I traced its source with a glance to the mouths of some of the Sapa priests, Mother included.

What kind of spell was that?

Whatever it was, it didn’t stop Itzili from going on the offensive. My feathered tyrant lunged at the nearest longneck, bit one of its hind legs, and then pulled back. The Sapa beast swung its tail like a whip in an attempt to repel Itzili, but my mount lowered its back just enough to avoid the strike. The longneck quickly lost its balance and collapsed with a bellowing cry.

Only then did I finally fathom my familiar’s true strength and wits. I had fed Itzili my divine blood and seen his might wax with mine. No normal animal would have shown half his ferocity, let alone his reflexes and intelligence. He fought like a warrior instead of a mindless animal.

The purple haze grew a little bit thicker, and I heard a faint rustle in the blowing wind—a soft song covered by the sound of battle but which my sharp senses picked up on anyway. It was slow, gentle, almost soothing.

A lullaby.

Immediately understanding the danger, I turned to glance at my escort. My Nightflowers’ mounts had slowed down, the trihorns’ legs stumbling in exhaustion. The animals struggled against the urge to fall into a deep slumber.

A sleeping spell.

Mother did say she would teach it to me in person. I supposed the Sapa using it against my troops counted as training.

I recognized it as an Ihiyotl spell, and a weak one at that. A lullaby joined with the wind, trying to lure my mind into a quagmire of heavy dreams. It worked well enough on the trihorns, who collapsed one after another, but neither the Kharisiri nor the Nightflower soldiers at my back seemed too affected. Either their unnatural vitality shielded them from the spell, or the spell worked better on animals than men.

Come to think of it, I wondered if I could use the Word on myself. I doubted it, since it could only bend the will of creatures weaker than myself, but I should at least try at some point.

Whatever the case, Itzili and the enemy longnecks shrugged the sleeping spell off easily enough. The latter managed to get close enough for three of their riders to jump on top of Itzili’s back. I beheaded the closest of them with a swing and sent his head rolling onto the bloody grass. Another Kharisiri extended his odious tongue to swirl around my club, the wooden shaft snapping in two under the pressure. The third of my assailants coiled his inner maggot around my arm and squeezed with enough strength to crush bones. Mine were strong enough from Bonecrafting reinforcements to withstand the pressure, but I still felt the sting of sharp pain through my armor.

Letting go of my broken club, I grabbed the maggot-tongue and tore it in two with my bare hands. The disgusting yellow blood anointed my mount, and the wounded Kharisiri’s screech of pain became music to my ears. The third Kharisiri lunged at me, his maggot-tongue’s own mouth opening to reveal a bony stinger sharper than a spear within its fanged maw. I caught it midair before it could puncture my chest.

Mother was right. They were aiming to kill, not capture.

“Foolish!” I said as my free hand grabbed the Kharisiri’s throat. With the other firmly holding the maggot-tongue, I pulled in both directions with the inhuman strength granted by my armor.

The monster barely had time to blink before I tore off its head from its shoulders.

My scarlet Tlahuiztli drank the monster’s blood like a hungry vampire. I felt its cotton and scales cling to my skin while the First Emperor’s jade mask pressed tightly upon my face. A terrible and maddening thirst seized me. My lips and throat were drier than sand.

I pulled the Kharisiri’s head over my mouth and watered it with blood.

Its body fluids carried more fat than liquid, and it smelled awful… yet I could have sworn I’d never drunk something so flavorful when it touched the tip of my tongue. Such liquorous thickness, such an appetizing aftertaste.

Blood was blood.

And I craved more.

The last of the Kharisiri watched me toss away the head of his comrade with the first emotion I’d seen spread among these creatures: abject and utter fear. He tried to leap away from Itzili and flee, but my hands gripped his shoulders in an instant. My fingers were claws, my skin crimson, my teeth daggers of obsidian. I pulled him into the same vile embrace Iztacoatl forced upon me so many times, and then I bit into his neck.

My mask’s obsidian teeth sank into his flesh, and my mouth gorged itself on more than blood. I tasted his fear, his pain, his soul. I saw memories of various slaughters in jungles, of golden temples hidden in mountains, of blasphemous rituals in baths of crawling maggots. I fed on his strength and life, withering his limbs and emptying his veins, making his hunger and ferocity mine. The darkness in my heart grew thicker. More, it demanded. More, more, always more!

I felt a will tug at my chain, the whispers of ghosts from an ancient past. They were legion, but their voices failed to reach my ears; except for one, clear like water and filled with concern.

“Wake up, my son!”

Father’s voice broke through the cloud of bloodthirst obscuring my mind.

I woke from a daze of madness, the desiccated husk of my victim sliding through my fingers and onto the ground below. His body snapped in two like a twig upon hitting the earth.

What… I shook my head in an attempt to shake the evil which had possessed me. I still had the taste of the Kharisiri’s blood watering my mouth. How could this happen to me?

How could I let myself be influenced so easily after taking in two sets of embers? Had the sleeping spell somehow strengthened the hold the First Emperor could exert over me? Or was it my men’s perception influencing me?

The sensation of shaking brought me back to the present, followed by an ominous sensation of incoming destruction. I could feel the power of ancient sorcery rippling through the world’s skin of stone across the valley. I briefly mistook it for Mother’s Haunt, but this was no subtle fate-twisting and curse-binding. The primal force taking over this land was rougher, imprecise, and overwhelming.

“The mountains sing, and the stone sea shall drown all,” the wind whispered in my ear. “A trap’s jaws close upon you.”

Itzili’s roar grew higher pitched and filled with unease. The remaining longnecks entered a strange frenzy and began to disperse as their riders proved unable to force them back into the fray. Panic quickly seized my men and the priests on the hill as the very earth beneath our feet began to vibrate. Mother was already running down the hill, looking for stabler ground.

I recognized the signs of what was coming.

“Earthquake!” I shouted to my men as the ground itself heaved and shook. “Evacuate now! Evacuate!”

Itzili ran across the battlefield, his instinct taking over. Powerful tremors rippled across the valley and caused the longnecks to stumble and collapse. My mount’s course remained steady, but the bumps nearly threw me aside. The distant mountains seemed to drone and vibrate.

I sensed a pulse of distant sorcery, and then the ground roared.

Nature’s wrath awoke with a terrifying slowness. Part of the pyre hill collapsed under its own weight, sending stones tumbling down below and crushing a few priests too slow to escape. Rifts opened up to swallow puddles of blood and gorge themselves on crimson rain. Fissures in the earth swallowed the sleeping trihorns and my slowest soldiers into gullets of stone and cavernous tombs.

The earthquake rocked the entire valley. Hills crumbled, ponds of water rippled and overflooded, and trees collapsed. Death walked among us.

A massive rift opened up at the spot where I dueled the Kharisiri and moved toward Itzili. The very earth seemed to open its jaw and attempt to swallow us in its hunger. My feathered tyrant ran at a steady pace that took me aback. Men fell prone one after the other, but Itzili somehow managed to retain his equilibrium in spite of his size and the quakes. He ran faster than the wind, stepping over grass and soldiers, running with the boundless energy of an animal desperate to escape danger.

I dared to peek over my shoulder to look at the stony grasp of death reaching out from behind us. The rift had grown to swallow the Flower War pyre and its hill, alongside the longnecks which hadn’t managed to escape. Their roars of terror as they fell to their doom in the earth’s bowels rang louder than those of the Kharisiri, or even my own men. The very ground devoured them all under a rain of blood.

Itzili’s legs thankfully proved quicker than the rift’s hunger. The growing fissure slowed down where my mount’s course remained steady. The quake and tremors grew weaker with each passing second, though they continued to rock the valley for a time that felt like forever.

When the earth’s wrath died down and the crimson rain clouds cleared at long last, I stood atop Itzili to witness the devastation. The battlefield on which I fought was gone, drowned in mud and rifts. I knew Mother had survived the cataclysm—she had woven too many spells to just die so pointlessly—but many priests and the entire group of Nightflowers that followed me into today’s battle had perished.

A great scar of a canyon now crossed the valley.

And I knew that it had been meant to be my tomb.
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The earthquake put an early end to the day of battle.

I spent the rest of the afternoon taking the reins of my army, evacuating the wounded, and relocating the survivors back to the camp. Having already faced a recent disaster in Smoke Mountain’s eruption, the Yohuachancan army managed to organize quickly once the first tremors struck and retreated in good order to safe ground. Chikal’s group had been far enough away to avoid the worst of it alongside my camp, much to my relief. My loved ones had been more scared than hurt.

All in all, this could have been far worse. We’d reached a bit less than three hundred casualties, dead and wounded included. The worst of the earthquake struck the pyre-hill and its immediate surroundings while our soldiers fought across the entire valley, and our camp had been safely away. I supposed the Sapa army suffered similar losses.

Their masters hadn’t warned them of the danger to avoid alerting us.

My suspicions only grew stronger the more reports I received. I was no student of the earth’s mysteries, but I found it awfully convenient that the quake’s epicenter began right where I fought. Moreover, I was attuned enough to magic to tell that this had been no natural calamity.

The power I sensed differed from the First Emperor’s hateful grasp too. His influence might have worsened the disaster somehow, but I could tell from deep within my bones that he didn’t initiate it. The Sapa trying to cast the sleeping spell on me a few minutes before the catastrophe only strengthened my conviction.

This earthquake had been meant to kill me.

What god or sorcery could unleash such power? I wondered as I heard reports in my war tent. According to our scouts, the main rift reached so deep that they couldn’t see the bottom. Even I cannot command such might yet.

Then again, maybe it wasn’t the work of a single caster. I recalled hearing the Sapa’s mountains sing before the disaster, like small streams coming together to flow into a mighty river. This had been the work of many voices.

Aclla… The ritual Aclla underwent involved her being dipped in gold dust until her very skin gained the metal’s properties. Inkarri used a stone tablet to observe me, and his tumi had been crafted from metal too. I was starting to see a common thread.

Whereas a Tlacatecolotl commanded life and death and the Nightlords controlled blood, the Sapa’s sorcery has something to do with the earth and its metal bounty.

Was that the power that allowed the Sapa to fend off foreign conquests for so long? I doubted such a display of power came without a cost; the destruction it spread among friends and foes alone made it unsuitable for conquest.

I tried to recall the earthquake’s early signs in an attempt to remember key details, but I couldn’t focus because of this accursed thirst. The pulque drink in my hand was both unfulfilling and utterly tasteless.

“This is bland, Tayatzin,” I told my advisor after setting the cup aside. “Bring me better sustenance.”

The priest studied me with clear concern and unease. “Your Divine Majesty, this is the thickest pulque we have.”

My jaw clenched on its own. I had consumed water, chocolate, pulque, and exotic drinks whose names I could not recall. All of them tasted like ashes on my tongue, and my mouth remained dry no matter how much I drank.

I knew what liquid this awful thirst truly craved, but I refused to indulge it.

“What of the Sapa?” I asked my war council.

“Their losses are slightly heavier than ours, but most of their soldiers survived the earthquake,” Amoxtli replied. “Considering the damage, we have received an offer of a one-day truce.”

Tayatzin nodded in confirmation. “I am pleased that Ayar Manco answered favorably to Lady Ingrid’s offer of a meeting with Your Divine Majesty, both to discuss the ongoing Flower War and the fate of our respective sides’ captives.”

At least this disaster had a silver lining. Having failed to kill me in the field, Inkarri and the Mallquis had probably settled on assassinating me at dinner. I wondered if the earthquake had served as a warning of some sort or even the prelude to negotiations. “Leave our lands or suffer a worse fate” would make for a formidable message.

I eyed my council. I detected the fear lurking behind their warrior confidence. A rain of blood followed by an earthquake had seemed like a startling display of divine wrath to them, and they were half right. This disaster struck too close to Smoke Mountain’s eruption, and Tayatzin recalled this morning’s ominous prophecy very well: death and darkness for all.

They weren’t looking for a warlord’s guidance, but that of a prophet. And since dusk had already fallen upon us, the “gods” I spoke for would soon send a visitor. I could already sense the cold creeping on us.

“Out,” I ordered them all with a tone that broke no disobedience. “I shall consult the heavens on how to proceed.”

My generals and advisors exchanged glances and then deserted me with haste. I found myself alone in the war tent with my useless drink cup, sitting at an empty table. It didn’t take long for the candles and torches illuminating the tent to extinguish themselves one after the other, all save one that provided a measure of illumination behind my back. My seat stood surrounded by darkness.

It was my cup that bothered me the most. Its mere sight heightened my thirst and filled me with immense bitterness. For all the sunlight burning in my veins, I had become akin to what I loathed the most: a vampire thirsting for blood.

I felt stained down to my very flesh and soul.

Another sinister presence entered the tent and drew me out of my bitter mood. Two red eyes stared at me from across the table, glowing brighter than two scarlet moons. The shadows seemed to sharpen around Sugey’s figure until I could distinguish her outline. She rested her head on her fist and stared at my cup.

“You crave blood,” Sugey guessed.

It took all of my strength not to show my unease. If she thought that the First Emperor influenced me, then I could expect a sharp punishment or worse. “I have grown fed up with more mundane drinks.”

“We both know that this is more than passing for fancy. I’ve heard how you fought today… felt it too.” Sugey’s smile had all the sharpness of a sacrificial dagger. “It’s the ritual, is it not? The same way young Eztli grows to fit the role she plays, so do you become the emperor you were always meant to be.”

“I have been blessed with strength and am thankful to the goddesses for this opportunity,” I replied evasively.

“Yet you think I will punish you for it because it might make you a threat,” Sugey said sharply. “Quite the contrary, Iztac. The weak is the food of the strong, and you stand above all other men.”

Bold words from a parasite leeching off her father’s strength. I simply remained quiet as Sugey waved her hand. A new cup appeared to replace the old one—an obsidian skull filled with a viscous crimson liquid laced with spice.

“Drink,” Sugey ordered me.

I hid my hesitation, knowing that obeying would carry long-term consequences. However, the risk of arousing her suspicions was too great, so I grabbed the awful cup and sipped the blood within.

I’d hoped it would taste horrible and cause me to spit it out. Its potent sweetness instead soothed my nerves and dulled the dryness within my throat. That was by far the more horrifying outcome.

“Doesn’t the blood of a warrior true quell your thirst?” Sugey asked. “It does satisfy mine.”

“It is juicy,” I replied, much to my distaste. I feared ever developing a taste for it.

“Then why do you regret its consumption? You still think too much like the man you were and not like the conqueror you’ve become.” Sugey scoffed. “The frail child we grabbed on the Night of the Scarlet Moon died many nights ago, but you will never fully shed your humanity should you continue to deny your appetite for death and violence.”

Because I do not wish to shed my humanity, oh false goddess of hypocrites. “A man ought to control the beast within.”

“True, but the burning blood shining in your veins belongs to neither,” Sugey retorted. A cup of blood materialized in her hand. “No man nor beast would warrant such destruction to kill.”

“So that was indeed an assassination attempt?” I asked, my head perking up. If Sugey had any information on the Sapa’s magic, I had to glean it all. “I had a feeling, but I could not fathom what sorcery would let our enemies open up the very earth beneath our feet.”

“This is more than a clash of civilizations, child. This is a feud between gods to decide which of us will inherit the world.” Sugey sipped from her cup. “We children of the blood have grown strong on the wealth of our kingdom while our enemies wasted away on dust and empty supplications. They hoped to bury you deep underground where you could do no harm to them, but you were protected by better masters.”

Not by you. “Why not strike at the goddess instead of her speaker?”

“Because they cannot, and because killing a messenger is a message in itself. They know we would inevitably win a war, so they hope to dissuade us by showing us how many lives it would cost us.” Sugey scoffed in disdain. “Surely you must have noticed their weakness by now.”

Their weakness? Somehow I had the feeling she wasn’t talking about their magic or military, but something deeper—an institutional flaw. I doubted she referred to the Mallquis—I wasn’t supposed to know anything about them—so I tried to recall the first time I encountered the Sapa ambassadors. They came to me clothed in rich textiles and proudly displaying their gold; the same metal in which they baked Aclla in to better present her as a treasured gift.

“They are obsessed with wealth,” I realized. “They are a greedy lot.”

“The Sapa may not use currency, but they think like merchants nonetheless,” Sugey confirmed. “They believe that we fight for gold and resources the same way they do and that we will back down from a fight where the cost outweighs the prize.”

“While we fight for faith,” I guessed. Inkarri might have been alive since the First Emperor’s days, but the other Mallquis arose later from the Sapa people. They didn’t understand the threat ahead of them or perhaps saw the Nightlords as rival undead rather than the existential menace they represented.

“No, Iztac. We fight for the future and because our victory is inevitable.” Her crimson gaze met mine. “Tell me, Iztac—when should one start raising the perfect warrior?”

My fists clenched, for I knew the answer deep within my bones. “You must begin before he is even born.”

Sugey nodded sharply. “Did you know that the turkey that mortals eat used to be so much smaller a few centuries ago? Farmers killed the sick and the frail, bred the big with the large, all until they purified these birds of their ingrained weakness. We Nightlords do the same with men. Our priests keep detailed genealogical records of our citizens, yourself included.”

I hid my disgust behind a mask of stone. I was no breeding animal meant to father children raised for slaughter, and one day, this bat would learn it to her bitter detriment.

“We can trace your lineage all the way back to the very first tribe we ruled over.” Sugey’s teeth glimmered in the last candle’s glow. “Your bloodline is relatively unremarkable by our standards. A few emperors raped your female ancestors on their First Nights here and there, and your father was born because we sacrificed your great-uncle before he could marry your grandmother in your grandfather’s place, but otherwise there is little unusual about your lineage.”

She uttered those words with such cold calm and rationality that they became all the more terrifying. Yoloxochitl was mad, the Jaguar Woman oppressive, and Iztacoatl cruel, but Sugey sounded indifferent. Centuries of rape, murder, and other horrors were treated with no more levity than preparations for a battle drill.

“Yet, your father’s union with your mother yielded not one, but two Nahualli,” Sugey said. “A miracle unheard of. Somehow, these two bloodlines combined to produce children with immense potential in a way that completely blindsided our breeding program. Moreover, you have grown stronger at a rate beyond what any other man can dream of and eclipsed all other past emperors. They were all mere humans, some more exceptional than others, but you? You are the pinnacle of your kind. A rare and unexpected wonder.”

My blood boiled in quiet anger. She spoke of me with pride, but the kind that an animal breeder would reserve for a prized product rather than a man. I was her pet project.

“I believe, Iztac, that you are the promised tribe’s first specimen,” Sugey said after finishing her cup. “I have only grown more convinced upon hearing of your performance on the field. I cannot tell how much of your progress is the result of your lineage or our ritual, but it is imperative that you pass on your bloodline before the year is done.”

My confusion proved stronger than my disgust. “The ‘promised tribe’?”

Sugey slouched in her chair, a flash of dreamlike whimsy passing over her bloody eyes. “I’ve had a vision since the moment we discovered the secrets of bloodline refinement: that one day there shall be only one race of men worthy of our rule, pure and imperishable like marble, with the might of beasts and a will stronger than stone; the promised tribe that will dominate over all others under our eternal rule.”

Her words caused me concern. I had always seen Sugey as the brute of the Nightlords, who cared only for violence and delegated politics to her sisters, but here I sensed hints of an intellect driven by a cruel vision of her own. She was more dangerous than I thought.

“I have found war to be the most effective crucible for tribes,” Sugey said. “War tests people. It purges the weak, yet allows the strong to rise. Only the best and the most cunning are allowed to pass on their excellence by virtue of surviving the ordeals set before them.”

She leaned closer to me, her gaze gleaming with an unsettling and brutal glow that reminded me of Xibalba’s House of Jaguars.

“Do you understand now, Iztac, why I said our victory over the Sapa is inevitable?” she asked. “We are destined to win not because of our greater discipline, our numbers, or our power, but by our very nature. Our people’s racial superiority, cultivated through centuries, is ingrained within our very blood.”

This was a gleam of madness—a very different kind of insanity than the one that once held sway over Yoloxochitl’s soul, for it was cloaked in deceitful reason and a diseased logic rather than fits of whimsy.

I could feel in my bones the greater danger that Sugey’s deranged ideal presented to the world in that, unlike Yoloxochitl’s madness, it could be shared. It could spread to lesser minds like a malady and fester into the rot of nations.

“We aren’t coming to conquer the Sapa, Iztac, but to purify them.” The calm, quiet conviction in Sugey’s voice cut sharper than any sword. “They do not understand that even should thousands or millions of our people die, those that remain will be infinitely more precious and valuable than the mediocre masses that preceded them. We will enrich the blood of the following generations and spare them the burden of defects, and if we lose by some miracle, then we didn’t deserve to survive in the first place, and better souls shall inherit this world. No more, no less.”

She’s far more dangerous than I thought. A zealot with a cause always fought harder than a hypocritical opportunist. But fine, Sugey. I will play by your rules.

By the end of the year, we would see which of us deserved to live.

“I know that you have come to understand your own superiority over lesser men, Iztac,” Sugey said. “Surely the thought that a lesser creature like Tlaxcala would be allowed to pass on his bloodline over yours should disgust you to your core.”

“The goddess speaks with sense, but nonetheless, victories are not only won through strength,” I replied in an attempt to change the subject. “I recall that you spared Chilam when you could have stormed it by force.”

“I did. Young Chikal’s ruthless ambition and valor swayed me, the same way they charmed you.” Sugey smirked in amusement. “Do not misunderstand my words, Iztac. I will not waste our men on doomed and pointless ventures. Wits are as valuable as brawn.”

So she had a measure of reason and pragmatism buried deep beneath her brutality. I might have a chance to obtain some benefits.

“Ayar Manco accepted a meeting tomorrow to discuss today’s portents, tomorrow’s battles, and prisoner exchanges,” I explained. “I understand that the goddess demanded more sacrifices, but sparing a few heads would give me more leverage.”

“That meeting will be a trap at best and an ambush at worst.”

“Let them try to slay me. My enemies will leave fewer than when they came.” My bravado appeared to amuse Sugey. “This is nonetheless a rare opportunity to assess our opponents and find flaws to exploit.”

“True.” Sugey shrugged her shoulders. “Indulge them if you wish. I have already agreed to spare and release some of our captives.”

That news should have come as a relief, yet… yet my blood froze in my veins nonetheless. “You did?”

“Do you wish to see them for yourself?”

I should have said no. I had grown used enough to the Nightlords’ cruelty to know that only horrors awaited me, but I needed full understanding of my situation if I were to successfully negotiate anything with Manco. Thus I reluctantly nodded and followed the Nightlord outside the war tent.

She led me toward the area where we kept the captive, all under the escort of masked priests.

“Father’s feeble attempts to assert himself again do not concern me much,” Sugey said, though I couldn’t tell whether she meant it or simply put up a strong front. “We’ve put him in his place twice; we can do it again. Nonetheless, our men’s spirits waver after the rain and quake. They require comfort to press on.”

We reached pens filled with weeping women and restrained prisoners.

The former had been forced to sit on a muddy floor with their hands restrained. I’d never seen their terrified faces before, though I recognized the subtle Sapa traits I’d seen in Aclla and their style of clothing. I could see dozens of them, surrounded by ten times as many soldiers.

Our male prisoners were meanwhile bound and gagged to wooden spikes, naked, disarmed, and silenced. A few vainly struggled against their bindings with the energy of the desperate while others looked on with the dread of the inevitable.

“These women are the wives of some of our captives, who came to our camp weeping and begging that we spare their worthless husbands from the altar,” Sugey said with a cold, quiet voice. “I’ve decided to indulge their request, for a price: a life for a life.”

I knew what she meant the moment I saw the gathered groups of soldiers draw straws. I felt so sick I wanted to vomit.

“I’ve found that men crave a tribal form of primal kinship, the same way a pack of wolves strengthens its members’ loyalty by sharing a kill,” Sugey said with a paternal commander’s fondness. She delighted in her cruelty the same way her sisters did. “We will thus allow our men to take turns indulging themselves in the spirit of brotherhood so they may relieve themselves from the stress of today’s cruelties. These unions will certainly result in children of pure blood who will one day become soldiers serving in our armies.”

A life for a life.

“Their husbands, of course, will be punished for their cowardice by watching the conception,” Sugey declared. “The weakest of them will no doubt be shaken and broken, but a few will find their inner fire and come back another day to present a challenge. It will keep our warriors on edge.”

I… I couldn’t stand and watch. “The Sapa are weaklings,” I said, trying to word my ways in a way that would resonate with Sugey. “This will provide us with nothing but dead weight.”

“Would you rather that I kill these happy couples?” Sugey replied, twisting my words to offer me an equally cruel alternative. “Or perhaps that our soldiers slit the women’s throats once they’re done with them? It makes no difference to me.”

She put her hands on my shoulders before I could answer, her grip colder than ice and stronger than a jaguar’s jaws.

“Try to hide it however you may, Iztac, but I can still see that weakness inside your heart; that shred of humanity that we ought to cut out of you like a tumor.” Sugey’s tone had grown softer, like a trainer disappointed in a promising student. “Hence, you will watch it all in silence because if you say another word, then I will have you participate. An emperor ought to be an example after all.”

She leaned forward to whisper in my ear.

“And when you return to your concubines, you will remember this: either you pass on your bloodline, or their own will end before this Flower War is done. A woman who cannot bear soldiers is only fit to feed the altar.” Her nails sank into my shoulders like claws. “One day, you will thank me.”

The screams and tears flooded well into the night.
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NIGHT ADVICE


Not even the warmest waters could wipe away the invisible stain clinging to my skin.

I’d been in the hot bath for an hour, and I still felt soiled. I continued to hear the screams where only splashing waves broke the silence, and I stared into the emptiness ahead without a thought crossing my mind.

Necahual’s arms coiled around my neck from behind. I sensed her bosom rubbing against my back. It should have been a comforting gesture, but I instead struggled with the urge to stare at her veins pulsating with my blood. The thirst pushed me to empty them, and resisting its vile call was exhausting.

“What did she do to you this time?” Necahual asked me. My favorite concubine knew me well. I only called her alone to my side when I required a confidant’s comfort.

I took a deep breath and inhaled the burning stream. “She made me watch.”

Necahual pondered my words. She likely had a good idea of what I’d seen from the way I’d avoided responding to her amorous attention so far, but she still required confirmation. “Watch what?”

“What her sister planned to do to you.”

Necahual’s arms tensed up around my neck. I remembered how she cried in horror and pleaded with me to save her when Yoloxochitl threatened to send her to the frontlines as a “comfort woman” for soldiers. She would have ended up like one of these poor Sapa captives had I not spoken up on her behalf.

I’d managed to save Necahual back then, if I could call “saving” turning her into my personal slave, but I couldn’t repeat that miracle tonight; and it shamed me. The deep sting of failure smothered my wrath with bitter powerlessness.

“Look at me,” Necahual said sharply, and she insisted a bit more sternly when I failed to respond. “Look at me, Iztac.”

I turned in the bath. My concubine took my shoulders into her hands and pulled me to the edge of the bath, her face facing mine. She seemed wiser and more graceful each time I looked at her.

“I assume that Sugey told you that she would kill any woman you failed to sire a child upon, or worse,” Necahual guessed, with my silence confirming her suspicions. “So what?”

My lips twisted into a scowl. “So what?”

“Why whip yourself for something you were planning to do anyway?” Necahual scoffed. “I’ve seen the way you looked at Lahun, Tenoch, and all the others. You lay with us because you can, not because you’re forced to.”

“But is the reverse true?” I put a hand on her throat and applied the slightest bit of pressure. She did not resist me. “No god nor man will come to rescue a woman should I decide to take her for myself. Can you call that consent? Don’t you see where this can lead?”

“You won’t force yourself on a woman,” Necahual replied with utter confidence. “You will always seek to earn her affection first.”

“And why is that?”

“Because power is only half the reason why you lie with a woman.” Necahual snorted in amusement. “The other half is because the cursed child within you craves the feeling of being loved. Of being desired.”

Her words never failed to hit me harder than any slap because they always struck a chord deep within my soul. I clenched my teeth and tried to find a counterargument, but I couldn’t focus while struggling not to take a look at Necahual’s neck.

Was this how Eztli suffered each day? Resisting the urge to see her loved ones as meals rather than people? If so, then she had lived in agony since Yoloxochitl turned her into a vampire. I admired her willpower as much as I pitied her.

Necahual looked at me. She had seen her daughter’s looks of hunger often enough to recognize mine. A wiser woman would have pulled back for her own sake… yet she instead set her wet hair behind her back and bared her throat to me.

She was offering herself to me.

My tongue clicked in my mouth. “I can’t… I’m not sure I can stop myself if I do it.”

She scoffed at my words. “I’ve fed my daughter.”

“Not like this."

“Would you rather bite my breast?” Necahual shrugged her shoulders. “I have faith you will control yourself because you are strong. So stop doubting yourself and take what is yours.”

Her stern sincerity always managed to touch me. Her hands grabbed my cheeks and gently guided my lips to her bare neck. A shiver of pleasure ran down my spine the moment I touched her skin, and a fierce hunger seized me. My teeth sank into her flesh deep enough to draw that sweet blood of hers. Necahual didn’t show pain, nor even whimper; in fact, the bite seemed to arouse her. Her left hand moved to the back of my head to draw me deeper while the other pressed against my back.

Her blood was thicker than what Sugey served me and far sweeter than the Kharisiris’. It tasted of love and lust rather than fear and pain and carried the gentle warmth of sunlight. Where other drinks only heightened my hunger, this one brought me a measure of satiety.

I’d been afraid of losing control and harming her, but I drank my fill far quicker than I expected. I pulled back and continued to kiss her with my lips rather than my teeth, my arms coiling around her ass to pull her up. Necahual answered my lust with moans. The taste of her warm flesh only aroused me further.

Nonetheless, I ended up frowning upon sensing resistance on Necahual’s waist. I glanced below to notice a thin scar that wasn’t there before, my jaw tightening into a scowl.

“Anaye?” I guessed in a flash of anger.

“This is nothing.” Necahual waved my worries away. “She won’t bother Atziri.”

“Did she try⁠—”

“She tried to frighten me, yes.” Necahual’s smirk carried a cruel edge. “I sharply disciplined her in response. She will behave.”

The confident way my favorite witch said those words excited me, but the fact that this Skinwalker dared to raise a hand at her at all filled me with anger. My mind was made up.

“Tomorrow,” I whispered in my favorite’s ear.

Her eyes widened slightly. “Tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow.” I wanted Sugey to suffer and weep, no matter the cost. I wanted her mad dream to die with a whimper, I wanted Anaye gone, and more than that, I wanted Eztli back. “Come what may.”

Necahual answered my words with a thin smile and then a kiss. I still had her blood on my lips, which we shared together.

Necahual adjusted her position to let my manhood slip within her, and I soon began pushing her against the bath’s edge. Waves of pleasure coursed through my body as I pounded and slammed and kissed and seized and bit. She offered herself to me wholly, without doubt or reservation. And within her arms, I found the power and comfort I craved.

“I love you,” I ended up blurting out in the throes of passion.

“I know,” Necahual replied with utter confidence.

She knew she owned me.

Our heart-fires melded into seidr’s burning embrace, our union shining brighter than ever. I shared with her my plan for Chindi, showed her spells in the hope that she could emulate them, and delved deeper into distant visions. I saw flashes of Mother speaking with Ayar Manco while his pet condor perched on his shoulder like a tutor, followed by a glimpse of Eztli cradling herself in a cold bed in my palace’s cold bedroom. Her eyes closed in silent sorrow and loneliness from which I hoped to free her from soon.

I uncoiled from Necahual once we returned to reality, the waves of the bath slowly splashing on my back. We both exhaled and rested afterward in silent satisfaction.

“Thank you,” I told her as I sat back into the bath, her head resting on my shoulder. “I needed this.”

“I could see that.” Necahual gently caressed my cheek. “What next? I am in the mood for music after all this shaking today.”

I sighed. “I promised Zyanya I would spend time with her.”

“Then invite her to join us for a performance,” Necahual replied sharply. “Remind her that she is your second choice and not yet worthy of asking requests of you. Nothing motivates people quicker than a need to prove themselves.”

My beloved witch was crueler than I could ever hope to be.
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I indulged Necahual and spent the evening listening to musicians in her and Zyanya’s company.

I caught a glimpse of the latter’s quiet frustration when she realized I summoned her after already spending some time with my favorite. I showed her that she had proved useful enough to warrant my company, but not my full attention.

Nonetheless, Sugey had been correct about one thing: the idea of Tlaxcala touching her was growing more and more unbearable. Hence, I seized Zyanya with renewed ardor, and I had the intuition our latest coupling would be the decisive one.

My thirst was gone too, at least for the time. I couldn’t tell whether it was because Necahual freely gave her own blood to me instead of it being taken by force or because it carried the strength of sunlight, but I welcomed this brief respite.

Did my self-esteem affect my thirst as well? Did the curse become stronger the more I perceived it as such? Did it lessen when Necahual turned her blood into a gift rather than a tribute? The idea wouldn’t leave my head.

I hoped I had more control over myself than the eyes of others.

I closed my eyes in the darkest night with Necahual snoring on one side and Zyanya on the other, yet my mind failed to find slumber. Neither the war nor physical exercise had managed to lull me to sleep. My unnatural vitality hindered me once again.

“Sleep,” I uttered the Word under the cover of a Veil in an attempt to force myself to slumber. I failed. My power could cow the sky into obedience, but it couldn’t affect me. Attempting to copy Mother’s sleeping spell by channeling a lullaby through my Ihiyotl breath yielded no results either. I exhaled a dark miasma that was more potent than the Sapa priests’ feeble sorcery and inhaled it back with no issue.

My power had grown beyond myself.

No matter. There were other ways to put this night to use.

I closed my eyes and focused on the Legion’s bond that connected me to my predecessors and their skulls spread across my empire. My mind brushed against their gestalt spirit and immediately sensed Father’s presence within the conglomerate of souls. He watched over me like a benevolent spirit, and while he was a single soul among hundreds, he had shown enough pull to oppose the First Emperor’s influence.

One man’s voice could cut through a god’s whispers through love alone, and that softened my heart of stone.

Father’s spirit reached out to me in response to my probing. I couldn’t yet directly communicate with thoughts alone for fear of being overwhelmed by a flood of foreign memories, but I sensed his warmth touching my soul like gentle waves. I sensed no condemnation nor reproach, even though I had only shown him war, blood, and death lately. Father answered my doubts with gentle comfort and unconditional support.

He knew I was trying, and he still had faith that I would pull through.

It gave me hope.

I projected my mind into the hidden skull I’d left in Eztli’s room and oversaw the now deserted herbal laboratory she shared with Necahual. I waited some time for my consort to visit it, which she did. I uneasily watched her feed flowers with her blood the same way Yoloxochitl used to. Eztli didn’t even seem to realize the bitter irony of her action; going through her predecessor’s had become routine.

We were running out of time.

I had managed to channel Bonecraft through my skulls back in Tlalocan and succeeded in doing so in the waking world. More than that, my magic called out to me, demanding that I push my limits ever further. A part of my soul wished to answer Sugey’s abuse with a display of authority over reality itself, the same way it compelled me to summon the rain in Zachilaa.

I couldn’t afford such a display within my palace’s heart, but denying my sorcery would only lead to it boiling up like Smoke Mountain’s lava and blowing up in my face. I had to do something.

I am legion, I thought as I channeled Bonecraft through the Legion skull. I’d confirmed I could reshape my bones now after obtaining Tlaloc’s embers. I’d grown more acutely aware of my sorcery now that my spirit projected itself into such a small vessel. This is my bone. This is me.

If I could channel Bonecraft through my skulls from a distance, could it also work with more advanced spells?

I channeled magic through the Legion skull, and my magic rewarded my inquisitiveness with a rush of power. I whipped up lies into being, casting a Veil that darkened the shadows surrounding me. I sensed eyes observing Eztli from within the walls, none of them aware that my spirit lurked nearby. This Veil spell was the subtlest and weakest illusion I’d ever cast, yet the mere fact that I could cast it at all was an achievement in itself.

I could channel some of my spells through the Legion’s skulls, at least when I possessed one directly.

I already had the feeling that I could do that when I managed to use Bonecraft on my bones from afar, but to feel the power flowing through my soul and bones filled me with giddiness. I now had the ability to sabotage the Nightlords from afar through sorcery, to spread my consciousness and influence across the land one skull at a time.

Would this increase in potency expand to the Ride spell too? Could I cast spells through the hands and mouths of others? It felt good to have prospects again after what Sugey put me and so many innocents through.

I nevertheless had to focus on my task. My magic shifted the fabric of the Veil I’d whipped into existence until it touched Eztli, creating words spoken without lungs and only audible to those enveloped within my spell’s range.

“Tomorrow night,” I whispered through the Veil to her ears alone. “Nightfall.”

Eztli’s spine stiffened, and she peeked over her shoulder. Her crimson gaze swiftly spotted the tiny skull tucked in a corner of her shelf. She stared at it for a moment, and I caught a brief nod before she pretended to focus back on her gardening. I could have sworn I saw her smile at the edge of her lips—a most pleasant sight whose joy I shared.

The message was passed on and the die was cast. So many stars would align tomorrow, one way or another.

With the Underworld’s doors closed to me tonight, I used Spiritual Manifestation to free my Tonalli from my earthly body. My spirit arose from my heart under the cover of an invisibility Veil, flying unseen through my roving palace’s walls. My intent was to fly away from my camp and oversee the battlefield in preparation for tomorrow’s meeting with Ayar Manco.

I only made it to the window before I had to pull back.

I sensed invisible barriers surrounding my roving palace; moats of vile magic caked with blood and murder. I heard the quiet wail of souls trapped on the threshold between this world and the next. A spirit-shield crafted with exquisite torment protected my prison, and I sensed further layers beyond.

I thought Sugey’s monstrous predations were only meant to motivate her men to further bloodshed, but I’d forgotten that the Bird of War remained a cold-hearted and practical general—such warlords did not waste any resources. There was power to be found in sacrifice, whether consensual or not, and the malice of the dead endured beyond their final breaths.

The very Sapa warriors who fought to protect their land in life were now bound to protect their enemies in death.

No wonder Sugey felt so confident that the Sapa couldn’t do anything to her. She had shielded our camp behind so many layers of magical barriers that I doubted even Mother could slip through them undetected. I wondered if Inkarri used me as his earthquake magic’s epicenter because these protections prevented him from striking at my army directly.

These barriers were unfortunately akin to a spider’s web; touching a strand would alert the crafter that something was wrong. Unlike the palace’s wards, which allowed an emperor through, these spells wouldn’t let me through easily. My magic had grown too strong and my essence too heavy with divinity for subtlety. My mood worsened as I watched the night sky from a window.

For the first time in a very long while, I’d been denied the right to fly.

I couldn’t even visit the Underworld to find respite there. The Third Layer’s horrors matched and even trumped the Nightlords’ relentless brutality in their depravity, but I could at least wield my sorcery to its fullest extent there. I could be myself, truly and wholly, without compromise—and that small pleasure was now denied to me.

The best I could do for now was to observe the world through skulls like my predecessors; something which they’d likely grown bored with a long time ago. Even if I could cast spells through them, I couldn’t afford the risk of letting the Nightlords notice that I could spread my influence through them yet. I required more practice first.

All this power at my fingertips, and I still couldn’t exercise it as I wished to.

I spent a good hour or so trying to find out a flaw in Sugey’s magical protections, and failed utterly. My soul returned to my sleeping body in a worse mood than I left it. I now understood how caged birds felt when they were denied the right to fly away.

I needed a breath of fresh air, so I pretended to wake up and exited the imperial bed. Necahual and Zyanya at least slept soundly. I envied them for that small pleasure as I left for my roving palace’s balcony. I walked there under the moon’s pale glow and faced the wind brushing on my skin. The night was eerily silent, the screams and weeping silenced with utter brutality.

The silence provided me no comfort.

I was trying to clear my thoughts when I sensed movement near me. I peeked over my shoulder to see a figure whose golden skin glimmered in the faint moonlight.

“Your Majesty,” Aclla greeted me with a bow. She came to me dressed in a skirt reaching out to her ankles and bound by a braided waistband. “My apologies for startling you. I believed you to be asleep.”

“You did not startle me, Aclla,” I replied calmly. I immediately had a strange feeling about her, though I couldn’t put a finger on it. Something about her posture seemed tenser than usual. Did she learn what her fellow Sapa women went through? “Did you come to clear your mind too?”

“In a way.” Aclla calmly walked up to the balcony and joined me along the arm rail. She stared at the night sky. “I came to pray.”

To report to your hidden masters, you mean? “Not to our gods, I’d assume.”

Aclla smiled sweetly, though I could tell she forced herself to. “I have begun to offer prayers to Yohuachanca’s goddesses, but Mama Killa always favored me; thus I must honor her first.”

“Mama Killa?” The name didn’t ring a bell, though I knew the word Mama referred to mothers in the Sapa language. “Is this a moon goddess of some kind?”

“Indeed,” Aclla confirmed, her golden hands joining together. “Mama Killa is the mother of mankind, wife to the sun, and protector of women. She watches over us all from her realm in the sky.”

Your teachers mislead you, Aclla. There is no goddess on the moon, and no one upstairs gazes upon us with kindness. I’d heard from Queen Mictecacihuatl that the god Tecciztecatl had turned into the moon after failing to become a sun, and if he had any interest in protecting women, he would have intervened to save her countrymen from being raped and murdered.

“You should pray to a god who will answer your prayers,” I said with some bitterness.

“And which god would that be, Your Majesty?” Aclla gave me a pointed look. “Yours only accept blood, and I have little to give.”

Her comment sounded innocent enough, but I could sense a slight undercurrent of disdain beneath each and every word. It was a diplomat’s art to make dripping venom sound sweeter than honey.

I almost opened my mouth to lie and praise the Nightlords, but I couldn’t find in myself the strength to flatter Sugey after what she did. Every fiber of my being refused to play along this time.

Another idea came to mind instead; half a taunt and half a statement.

“Cizin,” I replied while suppressing a smile. “You should pray to Cizin.”

“Cizin?” Aclla frowned at me. “I do not know this god.”

“He is the fear of the gods, he who arises from the Underworld to bring the heavens’ wrath on those who commit evil.” A fate that would hopefully befall the Nightlords soon enough. “I pray to him now and then.”

“A God of Justice and Revenge.” Aclla chuckled lightly. “A deity worth following, then.”

I knew that she only spoke those words to indulge me, but they struck a chord in me all the same. My eyes widened slightly as an idea crossed my mind, bold and fantastical.

It was right in front of me all along, I thought, a chill traveling down my spine the more I considered this new possibility. I focused on the wrong name!

I had tried my best to shed my image as a warmongering emperor and show mercy to my enemies in order to tame the evil within me, but those efforts were doomed from the start. Iztac Ce Ehecatl would always inspire fear and loathing so long as the Nightlords forced me to partake in their atrocities. That name would never shed those chains.

But Cizin?

Cizin could become a god worth worshiping. This cursed name I’d been crowned with could go on to inspire hope that the likes of the Nightlords would eventually face justice for their crime, that the gods often answered prayers for relief, and that someone upstairs cared. I could turn this mark of shame into one of pride and take my destiny into my own hands.

More than that, I could bring people the same comfort Father gave me in my darkest times: hope.

How should I proceed? My burgeoning divinity relied on the perception of others, and the name of Iztac Ce Ehecatl carried great weight across the land. For Cizin to overshadow it would require great and epic feats. I need grandiose spectacles the likes of which will awe thousands.

I needed miracles.

A Word of mine had summoned the rain, and I could cast spells in the waking world without alerting the Nightlords to my true nature through my Legion of skulls. So many options suddenly opened to me.

“If I may ask,” Aclla said, her voice drawing me out of my thoughts. “Whose death is Your Majesty praying for?”

I realized I hadn’t spoken in a while and that Aclla had been observing me since. That strange intuition that something wasn’t quite right returned again. I forced myself to focus on her again and to pay close attention.

“Why the question?” I asked back.

“One does not pray to a god of justice and revenge for a fertile harvest or peace,” Aclla pointed out. “I am merely curious who earned a Godspeaker’s ire.”

A naked lie. This was no mere curiosity. Aclla—or her master, whoever they truly were—wished to learn which string to pull. I still hadn’t entirely figured out which side she served.

Mother said that Manco was chosen ahead of his brother because the Mallquis deemed him more malleable. Aclla’s behavior made a lot more sense if Cachi resented his empire’s puppetmasters as much as I resented mine, or at least sought to both ruin his brother and secure his own ascendency. However, this remained mere speculation until I could set up a meeting with Cachi and meet the man directly. Aclla could put us in contact, but I suspected her master wouldn’t show up unless he was convinced that we shared the same goals. Neither party trusted the other to provide accurate information, so we could only work on assumptions.

Hinting that I wished to destroy the Nightlords might help secure an alliance with their enemies… but I had no guarantee that Cachi was among their numbers. He could be hoping to betray his brother and the Mallquis to secure his own fief for all I knew, the same way Chikal saved her city by betraying its sister Balam. I was walking on eggshells.

I decided to err on the side of caution.

“Enemies which are beyond my reach for now,” I replied evasively. “Perhaps I will tell you more once we grow closer.”

Aclla nodded slowly in quiet acceptance, and I immediately knew I had failed a test of some kind. She showed no outward change in expression, but her body language subtly shifted like that of a warrior preparing themselves for battle.

“I cannot say that I can bring a god’s wrath upon Your Majesty’s enemies…” Aclla’s hand rested against mine on the arm rail. “But I would like to grow closer to you, if you will allow me.”

Her skin was warm, but I recognized the tension in her fingers. I’d felt it in my bones so many times whenever I plotted a bold plan whose failure would carry heavy consequences. Aclla had been very subtle so far, sticking to observation for days on end. This unsubtle attempt at seduction was too quick, too bold, and too clumsy to be natural.

She had received an order of some kind, one she resented or feared going through with. I had a pretty good idea what kind.

Aclla was going to try and take my life.
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Aclla led me back into the main room, and likely to my death.

I could tell from the barely disguised tension in her hands. Another man would have mistaken her hesitance for that of a virgin about to lose her purity to a foreign conqueror, but the glimpse of fear I caught in her eyes told me otherwise. She was about to make a move on my life—one she didn’t expect to survive.

What could she possibly have in mind? A hidden dagger disguised beneath her clothes? Poison? I could scarcely believe it. Aclla had witnessed me fight the Amazons, heal my wounds in an instant, and create miracles. She and her hidden master had to know standard methods of assassination wouldn’t work.

I suspected it would involve a spell of some kind. Aclla herself was already a conduit of some kind for whoever saw through her eyes. Could she serve as a bridge for my hidden enemy to strike at me directly?

“Would Your Majesty mind if I pleased him here?” Aclla asked me. My consorts and other handmaidens were long asleep in their respective rooms, including my own bedchambers. “I would not wish to interrupt his lovers’ slumbers.”

I considered her proposal and then nodded slightly. “I do not mind, Aclla.”

She wanted me alone, or as alone as an emperor could be. Aclla smiled thinly and then knelt in front of me. “Allow me to pleasure you then, Your Majesty.”

“Aren’t you a virgin?” I asked with a frown. Did she intend to lower my guard with sex or to strike at me in the throes of passion?

“My maidenhood is yours alone to claim, but I received training.” Her hands moved to undo my sash and free my manhood. “I hope it shall prove satisfactory.”

I didn’t answer or move. I simply observed Aclla without a word as her golden fingers touched my skin with the softness of cotton and then began working on my shaft with delicateness. She wrapped her hand around my flesh, then gently slid it up and down with expert care. I allowed myself to relax a little, or at least pretended to.

I quickly wove a subtle Veil similar to the one I cast during the war meeting. To Aclla, it would seem that I had closed my eyes—in truth, they remained fully open. I watched her with close attention as she massaged me.

My manhood began to throb soon after. Aclla’s free hand made no move to grab a hidden blade or another weapon as she tucked her hair behind her ear. She knelt at my feet and then kissed my manhood until her lips swallowed it whole. A thrill traveled through my body when I sensed her tongue caressing my most intimate parts. My veins pulsed, and my breath shortened.

Aclla hadn’t lied; she had been trained well.

However, although she proved most professional, I noticed that Aclla’s gaze had grown distant and unblinking. I recognized that look anywhere; that of a person retreating inside their own mind so as not to deal with unpleasantness.

She took no pleasure in this.

And who could blame her? She was pleasuring her people’s tormentor whose soldiers raped her fellow Sapa women a few hours earlier. This was likely the height of shame and humiliation.

I so wished to tell her that we shared the same enemy, that she could stop debasing herself, but I worried too much about who put her up to this to do so. I groaned when her tongue licked my veins and fought to retain my focus.

Like a viper, she was bound to bite soon.

I waited in vain, however. She slowly wore me down one suction at a time, and my hand soon moved on top of her head to help with the motion. She thrummed a moan between my legs and quickened her pace until I felt pressure building up within me. The dam broke all of a sudden, and I erupted inside her mouth. She swallowed with such a quiet sound it only further heightened my pleasure.

My breath slowed down as my orgasm ebbed like the sea. Aclla removed her lips once I finished, licking my seed off them with a look as impish as it was fake. I dispelled my Veil and pretended to meet her gaze.

Aclla didn’t say a word. She simply rose to her feet and then removed her clothes to expose herself. Her golden skin glittered in the moonlight, heightening her lascivious curves. She sat on the table and exposed her legs like an unwrapped gift. I sensed no hostility from her, and she carried no weapon. She was offering herself to me, wholly and simply.

Had I been mistaken? Had Aclla simply meant to win my good graces? Had paranoia blinded me?

All these questions quickly crossed my mind, but I trusted my gut. I sensed danger even as she massaged her intimate parts. My instincts told me that I was an inch away from a trap I could not perceive.

What way could she have to strike at me? What spell would require such an elaborate distraction and somehow slip past the Nightlords’ notice?

Only then did it hit me.

I had been using it for months, after all.

Seidr.

Mother had been aware of the Embrace, or Seidr. I’d never asked where she learned of that information, but if she knew it, then I could assume creatures as ancient as the Mallquis probably heard of it too. Aclla had been trained in the arts of love to serve as a concubine since birth; what else did they teach her during that time?

I see how it is. I assessed her with a new gaze. She was a poisoned gift from the start.

Either Aclla would try to drain away my lifeforce to death the same way Sigrun could siphon off the strength of others, or she would serve as a living conduit for whoever saw through her to strike at my soul. Quite the clever move, I had to say.

Which begged the question: what should I do about it?

The safest route would be to deny Aclla sex or at least an exchange of fluids, which Seidr required to function. On one hand, this would avoid any risk and delay the assassination attempt; but on the other hand, I suspected I had a lot more experience with the Embrace than she did. My Teyolia burned with sunlight, and I could weave the inner fires of others like a spider wove its strands.

Moreover, a bridge worked both ways. If Aclla was meant to serve as a vessel for her master to strike at me, then I could use her to finally see the face of my enemy. Whether it was indeed Ayar Cachi or someone else, this would be a unique chance to learn more—and perhaps even make contact.

Finally, using Seidr would let me show my true self to Aclla. I could share my feelings with her and show her that I wasn’t her people’s enemy. This was a chance I could not let pass.

My mind made up, I removed my clothes and pretended to play along. My hands seized Aclla’s waist while her arms coiled around my neck. Her kiss was warm, yet without passion. She played through the motions, and when I aligned my manhood with her thighs, she stared at the wall behind me rather than at myself.

A pang of shame seized me. If she hadn’t lied about the virgin part, then this was her first time—something special that would soon turn into a painful ordeal.

What should I do? Pleasure her first to make it at least bearable?

Who was I kidding? There was no way she would find my bloodsoaked hands any more pleasurable than the cold grip of death. Every caress of mine would feel like another humiliation.

My best bet was to finish this quickly. The quicker this ended, and I contacted her master, the sooner she could forget it like a bad dream. Perhaps then we could even start again on better terms, or I would let her go to find love elsewhere once I’d destroyed the Nightlords.

Hence, I slid inside her in a single stroke. She groaned and tightened around my shaft, a drizzle of blood anointing my manhood. Her legs coiled around my back and drove me into a deep embrace.

I thrust, and so did she, like the ebb and flow of water. At first, I sensed nothing. No attempt at a connection, no caress of the soul, no ephemeral contact that would signal a meeting of the Teyolias; only a joining of the flesh. Doubt briefly began to mount as I stared into her eyes.

Aclla did not blink.

The trap’s jaws closed on me in an instant. Aclla’s Teyolia connected with mine not in the clumsy way of my first attempts nor the practiced and subtle grip of Lady Sigrun, but with the aggressiveness of an assassin going straight for the throat.

A flood of memories barreled against my mind in a flood. I saw through eyes that weren’t mine and experienced thoughts that belonged to another. I stood along the shores of a sacred lake nestled in ancient mountains that rose like the world’s fangs. I was naked under the moonlight, the cold wind blowing on my pale brown skin.

I was small, and the men around me were so big. Feathered priests surrounded me from all sides, their hands holding gold dust shining between their fingers. My half-brothers Manco and Cachi watched me without a word, both older than I was, yet so tiny compared to the dusty shadows watching over us all. They did not look at me, for I was of lesser birth and beneath their notice. I had no value. Not yet. I felt so weak, so exposed, so frail and fragile. I could not hold back the tears.

I was a child, not yet ten; half of which I’d spent in a convent after they took me away to serve the gods.

I was a tool, and treated as such.

The priests blew gold dust at me, and then I screamed.

The pain clung to me like fire. The gold burned. It burned my skin so hot that my tears turned to steam. The metal wove itself deep into my flesh, into my bones, while the ancient ones watched from high above with shriveled skin and empty eyes. I was blessed; I was cursed.

I was shining like the sun.

My skin, my beautiful skin, which my mother loved to kiss in the morning, was torn away from me, replaced with glittering and imperishable metal. The pain and heat were so unbearable that when their hands pushed me into the lake, its cold waters offered me no comfort. I wade through mist and boiling waves, only to be dragged out and caked in another layer of gold. I heard chants whose words were woven into my soul and was then pushed back again into the lake once I grew too hot to touch.

I was metal in the hands of smiths, hammered and watered.

I was a treasure. I was a gift. I was a slave.

Once the last of the gold was part of me and no inch of my original skin remained, my vision faded and blurred. The mountains of my ancestors seemed to split apart to reveal a great long road leading into the shining sunset, but the light at the end was too pale to be the sun. It was a fading mirage without warmth or pity.

A golden condor glared at me beyond the horizon.

Inkarri’s murderous talon struck at my soul in a flash of lightning.

I once used the Ride spell to invade Chindi’s mind, and what the Condor King did was a little different. I sensed an ancient and rotten presence forcing its way into my very essence through the door which Aclla’s mind opened to him. A great bird of gold rushed through the corridor of her memories to strike at me, the observer, with savage precision.

The strike was so quick and sudden that I barely managed to see it coming. My shadow arose within Aclla’s mindscape in the form of a great black owl with ebony wings and feathers of darkness. My Tonalli, the very essence of my soul, clashed with that of my foe through the Teyolia bridge, which Aclla unwittingly provided.

Had this mindscape been real, it would have appeared as if two great birds appeared over the mountains to slash and rip at one another. Our claws rent hills asunder, and the flap of our wings called forth hurricanes.

Inkarri would have likely extinguished my soul in an instant had I not practiced Seidr for months. His spirit would have lunged at mine and spiritually mutilated my Tonalli the way I threatened to do with Chindi. He would have torn my memories, sliced through my feelings, and left me a babbling madman imprisoned within my own flesh.

But I was prepared.

“This is useless, Inkarri,” I snapped as our talons clashed in ephemeral skies. “I am not your foe!”

“Then why lead an army to our doorstep?!” the condor king replied, his head lunging at my heart. There was no hesitation, only lethal precision. I dodged, and his beak snapped on empty air. “You speak nothing but lies!”

“The Nightlords planned your destruction long before I was even born!” I had seen their plague weapon and put an end to it. “I sabotaged them and did everything in my power to give you a fighting chance!”

“Yet you have allowed your men to rape our wives and daughters, while your dreadful masters feed on my descendants as we speak!” Inkarri retorted with boiling fury. His words spooked me, but not enough to throw me off my game. I dodged, and we soon danced in the sky, two birds of fate facing one another. “We have consulted the stars time and time again! We have seen the tides of blood you bring, high enough to sink our mountains!”

I pushed him back with a mighty gust that blew Aclla’s lake of memories to the wind. The Condor King shouldered it with determination.

“There is no future for the Sapa so long as you draw breath, Emperor of Death and Darkness,” Inkarri declared as he returned to the fight with renewed zeal. “Whether friend or foe, it matters not! Your very existence will bring ruin to us all!”

“You should be concerned about defying your fate rather than fearing it!” I snapped back, dodging his talons.

“I am changing our fate by taking you out! I will do whatever it takes and commit any sin to protect our people, for it is the duty of the dead to protect the living!” Inkarri lunged at me with all of his people’s fury. “Even if you are innocent, even if you speak the truth, even if I am mistaken… then I will bear this guilt across the centuries! It simply must be done!”

He will never listen, I realized. He had made up his mind from the start. He would not listen to me, and he would never relent. He’s a stubborn fool through and through.

This wouldn’t have been the first time Inkarri tore a soul asunder either. His blows were too sharp, too calculated for a first assault. He was ready, prepared, and experienced. More than that, he was strong.

But I was something greater than strong.

I was fear.

I unveiled the full glory of my Tonalli. My spirit grew, grew, and grew until it obscured the false moon in that mental sky. I towered over the condor like an eagle overshadowed the sparrow. The ancient ghost shriveled beneath me as the vast gulf in power between us became impossible to deny.

The Mallquis had avoided death for centuries, but I had conquered it. I had perished and returned, again and again. While he dined on the breaths of living mortals, I had bathed in the ashes of the very gods who created us.

I had only been going easy on him in an attempt to parlay. I was done giving him the illusion of a chance.

Inkarri was half-dead, but I was half a sun.

“You are nothing to me, Condor King!” I said with the crackle of Tlaloc’s lightning and the flood of Chalchiuhtlicue. “Nothing but prey! You have no chance to prevail!”

“I know,” Inkarri conceded, his eyes alight with both fear and resolve. “Yet, for my land, I must try.”

“You will try, and you shall fail!” I thundered, and demons answered the call for blood.

A rift opened up in the illusory lake below us with great jaws with filled teeth and darkness. The dark pyramid of Xibalba appeared deep at the bottom, the frightful city eager to claim another soul for its collection.

“Fall,” I said.

My Word reverberated in the mindscape with the strength of gravity itself. Inkarri plummeted into the sinister jaws of the great fear, which he had tried so hard to keep at bay: the hungry kiss of death.

But a Mallquis, by its very nature, could not cross past the Gate of Skulls and beyond. Strands and strings halted the Condor King’s fall. I sensed the lifeforce of hundreds, if not thousands of mortals keeping their ancestor anchored to the world of the living.

No matter. I did not have to kill Inkarri to defeat him. I lunged at him with my talons to mutilate his spirit the same way he tried to wound mine. I would pluck out the feathers of his thoughts until I learned all of his secrets.

“You will help me bring down the Nightlords,” I stated bluntly. “Your sorcery will serve my purposes one way or another.”

“I cannot… No, you mustn’t…” I saw a flash of fear and regret flicker in Inkarri’s eyes of light. “I am sorry, Aclla…”

The condor uttered a word of power, and pain surged through the mindscape.

The Teyolia connection collapsed in an instant. I was jolted back to reality, my hands and manhood recoiling from a terrible heat. Aclla collapsed with her back onto the table, her face staring at the ceiling. Her skin had grown so hot my seed and her blood both turned to steam from simple contact.

“Aclla?” I asked upon regaining control of my senses. I loomed over her when she failed to answer. “Aclla?!”

Blood was pouring from her nose and mouth. Aclla’s eyes were as hollow and unblinking as those of a corpse, staring into the distance at something I could not see. She was still breathing but began to spasm in place.

A stroke!

“Aclla!” I shouted so loud as to wake everyone before biting my finger to draw blood beaming with sunlight. “Medics! Medics!”
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Aclla died at sunrise.

By the time Necahual and other healers reached her, I had already poured blood down her throat to replace what she’d lost. I gave her life, I gave her fire, but what point was there in pouring water into a pierced bag?

I immediately sensed the void in her heart the moment I attempted to heal her the way I’d closed Nenetl’s wounds. An invisible force had doused the flame of her heart on its way out of her mind, triggering a curse so old it had grown intertwined with Aclla’s very flesh and soul; both as an insurance against betrayal and a conduit for her master to see through her eyes.

Was that why she tried to kill me despite knowing the risks? Because Inkarri threatened to snuff out her life anyway if she didn’t at least try?

She would never have the chance to tell me.

We tried everything, but the battle was over before it even began. No poultice nor potion could heal the soul. By the time Necahual returned to me from the field hospital with a grim scowl and shook her head, rage and sorrow both seized me all at once.

“I am sorry,” she apologized to me and my consorts both, who had gathered to hear the verdict. “Our best was not enough.”

Kind Nenetl, who had taken Aclla as her handmaiden over the last few days, exploded in tears of sorrow. It didn’t matter that they had only met for a few days; my sister wept for her as if she had been a lifelong friend.

“This is awful…” Nenetl muttered in between sobs. “She was so… so young…”

I pulled my arm around her shoulder to console her the best I could, my face a mask of stone. Someone would pay for this.

“My most sincere condolences, Your Majesty,” Tayatzin apologized as well, his words as empty as his future. “I will inform Ayar Cachi of his half-sister’s demise as well and offer condolences.”

It wasn’t Cachi who sent her, I thought angrily. It was Manco and Inkarri.

They had played us all for fools.

Aclla had been a multilayered trap from the start. Either the “conflict” between the brothers had been entirely manufactured so Cachi would serve as an agent provocateur, or we were never truly in contact with him to begin with.

I should have seen it coming. All the advice that Aclla provided, while useful, hadn’t given us any decisive advantage. She was always meant to serve as a subtle vessel for Inkarri to observe us through her eyes and then strike through the Embrace.

I could see the spider’s web and all of its strands. If Aclla was ever discovered—or better, succeeded in assassinating me—then the blame would fall on Cachi. The Mallquis would then likely have offered the latter as an “apology” to the Nightlords in order to defuse the situation, thus both ridding themselves of an unruly puppet and hopefully avoiding a total war. In their limited minds, this would have ensured that their hands remained clean. Those greedy fools thought they could shortchange vampires with worthless trades.

And when his assassination attempt failed, Aclla paid the price.

My Sapa concubine simply knew too much, so Inkarri ensured she would take his secrets to the grave rather than risk her falling into the Nightlords’ hands or allow me to capture his spirit and its ancient secrets. That killing spell had been woven into her skin and flesh since that awful ritual. Her life was never her own to cast away.

Aclla was born a slave and died a tool.

I simmered with cold anger. I could have almost understood this turn of events if Aclla had become an assassin out of duty and patriotism; if she had chosen death rather than betrayal, the way I once took my own life rather than become complicit in the Nightlords’ schemes.

That wasn’t the case.

I’d seen her memories. The ritual Aclla underwent to become a living conduit for Inkarri took place in her childhood, years before a war with Yohuachanca was even a question. This and the tales I’d heard about these holy Sapa virgins implied that her empire specifically prepared girls like her to serve as weapons. Aclla was no unique case created to deal with exceptional circumstances.

Her condition was the rule for many. There was an entire class of Sapa women molded and shaped as spies and weapons to be sent to foreign rulers as poisoned gifts from childhood. They had as much choice in their lives as our emperors.

Inkarri and the Mallquis had no more regard for the lives of their followers and agents than the Nightlords did with their own soldiers. They all saw mortals as tools to wage war with.

And that, more than anything, sickened me to my core.

“Your Majesty?” Tayatzin asked, though I barely paid attention. “I apologize for bothering you at such a time, but your meeting with Ayar Manco is scheduled soon.”

“Ingrid and I shall go,” I replied without emotion. I was going through the motions, my mind clouded by questions and dark thoughts. “Take care of Aclla’s remains until our return.”

I hadn’t yet decided what to do with her, but I would certainly not return her to the Sapa. She had deserved better, and still did.

The meeting with Manco had been arranged at a neutral point between armies: a small hill overseeing the chasm opened up by the quake earlier. I was allowed to bring an advisor and two guards, while the rest of my army and troops—including Itzili—would be forced to watch from afar.

These conditions would have seemed somewhat fair if the Sapa hadn’t tried to assassinate me hours ago; not to mention that organizing our encounter right next to the rift created by their vile magic sent a certain message in itself.

They are no more sincere in their negotiations than I am, I realized. Peace was never an option.

“Has my lord decided on a negotiation strategy for this meeting?” Ingrid inquired as we made our way to the meeting point on Itzili’s back. “Should we focus on recovering our imprisoned soldiers even if we have to return more of our captives?”

Ingrid meant well, yet I had hardly thought over it. This whole exercise had been a charade from the start, meant to either divide the Sapa or show a generous side to them. Not only was I now convinced there never was a true schism to exploit in the first place, but the Cizin plan sounded much more appropriate.

“Let us see who these people are first,” I replied. That, I thought, would be the most important part.

Ingrid studied my expression and then gave me a short nod. “A deal doesn’t matter as much as the good faith of the people making it, doesn’t it?”

Nothing escaped the sharpest of my consorts. I wondered if she had already figured out what had happened to Aclla—and what I had in mind.

We arrived at the promised spot to find Ayar Manco waiting for us with a small escort of his own. True to his word, he arrived on his moving throne with a single advisor: my own mother.

Inkarri was nowhere to be seen.

Manco’s shoulders were free, unbound, and the condor that had shadowed his steps had vanished. I doubted I managed to wound him heavily enough to prevent his ancient soul from haunting the world of the living. It was more likely that he simply accepted his limitations and decided not to push his luck by confronting me again.

The fact that his fellow Mallquis allowed Manco to face me on their empire’s behalf, however, spoke to how little the man’s life mattered in the grand scheme of things. Those ancient mummies wouldn’t allow any vital pawn of theirs to confront their people’s worst enemy.

Mother was right—Manco was indeed as much of a puppet as I was.

And yet he remained his masters’ voice. Their spokesperson. Their Godspeaker.

I climbed down from my mount and joined Manco. A wooden table had been set up for us in the middle of the two groups. It was long, very long, to prevent either of us from threatening the other with a weapon. Manco and I sat on each side while our respective advisors each stood behind us. I didn’t spare Mother a glance. I suspected she had been sent as a token escort to protect Manco from any spell I might cast, which I had no intention to use.

For her part, Ingrid assessed the other side with a calculating gaze. She wanted nothing more than to ask about her sister’s location but held back for fear of incriminating herself and accidentally threatening Astrid’s life.

Our time would come.

“His Majesty Manco greets you, Emperor Iztac, at this conference,” Mother said as the Sapa Emperor whispered words into her ear. After spending years among the Sapa, she had more than enough experience to speak both of our languages. “His Majesty Manco is grateful and hopes that we can settle the affairs of our people with words and reason.”

If he spoke sincerely, then he was the only one to do so.

At this point, it would be customary to exchange greetings and salutations… but I’d lost patience for those a long time ago. I didn’t have the strength to waste any more time on pointless flattery.

“Your half-sister, Aclla, died from a stroke this morning,” I said bluntly, cutting straight to the chase. “You have my condolences.”

Manco did not react, even when Mother whispered the words in his ear. “His Majesty Manco does not recall anyone with this name,” she translated his response back. “He had many half-brothers and sisters; far too many for him to remember them all.”

It could have been a lie and an attempt at keeping plausible deniability, but I could see another and more worrying possibility: that Manco sincerely didn’t remember Aclla because watching a child caked in gold as part of a horrendous sorcerous ceremony wasn’t anything noteworthy in his mind. From the way he barely reacted in Aclla’s memory of the event, part of me suspected it was the latter case.

Her name simply yielded no reaction.

My mind was abuzz with countless questions, though there was one which trumped all others. The Jaguar Woman had seared it into my mind when she condemned Sigrun to the pyre and my unborn child to a hell underground. I’d heard her answer back, but I wondered what was Manco’s.

“What is the value of a life to you, Ayar Manco?” I asked.

My question hung in the air like a curse. Ingrid flinched and paled, as the memory of it remained so frightfully vivid in her mind. Mother squinted and then translated my words to the false emperor whom she pretended to serve.

“His Majesty Manco asks if you mean this in the context of a prisoner,” she said.

“I am not asking you,” I replied coldly. I stared into Manco’s dark eyes and didn’t even pretend to acknowledge his translator’s presence. “You can understand what I say, am I wrong? You’re just trying to look stupider than you are, or to keep face by not debasing yourself by speaking our language.”

Manco’s gaze did not waver even for a second. Neither did he speak up again after Mother translated my words. He simply assessed me with a cold, reptilian calculation, his head resting on his fist.

He could understand the Yohuachacan tongue. I was sure of it now.

“What is the value of a single human life to you Sapas?” I inquired. “If two dying souls stand before you, and you can only save one, which of them would you pick? And why?”

I could tell that Ayar Manco considered lying and offering me platitudes, but that I wouldn’t believe them. Hence, he, perhaps for the first time since we’d met, chose to answer me with all his heart.

“In our land, we do not use currency,” Manco answered me in perfect, melodious Yohuachancan. “We use Mit'a.”

I’d suspected Manco to sound quite articulate in his native tongue, and as it turned out, he spoke fluently in mine.

“We do not use cacao seeds or cotton to trade the way you people do because the state sees to our needs,” he explained. “Our empire plans for the future in our stead. It trains those in the skills in which they shall excel, and that our future generations will require according to the fate laid to us by the gods in the stars. Those with talents are assigned where they are needed.”

“So I’ve heard,” I replied.

“But do you understand what that means for us?” Ayar Manco marked a short pause and continued when he decided that I did not. “I would assume not, as this is not how your people think. You believe in glory, in growth, in power. We believe in harmony and reciprocity.”

Ayar Manco joined his hands and gazed at the distant mountains which he called his home.

“Each year, a man or woman of age must give a set number of their days to our empire,” he explained. “They must fulfill the tasks and quotas granted to them. A farmer must produce food to feed others. A warrior must fight to protect others. A mason must pave roads so that others may walk upon them. No one ever does anything for themselves, and in return, the community cares for them.”

My jaw clenched. “And if they don’t wish to do things for others?”

My question seemed to bemuse Ayar Manco. “Then they will be punished for their selfishness, of course.”

“And if your people want to leave the place where they were born?” I inquired, an ugly feeling sinking into my stomach. “To pursue a greater future than the one others chose for them? What if a farmer wishes to become a weaver?”

“They do not,” Ayar Manco replied simply. “Our people stay where they are required to be—and if they cannot fit into a role, we find another use for them. We always find a use for everyone.”

There was something so utterly sinister, so deeply inhuman about the way he spoke those words that it unsettled me as much as the Nightlords’ cruel worldview. There was no savage glee and revelry to be found in the Sapa’s worldview, no grandiose evil; only the cold and heartless calculation of a taxpayer who reduced everything and everyone to numbers on a paper scroll.

I gazed at the face of a state denying the very concept of humanity.

“The same goes for all people and communities who join our empire,” Ayar Manco continued, his words as eerily calm as waters hiding a crocodile beneath. “They are moved where the earth must be turned and metal extracted. Men marry women to produce healthy children so that they may provide for others in turn, and the young care for the old in return for their guidance. Every soul, every pair of hands, has a role to play. This is Mit’a: our obligation.”

He joined his hands and then gave me his final answer, raw, clear, and sincere.

“The value of a human life, Emperor Iztac, is its usefulness to the state,” he declared with the absolute coldness of an ancient glacier. “Nothing more, nothing less. If I had to choose between two lives to save, I would save the most useful one.”

I briefly glanced at Ingrid, who was glaring at Ayar Manco with barely disguised loathing that nearly matched mine. Much like me, she finally realized what kind of man sat in front of us—and what he represented.

Mother said that Ayar Manco had been chosen by the Mallquis because he was deemed more pliable. He had been right about one thing: I’d heard, but I didn’t understand. I sensed no hidden rebellious streak in this man, no hidden agenda. I required no Gaze to see into his heart because he didn’t bother hiding anything.

He was a believer.

Ayar Manco was something worse than a rebellious slave: he was a willing one. He spoke and fought on behalf of a great and rotten pyramid for which lives were little more than bricks, an empire where the living surrendered their freedom to the dead in exchange for their protection. And in this way, shackled their own future to an unalterable past.

It was like gazing at myself in a mirror—a black and twisted kind.

I accepted Manco’s answer with a nod, however much I loathed it, and then decided that I would destroy his Mit’a down to its foundation.

I felt no doubt or hesitation anymore, except compassion for the innocents who would pay the price for my decision. I was certain many people found peace and prosperity within the Mit’a system, the same way many of Yohuachanca’s citizens lived happy and peaceful lives within the chinks of the Nightlords’ chains. They didn’t deserve the chaos I was about to unleash, no more than most of the people who perished in the wake of my wars and disasters deserved it.

But Aclla didn’t deserve death and slavery either.

I couldn’t look the other way when I had the power to force a change.

I despised this Mit’a system with every fiber of my being, as much as I loathed the Mallquis who sustained it and the fools who defended it. I simply could not abide a world that would strip its people of their freedom and reduce them to numbers on a scroll.

That wasn’t the value a human life should have.

A society built on its people’s suffering should not exist, whether inside or outside my borders. Everyone deserved to be free and to choose their own fate. No one should die by the will of another.

Closing my eyes on the Sapa Empire’s heartless system would be the same as accepting Yohuachanca’s imperial system. They were both different shades of the same gripping hand of fate which I longed to break.

A society enslaving its daughters like Aclla should not exist, no more than an empire capable of creating me. There should be no need for a Cizin in a perfect and just world.

Yet no one was willing, nor able, to change it—that burden fell to me.

Inkarri’s predictions were right in a way. There was no future in which his empire and I coexisted.

I had sensed his resolve during our fight, and I knew his heart was true, but he was fighting for the wrong cause and willing to kill for it. The same went for Manco. They had been twisted by the system in which they lived until they became its thralls.

I would bring down their rotten Mit’a and pray that the Sapa would one day thrive under better foundations.

“I hope you shall sleep well tonight,” I said, mostly as a subtle hint to Mother that we would proceed with Eztli’s ritual tonight. I suspected she was already aware of our intentions through her sorcery, but it didn’t hurt to hedge my bets. “I will leave my consort and priests to arrange a prisoner exchange. I have learned all that I wished to know today.”

“Did my answer displease you, Emperor Iztac?” Ayar Manco asked with a hint of curiosity. He didn’t seem to grasp the reason for my obvious anger. Like me, he had heard but didn’t understand. “Would you rather have preferred that I tell you what you wished to hear?”

The answer was yes, on both counts.

“You have been honest with me, Emperor Manco, so I shall return this courtesy with my own answer.” Using the word emperor carried political weight, since it meant I indeed acknowledged him as the Sapa Empire’s leader; but in my mind, that title was as empty as mine, devoid of sense and respect. “In Yohuachanca, a life’s value is determined by the emperor’s will. It is I alone who decides who lives or dies. My judgment is law.”

I stared at Ayar Manco straight in the eyes so that he could see the boundless depths of my hatred and loathing for all that he fought for.

“And your life, Emperor Manco,” I said, “is now worthless to me.”
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THE WAR IN HEAVEN


Ingrid negotiated the prisoner exchange on my behalf, trading fifty of their warriors for fifty of ours. The Sapa didn’t prove too difficult on that front. Either their lack of currency impacted their ability to haggle, or they considered recovering their own citizens a better deal than feeding enemy warriors.

True to Sugey’s wish, the Sapa would inherit cuckolded husbands out for blood while we recovered warriors eager to avenge their earlier loss. The situation reminded me of a forest in the dry season.

A single flame could light forth an inferno, and I would do so with a bonfire.

I convened a war council the moment we left the meeting. I gathered every general worth their salt and quickly glimpsed smiles on the lips of Chikal and Coaxoch. They sensed the blood in the water.

They could tell I was done with playing theater.

“We must prepare to overrun the Sapa camp soon,” I declared openly with my very first remark. “It is time to pluck the flowers of war and behead the enemy’s leadership while we still can.”

“Finally!” Coaxoch struck his chest in giddiness. “I thought Your Majesty would never give the order.”

Amoxtli, as always, advised cautious. “While this Flower War was only meant to buy us time and lower the Sapa Empire’s guard until our fleet could strike, escalating to a surprise attack would violate His Majesty’s agreements. Our word⁠—”

“Has been tested too often,” I cut in, interrupting Amoxtli. “Time and time again the Sapa have sent assassins after me. I am now convinced that the quake that struck us yesterday was no mere twist of fate but the result of foul sorcery. The death of my concubine, Aclla, was no accident either. Each day we spend playing their game gives these serpents another occasion to bite us.”

My sharp tone silenced all opposition. I wasn’t faking anger and determination either; my mind was truly made up.

I only ever planned the war with the Sapa Empire to help me bleed out the Nightlords’ forces and provide me with an opportunity to take down my captors. I had tried to minimize bloodshed, both in the hope of securing an alliance with Inkarri and to spare the mountains the slaughter to come.

No more. I now knew that the Mallquis would never be my allies, and I couldn’t tolerate their own imperialistic system any more than I could stand Yohuachanca’s. Sugey constantly spat on my attempts to reduce bloodshed and suffering, making me look like a hypocrite rather than a reasonable monarch.

I simply had no more incentive to pull my punches anymore.

My best bet was now escalation, to strengthen the conflict between the Nightlords and the Mallquis in the hope that they would either wipe each other out or offer me an opening to take down Sugey.

The only fear I had was that of Quetzalcoatl’s judgment… but surely leaving the likes of Aclla in bondage would be as much of a sin as doing nothing. Or at least I told myself this.

“Our priority is to capture Emperor Manco alive,” I informed my generals. While his life was worthless to me, a puppet emperor was more valuable to me as a prisoner rather than a martyr. “The pride of the mountains is arrayed against us. To break it, we must capture as many of the highborn fools arrayed against us as we can.”

“The rift separating our armies leaves us in a very difficult position,” Cuauhteztli warned us. “This limits a land assault to two narrow corridors at the edges, and both will be easy for the Sapa to defend or survey. We would need overwhelming force to break through, and even then it would warn our enemies of the attack.”

“You forget one thing, general,” Chikal said with a cunning smile. “We can fly.”

My consort had read my mind. “I will petition the goddess to bless us in this fight and send her children to fight at our side,” I declared. “We shall remind the Sapa that the night is a time of terror.”

I would not be so bold as to speak in Sugey’s name out loud, but I had begun to understand her way of thinking over the past few days. She would relish the thought of falling upon the Sapa camp in an orgy of blood and violence—especially if she could participate. I suspected that she alone among the Nightlords wouldn’t back down from a fight.

For once, I hoped she would take part in the slaughter. Not only would the Sapa likely take out a few of her Nightkin—something Chikal was counting on when she made her suggestion—but it would let me assess the strength of a Nightlord’s sorcery in battle.

My words emboldened even the likes of Amoxtli, his cautiousness turning into shrewd planning. “If the goddess’s children were to assist us in this fight, then I would suggest a three-pronged assault,” he said, tracing a dark line representing the rift on our map. “The Nightkin will only have to cross the rift to fall upon the enemy scouts and slay them. This would free the way for two sets of cavalry forces to charge at both sides of the ravine and then fall upon the Sapa camp.”

“Should we march swiftly enough, then our trihorns will crash straight into the Sapa’s tents before they can organize a defense,” Cuauhteztli said. “Surprise and shock will carry the day. Our infantry will only have to clean up the rest.”

“Coaxoch and the Shorn Ones shall take command of one vanguard,” I decided. The warlord had been begging me for a similar task since the Flower War started. This would be a good opportunity to foster favor with him. “I will lead the other atop Itzili.”

Coaxoch’s smile boasted such sharp fangs, all too eager to taste blood. “I shall not disappoint Your Majesty’s faith in my skills.”

“Which leaves the question of our timing,” Amoxtli said. “It will take us some time to complete our survey, but waiting too long might alert the Sapa to our preparations.”

“Let us strike tomorrow night,” Chikal suggested. “I will have my Amazons locate the enemy scouts during the day.”

“An attack on the fourth night of the Flower War would be most auspicious to the goddesses,” Tayatzin agreed. “It will bring us luck.”

Attacking on the fourth day served my plans well. It left me with tonight to both complete the ritual and warn Mother of the incoming assault. Forcing Sugey to deal with both the Sapa attack and Eztli’s “loss” at the same time would also throw that vampire off her game.

I oversaw military planning and preparation until dusk, at which point I sent my generals away to remain alone in the tent. Darkness had barely descended upon the camp before Sugey visited me.

“I am cautiously impressed,” she said, her crimson eyes gleaming in the shadows. “I sense that your heart is no longer wavering. Have you finally come around to sharing my vision?”

I suppressed a scowl. Sugey’s opinion nauseated me, but we indeed both shared the same criticisms about the enemy. “I asked Ayar Manco how the Sapa valued human life.”

“As a number on a paper sheet, I would assume,” Sugey replied with disdain. “I’ve told you as much. They think like merchants, all of them.”

I wouldn’t even call them merchants. Merchants had ambition and an appetite for risk. They sought to explore unforeseen paths for growth. The Sapa’s Mit’a system instead glorified immobilism, stagnation, and control. They reveled in trying to control the future rather than to shape it.

“I cannot respect a state which denies human life its value,” I said without an ounce of insincerity. Whether it is my realm or that of another.

“On that, we agree. The state is a tool to exalt and refine human beings, not an end in itself.” Sugey sounded quite pleased by my decision. “Each crop of men ought to perform better than the last.”

And my greatest performance will be killing you, Bird of War. I answered with silence and kept my true thoughts to myself. Any state which enslaved its own people ought to be annihilated.

Part of me understood that despising the Sapa for sending Aclla and others to die was hypocritical, since I had done the same for less than noble reasons… but her situation hit too close to mine. She had been enslaved as a child by higher powers to serve as a living sacrifice in a greater game. Manco’s cold-blooded reaction only underlined that the Sapa considered this part of nature rather than an exceptional case; and that this cycle would repeat itself.

Closing my eyes on what happened to Aclla would be akin to condoning my own situation, and I would not—could not—accept that. I had to take my chance at changing things, whatever the cost.

“Will the goddess assist us?” I asked Sugey.

“I will. You have brought glory to our name, and this theater has worn on my nerves.” Sugey rested her head on her fist. “The timing plays into our hands. Our fleet is a day away from striking the Sapa’s coast, and their sorcerers will fall into panic once the news reaches them.”

The issue with the considerable distance between land and sea was that we had little information about how our fleet fared. We had no direct lines of communication with our soldiers on that front of the war. I suspected Sugey used magic to see through the red-eyed priests’ senses onboard to check on them.

If she spoke the truth, then it would indeed seem that the Sapa weren’t expecting the coastal invasion. Striking at Manco’s camp at the same time would indeed paralyze the Mallquis, since they would struggle to defend themselves on multiple fronts.

The stars were aligned in my favor so far.

How long would that last, I wondered.
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The promised night had come, and my body stirred with tension.

I retired to my bedchambers and pretended to nap for a moment, instead projecting my essence through the Legion skull placed in Eztli’s quarters. My former consort had taken it from its shelf and placed it in her room, where she seemed deep asleep in a bed surrounded by flowers.

A handmaiden stood at her side, tending to her. I did not recognize the woman, but her tense and haughty posture was more than familiar to me. When she glanced at the skull in the room, I could see the shade of icy blue hiding behind her brown eyes.

Mother was ready. Waiting.

Her soul was in our hands now, mine and Mother’s. The last part didn’t please me in the slightest, but I had no other choice. Mother’s assistance in the ritual would be critical.

The die is cast, I thought as I “awakened” from my false slumber to find Necahual and Chindi walking into my bedroom. Both smiled for wildly different reasons—one did so out of blissful ignorance, and the other with trepidation born of knowledge. I have done all I can to prepare.

So many things could go wrong tonight. The slightest interruption would have disastrous consequences, and even success would carry its price.

“Has the master called us?” Chindi asked with bestial trepidation. She reeked of bloodthirst and anticipation.

I was right. Her kind might take the shape of others, but their cruel nature always shone through. Chindi couldn’t play nice for more than a few days before her vile and twisted instincts took over. How much of it was the influence of the Skinwalker’s curse? Or had she always been like this and her power only sharpened her innate cruelty?

Whatever the case, she was a true demon that the world would be better off without.

“I have,” I replied sternly, my eyes wandering from Chindi to Necahual. “It has come to my attention that the two of you do not get along.”

Chindi’s tongue clicked in her mouth. “I only disciplined the woman you gave me. Your so-called favorite should stick to her own affairs.”

“When a rabid hound bites, it must be chastised.” Necahual scoffed in amusement. “If Your Majesty had taught your pet better, I would not have to tighten her leash.”

“Careful, Necahual,” I warned her with a cold, sharp tone. It was only a bit of theater for spies who no doubt listened in. I had to ensure this ritual wouldn’t raise any alarm in their minds. “Disciplining my concubines is within your power, but my consorts stand on higher ground.”

Necahual straightened up. “I will bear whatever punishment Your Majesty thinks appropriate, if I have indeed overstepped.”

“You have… but it doesn’t fall to me to decide how you shall be chastised.” I invited Chindi to join me in the bed. “Come to me.”

She did so with the eagerness of a rabbit who couldn’t see the fox’s jaws.

I welcomed her as she rested her head against my shoulder. My arm coiled around her back and pulled her closer until I sensed her skin against mine. I sensed her blood pulsating with warmth and life, all that which Eztli had been deprived of.

“What should be her punishment?” I whispered into Chindi’s ear.

A wiser soul would have advocated for a lighter sentence, or none at all. If Chindi had done that… I would still have gone through with my plan, but not with a clear conscience.

“I want her eyes, Master,” Chindi whispered back, her own having been removed and bandaged by the Nightlords to prevent her from using her powers. “I will wear them once I finally remove these bandages from my face.”

Whatever doubts I might have had instantly disappeared.

I pretended to listen, offered her a nod, and then leaned on to whisper my answer in her ear too quietly for anyone to hear.

“Chindi,” I uttered her true name, shackling her will. “Surrender.”

My Word took hold in her mind, extinguishing her will of rebellion. I barely had time to see a glimpse of her terror before her body went limp in my arms, her mind now imprisoned in a shell of flesh. She had no power left to resist what would follow.

Let that be a lesson to all willing slaves, I thought. There is no such thing as a kind master.

“Join us,” I told Necahual. “I can think of a way for the two of you to reconcile.”

Necahual appraised the both of us with wariness, recognizing my signal for what it was. She crawled into my bed behind Chindi, touching her shoulder, pretending to caress her in an intimate way.

I sensed the connection forming the moment she touched Chindi’s skin.

The soul-transfer ritual was an extraordinarily complex piece of magic. Mother’s sorcery only worked between compatible vessels sharing a powerful spiritual connection; in effect, it could only transplant a soul between close relatives or individuals bound by the same totem.

The Nightlords’ ritual bound Chindi and Eztli together tighter than any chain, but both were half a country away from one another. We required a rope to connect them, and she stood before me.

Necahual had fed her blood to both her daughter and Chindi over the past weeks; the former by storing it into bottles for her own consumption, the latter by spiking her drinks and food. She had become a living bridge between them, a pathway through which Eztli’s soul would travel in order to take root in its new vessel—a beacon for the mind.

The Ride spell didn’t allow Mother to cast her magic while inside another’s body, but she didn’t need to. Her role was to guide Eztli’s soul with whispers and words away from her body and through the bridge, which I would then lead to its new home.

I closed my eyes and focused on the chain which bound us all to the Nightlords’ ritual. My world became darkness barely lit up by Teyolia flames. Chindi’s malformed spirit lay within the palm of my hand, while Necahual’s blinding soul remained connected to me by the eternal bond between a Mometzcopinque witch and her patron. So many other chains yet loomed over all of us, their links bound by centuries of sacrifice.

My spirit grabbed one holding Chindi’s soul. I sensed Eztli’s spirit on the other end of it and soon began to pull under the light of Necahual’s Teyolia, like a fisherman bringing in their nightly haul under a lighthouse’s glow.

I immediately encountered resistance.

A terrible cold spread to me through the dark chain of the Nightlords’ ritual. I looked into the shadows beyond and faced an even greater darkness, a hunger blacker than a starless night. Its jaws clenched on the chain with the fury of a dog refusing to let go of its food.

The vampire curse itself resisted me.

I pulled harder with all of my will and strength. I heard Mother’s voice echo in the void, trying to guide Eztli’s soul out of the black tar that now drowned her in evil and corruption. However, she was buried deep, and a centuries-old curse was not so easily repelled. It had entrapped Eztli for months and refused to relinquish her without a bitter fight.

I can’t pull her out! Panic and fear overtook my heart. I pulled and pulled, but the more I tried, the stronger the curse tightened its grip. The vampire in her won’t let her Tonalli go!

Worse, each pull of the chain let out a terrible noise that echoed across the shadows. It would not break—no man could break a binding that chained down a god—but its screeching resonated in the darkness. How long until the Nightlords noticed the disturbance and acted upon it?

New hands tightened around the chain and eased my burden.

I sensed Necahual’s spirit first, her grip second only to mine. A mother’s love and determination gave her immense strength when fighting to protect her child, the same way Father’s love for me allowed him to endure both the First Fear and the Legion. She helped me pull the chain with all of her zeal and desperation.

I detected Lahun’s presence soon after, her Mometzcopinque spirit answering her patron’s call for strength. Many more soon followed in her wake. Ancient spirits joined their strength with mine, pulling with feeble hands backed with determination.

“Do not give up, our successor,” I heard the previous emperors whisper encouragements; my father’s voice an echo among hundreds. “There is no curse that won’t bend to the power of human will.”

They were right. The curse fought fiercely, but its hunger had finally found its match.

Gathering all of my strength and magic, I stared into the abyss and challenged it.

Begone, shadows! My will expanded into the void, my Teyolia a purple blaze shining brighter than the stars. Recoil before my sunlight! Flee from the brightness of Cizin, the Lord of Terror!

My light erupted like a bonfire in the darkest of nights. I was only half a sun, but my brilliance remained poison to the undead. The sea of darkness swiftly recoiled and spat out Eztli’s Tonalli. Her fading spirit, once so bright and lively, was no little more than a colorless shade.

I didn’t have much time. I pulled Eztli’s Tonalli to me and then guided her into Chindi’s body. The chain which once bound them in twin torment now coiled around their spirits.

A Skinwalker’s Tonalli was little more than a broken mask of malleable flesh. I had seen it myself when I gazed into Chindi’s soul. A hole gnawed at the center of her very sense of self and constantly demanded new faces to satisfy its hunger. It wasn’t too different from the vampiric curse in that regard.

However, a Skinwalker’s power to steal the skin and flesh of others only let them take a piece of their victim’s Tonalli. Chindi had only ever feasted on shards of personality, yet I now pushed onto her all of Eztli’s personhood; all of her memories, all of her joys and sorrows. A Skinwalker’s soul was a house built on rotten foundations.

It could only collapse under such weight.

I didn’t hear Chindi’s last scream or pleas for mercy, if she uttered any. Eztli’s spirit melded with her own like a mold imposing its shape on a lump of clay. My childhood companion walked into her new house and settled there in an instant, her Tonalli overwriting that of Chindi, seizing her Teyolia for her own and taking hold of her flesh.

What was the value of a life to me?

I realized that I had asked Manco a question I couldn’t yet answer myself. I had hidden my doubts behind the Nightlords’ words, but now that I was extinguishing Chindi’s existence to save that of Eztli’s, I realized that I had taken upon myself the right to decide who would live and die.

What gave me that privilege?

I opened my eyes again to gaze at Chindi’s face. Only an instant had passed in the physical world, yet the time in which I waited for the Skinwalker to react felt like a lifetime to me. Her breath was short, her mouth wide agape. If she still had eyes beneath her bandages, I expected them to have been staring at the ceiling with a hollow will. Necahual watched the scene with concern and apprehension.

She had already lost her daughter once and feared doing so again.

“Anaye?” I asked when I meant to say, Eztli.

My consort inhaled and exhaled with a quiet rhythm, her hands slowly moving to her face. She touched her cheeks and stroked her hair like a child discovering themselves for the first time. I couldn’t see any hint of Chindi’s savage confidence in those clumsy and hesitant movements—and doubly so when her fingers moved to touch my own face.

They were so warm, and her touch so gentle, that I allowed myself to hope.

My consort then spoke with Chindi’s voice, but the words that came out of her throat belonged to another.

“What’s wrong, Iztac?” Eztli asked me with a bashful smile full of bliss and relief. “Has my beauty left you speechless?”

An immense wave of relief washed over me. All the tension in my body evaporated in an instant as I took her hands into my own and squeezed with all of my strength and affection.

“It has,” I replied, and for once I allowed myself a genuine smile; not a smirk of cruelty, but a bashful expression of happiness. I had experienced so few of those over the past few months that it almost hurt my lips. “As it always does.”

“Your hands are so warm… I had forgotten the sensation.” Eztli turned her head to face Necahual, somehow sensing her presence despite her lack of sight. My favorite gazed at her returned daughter without a word, clearly struggling to hold back tears and show weakness. All her efforts had finally paid off, but the Nightlords had denied her the right to show any relief.

Eztli opened her mouth. I knew she almost said “Mother” only to hold herself back at the last second for fear of warning our captors. Instead, she rested her head on Necahual’s bosom. My favorite forgot herself and embraced her daughter in a squeezing hug, which she would not relinquish.

For the briefest of moments, we were happy at last.

Then came the darkness to ruin it all.

The chains holding my heart tightened like never before, choking my soul and life. A vicious chill swelled into my veins and turned them to ice. My breath turned to mist in my throat, and the shadows grew sharper.

Necahual immediately sensed the danger through our bond, calling out my name. “Iztac?”

I tried to utter a warning, only for the taste of blood and death to fill my mouth.

My vision blurred, my mind seeing through a thousand eyes. I was myself one moment, and a legion the next. A thousand skulls I had, trapped in coiling darkness whose grip on us had tightened.

One of them gazed upon the nightmare I had once embraced.

Mother’s possessed thrall let out a cry of surprise that echoed through my palace. I watched through empty eyes as Eztli’s soulless corpse rose from its bed with pale white eyes devoid of half-life.

The Nightlords’ ritual survived the loss of Yoloxochitl by latching onto Eztli’s soul as a replacement, and the soulless corpse we had left at the palace couldn’t serve its purpose. That rotten pillar collapsed under the weight of the corruption gnawing at it from within, putting more stress on the remaining ropes holding the First Emperor chained.

But the seal had cracked, and evil leaked out of the gap.

We were right: the vampire curse remained with the body once we severed Eztli’s soul from it.

There was no mask of humanity left to keep its true nature in check.

Eztli’s corpse opened its mouth, but only a pitch-black abyss remained where there used to be teeth and tongue—and from within its depths, a terrible night stared back at me with a ghastly smile full of gnashing teeth.
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The darkness triumphed, and the cosmos shuddered.

I sensed the First Emperor’s poison seeping into the fabric of reality, the wicked foulness that tainted the earth and sky. An invisible pulse surged from the depths of the Blood Pyramid, strong like a god’s heartbeat. It spread across the land and struck all living souls with the sharp kiss of fear.

The world had grown a little bit darker.

I saw a glimpse of Eztli’s corpse falling upon Mother’s thrall in a dash of speed and hunger. Ichtaca’s soul immediately vacated its host, leaving the handmaid alone to face her doom. She did not scream for long; the abyss swallowed tears and wails alike into its hungry stomach.
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I had a stroke.

Or at least, it felt that way to me. My body went numb, and my vision blurred. I briefly recalled falling off my bed with a searing pain pulsing in my chest, Eztli and her mother failing to catch me before I hit the floor. I could not understand their words, no more than I could focus on my own breath. A dark hand squeezed my heart with claws of ice and refused to let go.

I heard Itzili’s roars, shouts, and screams; all of them distant echoes ringing in the back of my skull. I felt strong hands grab me by the shoulders, though I couldn’t tell to whom they belonged. I was a prisoner in my own body, trapped between light and darkness. I faded in and out of consciousness, yet never too deep for me to fall into the Underworld.

I saw flashes of my camp. I saw glimpses of Jaguar Warriors and Eagle Knights escorting Ingrid, Nenetl, and my other consorts tending to me, followed by the brief sight of soldiers keeping something from breaking into my room.

The sky outside my window was dark and filled with red clouds raining down blood… yet I knew it should have been otherwise. I could tell, deep within me, that it should have been the day.

The Flower War’s fourth day never came.

In dawn’s place rose a dark crimson moon that obscured its radiance. It blocked the sun and reduced its light to a ring of fire in a sea of starless shadows, and for the briefest of instants, I saw the outline of a skull glaring down on me in the eclipse’s heart.

A day of darkness had fallen upon us all.

My world splintered like a cracked mirror, my vision dividing into countless pictures. I was myself and another, the first and the last, the half-light and the starless night; I couldn’t tell where the prophet ended and where the god began. We saw through a million’s eyes and supped on warm flesh with a thousand mouths. We were a spirit. We were a wave. We were a flood of carrion infesting the flesh of the world and choking its vein rivers.

We were death.

Our will spread through our Nightchildren, crawling out of the dirt with rasping whispers and blackened nails. We were Sapan and Yohuachancan, beast and bird, man and woman. All corpses dried on the altars rose at our command on this dawnless celebration with a single purpose: to devour the life denied to us.

We were a tide of wood and obsidian crashing on a coast cast in dusk, painting the shores red with blood. We fed on a diet of war and chaos and rode the apocalypse wave all the way to the mountains to spit on our brother’s grave. We shepherded the meek toward an age of fear and terror.

We saw fire on the horizon, where the Sapa camp used to be, and in the pale glow of the flames, we saw a great, twin-headed vulture’s shadow preying upon the living and the dead. Our treacherous daughter washed her skin with thick warm blood while clouds of bats cleansed away the rising smoke with the flaps of a thousand wings.

In our own camp, where we strangled warm throats with cold dead hands, we saw that wretch Tayatzin bash a prisoner’s head against a stone with a snarl of fury. A violent madness had seized that bastard’s brood. His mouth was watered with blood, as was ours, and the red in his eyes had taken on a dark shade of crimson. Other false priests raged amidst the fires with genuine zeal, their skin-deep veneer of humanity stripped away. They were half-dead ghouls rampaging among the living in an echo of our hunger.

We wore no mask, and we hated everything.

We loathed this world, which only brought us pain and sorrow. We loathed that light that burned us, those living who celebrated our suffering, and those daughters who chained us deep below the earth. We craved the peace of a land without dawn and the endless silence that would follow.

We sought an end to all things.

And as my mind recoiled from the First Emperor’s waning embrace, as I managed to untangle my soul from the all-consuming evil whose grip on the world I had strengthened, I was left with a single certainty: that by saving a life, I had condemned a thousand others.

I was a Godspeaker, and my words had brought the Fifth Sun one step closer to its end.
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THE NATURE OF EVIL


The Third Layer was pitch-black.

I awoke in the depths of sinister Tamōhuānchān amidst the mad and damned. The shadows of torches and pyres hardly lit up the thick shadows blanketing putrid rivers and ruins of a long-dead world. The morning star of Quetzalcoatl had grown so distant I could barely see it anymore. Once a small sun, it had been reduced to a tiny white dot in a sea of black. Its faint glow struck me with the strength of a sharp rebuke, as did the absence of Quetzalcoatl’s priest, Topiltzin.

The message was loud and clear.

The Feathered Serpent had denied me his light and left only a dead hell’s fires to warm me.

I stood alone among a parade of demons and abominations rejoicing around the bonfires. They paid me no mind, neither attacking nor fleeing. They simply sang and danced while the living cried and screamed. The damned knew that I belonged here among them.

Mother wasn’t there to greet me like she always did. She was probably still awake in the world above, fleeing the tide of undead that fell upon the Sapa camp like a swarm of hungry bats. Perhaps something worse happened to her after she assisted in the soul-transfer ritual.

The bitter irony wasn’t lost on me. After abandoning me for many years out of selfish self-preservation, I might have finally given Mother a good excuse not to show up. I would have laughed if our spell’s consequences hadn’t been so disastrous.

I didn’t think I would ever miss that woman, but her absence carried the bitter taste of failure in my mouth. I had managed to achieve one of my long-term goals and save Eztli from her curse, yet what should have been a joyous occasion left me devoid of pride.

I raised my arm and crafted a skull within the palm of my hand. Its eyes lit up with the pale and ghostly glow of a hundred specters. One of them shone brighter than all others, his light more comforting than any star.

“You couldn’t know this would happen, Iztac,” Father whispered in an attempt to reassure me. “None of us expected such devastation.”

“I did.” Father meant well, but I couldn’t lie to myself. “I simply refused to think about it.”

I had known since the disaster on Smoke Mountain that each Nightlord’s death would bring their vile father a step closer to freedom. I had received a glimpse of the destruction that would follow such an outcome once Yoloxochitl perished. Even if I couldn’t anticipate that fully severing that part of the Nightlords’ ritual would result in such chaos, I knew that it would play into their progenitor’s hands.

Part of me simply considered it part of the course on my way to achieving freedom—an acceptable risk to bring down the rotten pyramid crushing me under its foundations.

Only now did I fully understand my choice’s consequences.

“The Fifth Sun will die with the Nightlords,” I whispered. That was not a question but a fact. “The First Emperor’s freedom will spell this world’s end.”

I had been one with the darkness called Yohuachanca, felt his hunger, and shared his wrath and pain. I had been the first and last emperor all at once for a moment, and in that union we witnessed the incoming doomsday. Centuries of torment and captivity had driven the vampires’ progenitor to all-consuming madness. Where the First Emperor once sought to save mortalkind from Camazotz’s fangs, he now only craved a dawnless night.

Tlaloc warned me that gods were slaves to their nature and power. The First Emperor was hunger and pain incarnate. His appetite had shed all traces of humanity until it knew no bounds. He would devour all that was, friends and foes alike, in a doomed attempt to fill the bottomless hole he called a stomach.

I had unlocked the gate, and it would never fully close again.

“You couldn’t lie down and do nothing either, my son,” Father said kindly. “You tried your best to save Eztli from an unjust fate, and you’ve succeeded. That at least should be celebrated.”

He was right. No matter how crushing my guilt, I couldn’t say I regretted trying to spare Eztli’s soul from transforming into the very horror that had her father murdered and enslaved her mother.

It was the path I had chosen to achieve this objective that I now regretted.

“I should have found another way,” I whispered, both to myself and my father. The cost… the cost had been too great.

“Yes,” Father conceded a little bit more sternly than before. While kind and supportive, he knew when to set his foot down. “You have made a choice today, with the innocent and guilty both paying the price for it. That is a fact.”

“What other option did we have?” the skull suddenly whispered with the voice of a hundred emperors, pushing Father back. “You fought with the tools given to you by this unfair world, our successor.”

That was what I had told myself so many times in the past. That was how I justified Smoke Mountain’s eruption, the bloody massacre I organized to bribe the Yaotzin into warning Mother of incoming danger, the war against the Sapa, and the chaos I left in my wake. I told myself that I had no choice other than to use the few weapons fate put in my path. The option of throwing down my arm never entered my mind.

Nothing I could ever do would compare to the evil which the Nightlords represented.

But now… now that I had tasted true evil… I had begun to doubt even that.

“If we succeed in destroying the Nightlords… then the world will end,” I told my father and predecessors. I had seen too many acts of divine power to doubt it. “Tlaloc ended his own with a surge of fire; his wife with a flood; and Quetzalcoatl with a hurricane. The First Emperor will simply bring down the final night.”

“There is still time to find another way, Iztac,” Father tried to reassure me, yet his warmth and kindness failed to break through my despair. “There are other paths to walk.”

“You are halfway a god yourself, our successor,” the Parliament of Skulls added. “The same power Yohuachanca seized remains within your reach; and with it, the chance to oppose him.”

I only had to take a look at the distant starlight to know these hopes were misplaced.

Quetzalcoatl was the god of knowledge. No one could hide anything from him. He alone among the heavens cared for mankind for its own sake. The horrors of Yohuachanca were certainly no mystery to him.

I could only see one reason why he would deny me the gift of his embers and the power to defeat the Nightlords, even after the latter nearly raised their Sulfur Sun and inflicted untold suffering upon mankind: the Feathered Serpent deemed that my ascension and victory would be a worse outcome for the world than letting vampires rule it.

Queen Mictecacihuatl had warned me that all the gods were dead, that no one remained to light the Sixth Sun. Either Lord Quetzalcoatl feared that the First Emperor’s freedom would shepherd mankind into its final night or that my godhood would become an equal blight upon the universe.

While the Nightlords remained responsible for driving their father to madness, the fact remained that their existence alone stood between their dark progenitor and the world’s end. My quest for freedom would only lead to worldwide annihilation—to my death and that of all those I cared for.

Yet… yet as I looked at the dark horizon, searching for my unborn child’s blue eyes shining somewhere in this sea of shadows, I couldn’t forget that a fate just as terrible awaited me and my consorts should I stand idle. Our souls would suffer inside either a pile of skulls or a vampire’s stomach, while our children became breeding stock or monsters tormenting the living and the dead.

What kind of twisted world required such pain to keep its end at bay? Did it even deserve to exist?

What was I supposed to do?

Father, as always, seemed to sense my thoughts. “Why are you fighting, my son?”

His words caused me great confusion. “Why?”

“The end determines the means used to achieve it,” Father replied wisely. “I fear that in focusing on the latter, you have forgotten the former… and why you are fighting for it in the first place. These doubts and lies cloud your heart.”

Why was I fighting? The answer felt obvious. I was fighting the Nightlords because they were monsters who deserved to die and because letting them win meant everyone I loved would perish on an altar.

However, I began to see the wisdom in Father’s question when I thought of the Sapa… of Aclla. I’d told myself I would proceed with the Eztli ritual and blame it on the Sapa Empire because she had deserved better, and that a realm built on enthralling its population deserved to be destroyed.

Yet… I sent Zyanya’s first husband to be murdered, possessed a man into suicide in order to frame him, and piled bodies upon bodies for my own advantage. Aclla’s fate had indeed moved me, but did her death excuse and justify a thousand others? The comparison sounded hollow even in my own head—a lie made to coat my own desires in a cloak of virtue and altruism. The truth was that I hated the Sapa because of the mirror they pointed at my face. I saw in them my own faults reflected.

Manco had told me what he considered to be the value of a life, yet I had no answer to give.

I suspected that was what Father had sensed. How could I hope to overcome a god when I didn’t even know myself as a man?

I felt the chains on my heart coiling on my heart-fire once again and straining it tightly. I held my chest with my free hand as I sensed the Nightlords’ hands pulling against my bindings. I tasted their panic, their desperation, their struggle to keep the evil they had leeched off for centuries safely trapped in his prison of blood and pain.

Their fear would have filled me with happiness once, but not tonight.

The pain yanked my spirit back to the world of the living in an instant. I barely had time to reabsorb Father’s skull back into my bones before my consciousness faded from the Underworld.

A faint ray of sunlight woke me up.

My lungs gasped for air and a deep chill entered my throat. My eyes opened to a faint light piercing through black clouds and my roaming palace bedroom’s window. I shivered beneath thick blankets heavier than stone, and though I sensed breasts and flesh pressing against my skin to keep me warm, my entire body felt cold like ice. For the first time since I tasted a god’s embers, I struggled against sickness.

And more than that, I was thirsty—thirstier than I’d ever been.

I breathed heavily, my chest hurting from the aftermath of a stroke, but managed to look around. Two naked women pressed against me inside the bed from both sides to keep me warm: a sleeping Necahual on the left… and her awakened daughter on the right.

“Iztac?” she called out my name with Chindi’s voice and none of the savage edge. “Thank the gods you’re awake.”

I stared at the latter as she rose from beneath the blanket, a blinded shell of flesh wearing a brand-new skin. The flesh was Chindi’s, but the body language… The body language was unmistakable. I saw the soul shining through this skin as surely as if it had remained in its previous home.

“Eztli?” I blurted out before swiftly realizing my mistake. “Anaye?”

“Yes,” she replied with a soft, kind smile. “Yes, Iztac, it is me.”

I wouldn’t lie—hearing these words after so much fear and devastation warmed my heart of ice.

I squinted as a ray of light hit me in the eyes through the window. Dark clouds slowly cleared to shine on what I assumed to be the Sapa’s mountains.

“How…” I cleared my throat. “How long was I out?”

“A full day. This is the first time the sun has shined since. It came two hours late, but I suppose it is better to be late than dead.” Eztli turned to stare at the radiant orb of light banishing the darkness, basking in its radiance the way she used to before her… her transformation. “I had almost forgotten a new dawn’s beauty.”

So did I. I had feared part of the ritual’s collapse would immediately spell this world’s end, yet it seemed the Fifth Sun would not so easily be obscured.

The night had won a victory, but the war continued.

“We are in the mountains near the valley,” Eztli informed me, reading my mind before I could ask for our location. “Chikal took command in your absence. Since monsters and battle prevented us from evacuating back to Chilam, she had your surviving troops regroup elsewhere to the southeast. Don’t ask me to put this place on a map.”

“Survivors?” I asked, my throat dry. Eztli handed me a jug of water sitting on the bedside table, but it didn’t help in the slightest. The hunger consuming me required another kind of fluid. “Monsters?”

Eztli’s expression darkened. “The dead rose from below the earth, men and beasts both, to hunt all night long. Lahun suggested burning the corpses to prevent another incident, and so far it’s working. As for the old bat and her brood, they descended upon the Sapa camp and went on a killing spree. I don’t know what happened to them.”

I did. I could still feel Sugey’s hand tightening the chain of my heart. The Nightlord yet lived to torment me another day.

“Tayatzin and…” I cleared my throat upon recalling flashes of slaughter from last night. “The priests…”

“Dead,” Eztli confirmed. “They went all mad with bloodthirst. The Jaguar Warriors and Eagle Knights slew those who tried to attack us. I don’t know what happened to the rest of them.”

Tayatzin might have been a little more moral than my previous red-eyed advisors, but that didn’t mean much. I wouldn’t mourn his loss.

Sugey’s reckless attack on the Sapa might have been an echo of her father’s madness. The First Emperor’s fury had rippled through his curse and enticed all his “descendants” into a killing frenzy. The Bird of War had recovered enough to tighten the chain on my heart, though, so it had only been a temporary measure.

Or perhaps Sugey had sensed the loss of Eztli and suspected that the Sapa were behind it. Her attack would have been a last-ditch attempt to prevent whatever spell she thought they had cast to ruin her and her sisters’ rituals.

Whatever the case, I knew this respite wouldn’t last. The Nightlords found me scarcely a day after Smoke Mountain erupted. So long as they held my soul in bondage, they would always track me down.

“So we’re…” I regained enough strength to form complete sentences. “Unsupervised?”

“Like on that mountain.” Eztli smiled kindly and seized the bandages over her eyes. “I’ve been waiting to show you this.”

I watched on with a mix of awe and surprise as Eztli transformed before my eyes. Her curves changed in proportions from Chindi’s slender frame to fuller breasts and darker skin. Her black hair grew longer until it reached her ass, and her face altered back into one that resembled Necahual’s so much, albeit younger and kinder.

Eztli unveiled her bandages and stared at me with bright black eyes, without a trace of red.

It was like watching time rewind before my eyes. My childhood love and companion sat in front of me, returned from the dead and purged of Yoloxochitl’s curse.

“You’ve retained Chindi's powers?” I asked in disbelief. Showing this was an extraordinary risk, so I immediately raised a Veil around us. I sensed no outsider’s gaze upon us, no spy hidden in a corner.

Eztli was right—no one listened or watched.

For a brief instant, we could be ourselves.

“Seems so.” Eztli pushed back her hair and let it fall on her shoulder. “Whatever you did broke the old bats’ hold on us. Her strength is mine now, unshackled and unbent.”

Would that include the Skinwalker curse too? “Do you feel… different?”

“Besides the fact that I have a new face and body now? Or the fact that I can look at people without thirsting for their blood?” Eztli shook her head with melancholy. “We have both changed, Iztac.”

Yes… yes, she was right. The children we were before the Night of the Scarlet Moon were long-dead. Experience had changed me, for the better or worse, and Eztli couldn’t wash away the months of vampirism, the murder of her father, and all the horrors she went through. She would have to live with those wounds for the rest of her days.

Not even the gods could turn back time.

Eztli sensed my melancholia and leaned forward. “Don’t look at things that way, Iztac,” she consoled me. “My mind is mine alone at last, and to that, I can only say one thing.”

Her hands pressed against my cheeks to better stare into my eyes.

“Thank you, Iztac,” she said with true and utmost sincerity, her eyes overflowing with gratitude. “Thank you for saving me.”

Those words delighted my ears, and her smile seemed brighter than the sun outside, but neither shook my melancholia. If anything, my guilt only grew heavier.

“Iztac?” Eztli frowned upon noticing my unease. “Aren’t you happy?”

“I am,” I replied, albeit only half-heartedly. “I am happy, and thousands paid the price for it.”

I had purchased this moment with tides of blood. I’d saved the woman I loved from the same terrible loss of identity I had inflicted on Chindi, and I had done so by cursing the entire world.

And somehow, that wasn’t even the worst part.

Eztli studied me for a moment before speaking up again. “Can I ask you a question, Iztac?”

My jaw clenched. I already knew what she was about to say because I had asked myself that exact same question many times already.

“If you had the option to go back in time, to choose between me and those who died…” Eztli’s head tilted to the side like an owl. “Would you have picked any differently?”

A deep sigh escaped my mouth. That answer was what I felt the most guilty about.

“No,” I confessed. I couldn’t lie to myself about this, let alone to Eztli. “No, I would still have chosen you.”

And that, I suspected, was what made me just as evil as those I’d been fighting against.

The Nightlords sacrificed thousands in the name of their own stinking glory; Manco and the Sapa had no issue doing the same in their immortal state’s name; and I myself slew the many to preserve the few people I cared about. Our motives were different, but the outcome of our choices remained the same: we had all brought death to the world.

I simply found better excuses for my crimes than the others. Love and justice sounded better than glory and power to the uninitiated, but they could be just as cruel and selfish. I’d condemned others for the same crimes I had committed.

The title of Cizin suited me well. I had been willing to burn down this world to save my father’s soul, and I helped set off this arson to protect Eztli.

Eztli accepted my answer with a small, yet sharp, nod. She leaned in until her breasts pressed on my chest, her touch warming me up.

“And that is why,” she whispered, her faint breath flowing on my face, “I love you.

Her lips pressed against mine.

I had kissed Eztli so often since she became my consort that I had lost count… but none of our embraces came close to this. Coupling with her vampire self had been like kissing a tepid corpse, yet her lips were now as warm as the sun. Their heat traveled across my face, my jaw, and my spine.

My hands slipped to her waist and seized her hips with a tight, unbreakable grip. I pulled her closer, her legs slipping over mine until no single gap of air separated us. A craving passion and desire pushed back my guilt and remorse to the far corner of my mind, at least for the moment.

Our kiss was long, full of lust, longing, and gratitude; and like all good things, it ended way too soon.

“I forgot I needed to breathe during this,” Eztli whispered upon breaking our embrace. “I have dreamed of it for so long…”

“So did I,” I replied. I had dreamed of it long before I even became an emperor and she a vampire; the day I could hold her in my arms as my living, breathing wife instead of a possessed corpse. “I’ve killed for you.”

“I know.” Eztli’s smile had a sad edge to it. “Some will condemn you for your choice, but I will never be among their number. I promise you that.”

I heard movement on my left and a familiar voice whispering to me. “Many times have I prayed the gods to save my daughter, Iztac.”

I turned slightly to find Necahual staring at us. I had been so engrossed in kissing Eztli that I hadn’t noticed her waking up. Perhaps she had been listening from the start.

“I begged them to return Eztli to me,” Necahual said, her fingers moving to stroke her daughter’s hair. “I offered them everything I had to give… my soul, my body, and my life. No price would have been too great to pay.”

Eztli’s hand grabbed that of her mother’s and held it tightly. Necahual brought it closer and kissed her fingers.

“The gods ignored me, Iztac, as they ignored me so many times before,” Necahual said, her voice brimming with bitterness and disappointment. “No one listened… except you.”

She snuggled against me, caressing my face and lips. Necahual’s confidence hadn’t weathered in the slightest, unlike mine; if anything, being reunited with her daughter had only strengthened it.

“I offered you my soul, and you delivered what you promised,” Necahual said with calm acceptance. She was at peace with our covenant and, unlike me, did not regret its consequences. “Our people do not need a self-pitying fool wallowing in his doubts and misery, Iztac. They need a god that listens to their prayers like you did with mine.”

“I am no god,” I replied simply. And considering Lord Quetzalcoatl’s disdain, this goal would likely remain a distant dream.

“You will be. You must be because someone has to ensure that they”—Necahual put her hand on her womb—“will enjoy a happier life than we did.”

Necahual’s world stopped at her family. She had been ready to do everything for her daughter’s sake, and that intense determination was about as admirable as it was frightening.

The memory of blue eyes staring at me from the darkness flashed into my mind, the pain as raw as the first time I saw them. Images of Nenetl, my sister, stroking her belly while telling me no one born of love could be cursed, followed, alongside memories of my nights with Chikal and so many others.

The Nightlords would make monsters and tools of my children. They would feed on them, breed them, transform them, and sacrifice them. They would at least survive without the First Emperor running amok, but could I truly call that living? Was that the best future I could offer to my blood and the women who entrusted their hearts to me?

“Father is… Father is still trapped too, Iztac,” Eztli said with a grim look. “The curse did not let him go. He’s screaming in the dark as we speak.”

He would be but one among many. Sigrun, my predecessors, and so many others had been denied peace even after death. I could raise mountains higher than the Sapa’s if I piled up all the Nightlords’ victims, all those souls either screaming in the night or weeping as skulls on a pile.

I’d promised I’d fight for them too. That was why Queen Mictecacihuatl entrusted me with her secret spells—so that I would fight for the rights of the weeping dead.

“Will you free him?” Eztli pleaded with me the way a priestess prayed to her god for salvation. “Him and all the others?”

I had a duty to the living and the departed. To the gods. Tlaloc himself imbued me with his power so that I would free my people from their false idols, and I promised Queen Mictecacihuatl that I would remind mortals of the Day of the Dead. I could not allow Ingrid, Chikal, Nenetl, and all the women who put their faith in me to die on a bloody altar.

My cause did not excuse the crimes I had committed, nor the bodies I’d piled up on the way. I saw that now. I should stop wasting energy on finding excuses rather than solutions.

I would take responsibility for my actions, both before myself and Lord Quetzalcoatl, but I could not give up the fight either. There had to be a third path between allowing the Nightlords get away with their crimes and freeing their monstrous father to end the world—an outcome where the dead could finally rest and my children prosper.

I had to dream of a better future.

“I will try my best,” I first replied before realizing my best wouldn’t be enough for Eztli. I had to do, not try. “Yes, I will.”

I would bring back the dawn.

I could feel my magic recording my promise and binding my soul to this oath. My burgeoning divine self honored my ambition and would not let me betray it.

“And I will be at your side the day it happens,” Eztli said as she held my hands. “I swear to you.”

“This cannot continue,” I told Eztli and her mother, my gaze turning to the horizon beyond the window. “This destruction I sow everywhere, whether I mean to or not. I’m… I’m sick of it. Fighting fire with fire leaves the world ablaze.”

“Then take a step back and think,” Eztli advised. “Whatever you choose, I will be at your side.”

I knew she meant every word, like her mother before her. And that meant she would also either close her eyes or support any atrocity I committed from now on. It was… it was nice in a way to receive such unconditional trust, but it also enabled the worst in me.

Father alone had managed to put me back on the right path through a mix of sternness and kindness. I could count on him to guide me to the best of his ability, yet he remained a mortal; so were my predecessors.

If Lord Quetzalcoatl knew everything, then perhaps he alone could show me the better path… should he deign to.

I’ve never asked, I suddenly realized. I only tried to prove myself in his eyes but always acted on hearsay and assumptions. I’ve sought his power, but never his guidance.

A sharp pain in my chest returned me to reality, followed by a familiar pressure in the air. Eztli had changed her face and pulled her bandages over her eyes in an instant while Necahual’s head snapped toward the window. I sensed magic at work outside, with clouds blotting out the sun in a mile-wide range.

That isn’t the First Emperor, I realized. A god had no need for magic; their power required no effort on their part, no more than the wind had to eat to blow one way or the other. This is a spell—a powerful one, but a spell nonetheless.

Its source flew in the cover of this roaming umbrella of darkness, her wings stained red with blood and guts, her twin heads snapping their beaks while roaring and screeching with primeval rage.

As it turned out, the Nightlords did have means to protect themselves from the sun in a pinch.

That penumbra cloud spell likely required a great deal of resources to maintain, or else the sisters would cast it all the time, but it worked well enough. The cloud followed Sugey around and protected her like how a shield protected a warrior from arrows. She flew straight at us, lured by my blood and vengeance.

Sugey… Sugey had changed. I could tell the moment I saw her twin faces frothing with anger. There was a sharpness to her crimson gaze she didn’t have before, a predatory edge once hidden within a sheath and now unveiled for all to see. The strain of holding her father prisoner had taken a toll on her and filled her heart with animalistic fury.

And she carried a trophy in her talons.

Only when I saw the face vainly squirming against her grip did I understand why the Nightlord had attacked the Sapa camp so brazenly… and why I had woken up alone in the Underworld.

Mother.

The Nightlord had caught Mother.


18
WINGS OF REBELLION


There were moments in the life of a man when his entire fate seemed to waver on a single choice.

The first time it happened to me was back on that fateful night under the Scarlet Moon when I chose to say no to those who would see me enslaved as their puppet.

The second time was when I convinced King Mictlantecuhtli to entrust me with a dead sun’s embers and began my journey onward to divinity.

The third came to me in the depths of Xibalba, where I defied the Lords of Terror for the sake of my father’s soul and received the crown of Cizin.

Now was the fourth of these moments I’d faced in my short life, and I knew it would be the most significant.

A thousand thoughts crossed my mind with each flap of Sugey’s wings. I felt the weight of my mother’s life hanging in the balance, the gaze of my loved ones on my back, and the baleful anger of my enemy.

Mother’s capture would lead to disaster. At best, the Nightlords would force me to rape her to breed another spawn of incest as Iztacoatl once threatened me with, but I found it more likely that they would torture her until she spilled out all of my secrets, and then murder her for contributing to their ritual’s collapse.

And at worst, they would do both.

I had spent enough time under the Nightlords to know which I should expect. My loathed Mother would spend her last moments of life suffering from horrors greater than all of Xibalba’s cruelty, and likely drag me down with her into the darkness.

However, this disaster did present me with a unique and fleeting opportunity.

She’s under the sun. My heart pounded like a drum in my chest, its echo resonating in my skull. Sugey is flying under the sun.

Fate had delivered to me the rarest of chances, like a test delivered by the heavens themselves.

Sugey was more vulnerable than ever. She was in hostile territory and reaching for sanctuary with a mere shield of shadow to protect her from the sun she so feared; her current weakness might compensate for my lack of the third set of embers.

Moreover, I doubted the Nightlords would give me any respite after the last disaster. They could not allow me any freedom after their ritual’s near collapse. What little confidence they recovered after Eztli managed to fit in for their deceased sister would turn to dread and paranoia. I would be recalled to Yohuachanca, far away from any Sapa sorcerer, and kept under constant watch. The Nightlords’ fear of their father would outweigh any public backlash.

I would be demoted from puppet to prisoner and breeding animal.

With Eztli back at my side, I had no one left of importance back at the palace. My predecessors’ souls could express themselves through my Legion spell even with their skulls half a world away. Mother had hidden Astrid away. I had no hostages left to rescue, no strings besides the chains around my soul.

This…

This might be my chance.

“How many forces are with us?” I immediately asked my concubines.

“Mostly Amazons and Zachilaa’s soldiers,” Eztli replied. “Chikal kept them in reserve.”

As I suspected. I had been careful to curse my army’s most problematic elements and send them to die on the Flower War’s frontlines while ensuring my loyalists remained mostly untouched. The First Emperor’s outburst had bled my army further. The largest contingents were more loyal to my allies than the Nightlords, and I had two Mometzcopinque witches with potent magic to call upon.

I was in hostile territory; mountains so high that Mother managed to hide from the Nightlords’ forces here for years. It was a fortress so absolute the vampires only considered taking it over by softening it with a plague first.

The Sapa Empire would be the world’s safest place for the Nightlords’ enemies in a way, but they would not welcome me as a friend either. Acting now meant leaping into the unknown, away from safe land into the stormy ocean.

Could my allies and I survive this tempest? Our odds of victory would be long ones, even with my powers and the resources I managed to accumulate.

If I missed my shot… nay, even success would carry consequences. The Nightlords would know. They would know, and no lie would save me from their vengeance. The age of difficult submission would end, and a war to the death would begin. Victory would also bring their malevolent father one step closer to his freedom.

Biding my time would be the safest bet. It would involve more lies, more crimes, more shame, and more torture. I would have to beg the Nightlords for forgiveness for my failure to prevent their father’s awakening and spin more convincing arguments. I would have to violate my own mother the same way I despoiled my sister. I would have to partake in more atrocities, all for the chance to delay the inevitable another day.

All I had to do was look the other way and submit.

I stared at Sugey, at that brute of a false goddess, this centuries-old monster who had crushed countless emperors beneath her heel, my direct predecessor included. Nochtli the Fourteenth too tried to oppose her, and she demoralized him so utterly that he was left a defeated shell of his former self. If I faced her now and wavered, only horrors and defeat awaited me.

It was now or never. She was a minute away from us. From shelter.

I would never have this kind of opportunity in the future. The Nightlords would not lower their guard again, not after they sensed their father struggling against his bindings. Reaching them would become a more difficult task than ever; I had no guarantee that Lord Quetzalcoatl would listen to my pleas and share his embers. Acting now might be my best option.

Yet Sugey remained strong; strong enough to bend the weather itself to her will. My predecessors warned me that the Nightlords’ magic still eclipsed mine in power, and I believed them. My chances of victory were slim.

I glanced at Eztli and Necahual, who would bear with me the consequences of failure. They both stood out of bed, the mother staring at me with resolute determination and the daughter waiting for me to make a call. They didn’t need to say anything; they knew me well enough to guess my thoughts and provide an answer to the question I’d already asked myself.

Like me, they would rather fight than hide.

I closed my eyes and looked into myself. I gazed upon the divine fire burning inside my chest and the black curse filling my throat with an all-consuming thirst for blood. I looked into my soul at the hundred vengeful ghosts of past emperors and my gentle father, who stood united behind me in shared pain and kinship. I listened to the powerful, half-born god slumbering deep within me, begging to burn bright like the sun.

However, it was the wind blowing on my face that strengthened my purpose. The breath of the Yaotzin touched my cheeks from outside as it did from the very day of my birth, both a blessing and a curse. I now understood why I could hear its voice.

I am chaos, I thought. The enemy of all sides.

I was born on the first day of the Wind, and neither gods nor men could shackle us.

I gathered my breath and opened my eyes. I stared at the darkened horizon and faced the crimson glare of my tormentor, of my captor and enemy. I stared at the true Lord of Terror who ruled this world and whose fear and power led me to descend into depths of despair and depravity.

I faced evil itself and uttered a single Word of defiance.

“Clear!”

I declared war.

My power radiated across the sky faster than a wave on a shore and with a half-born god’s roar. The divine magic dwelling within my soul, long shackled and forced into silence, finally expressed itself in all of its shining glory. The wind and clouds shuddered.

My Word collided with the will of a primeval and ancient horror which had fed on the spirit of a god and the blood of millions. Sugey was strong, unbelievably so. Her body was bloated from the countless souls she had consumed across centuries, and within her dwelled a divine darkness.

Sugey’s magic eclipsed the light of half a sun. I immediately sensed the difference in power between us, vast and wide. Without a third set of embers, I could not hope to stand up to her as an equal.

But she was off her game, distracted, shaken. I took her by surprise like a jaguar pouncing on an unwary prey, and in doing so, I disrupted her sorcery at a critical juncture when she required all of her attention to keep both the sun at bay and her father safely imprisoned.

She faltered.

The world recognized my authority, and the sky cleared.

The sun’s rays set Sugey’s skin and feathers on fire.

Guatemoc told me that the Amazons had managed to kill a Nightkin by dragging him into the sun, his body turning to dust in an instant. The child was not the parent, no more than men were anything more than the shadows of the gods who created us, so the sun failed to vaporize Sugey on the spot.

But it hurt.

Her twin heads shrieked together in a delightful symphony of agony. The holy light she and her sisters arrogantly tried to turn to sulfur flames immolated her like how burning tar harmed the mortals she looked down upon. Smokeless fire enveloped her in its searing embrace, and I sensed her magic struggling against my Word to restore her shield.

Sugey didn’t let go of Mother, though.

So I decided to get her back.

“Eztli, Necahual, go find Chikal and the others,” I ordered my concubines as I opened the window wide and stepped on its rail. “A purge is at hand.”

I leaped into the void and grew wings.

My Spiritual Manifestation and Bonecraft combined together like they did in the Underworld. A thick layer of Ossuary Armor grew to envelop my skin in a protection harder than any stone. Ebon wings unfurled from my back and shoulders to carry me into the sky. My chest burned with a fire that would no longer hide. My visage became that of the owl-fiend I had always been beneath my mortal disguise. I heard Itzili roar in the distance to announce my presence like a herald, his wrath an echo of mine.

Soldiers below looked up to see a Tlacatecolotl take to the sky.

Only a fraction of my army had regrouped in these mountains, most of them Amazons, Jaguar Warriors and Eagle Knights stragglers, or disparate warriors who managed to flee from the tide of undead I’d accidentally summoned. I sensed hundreds of gazes upon me, torn between shock, awe, and fear.

A demon had risen from the Underworld to challenge their goddess.

My divine half fed on their emotions, their terror and belief becoming my strength. The thirst for blood and tiredness I’d felt earlier faded away. Even the First Emperor’s grip on my blazing soul weakened slightly, the way a shadow recoiled from a brightening light.

Our expedition had retreated into a narrow pass between two chains of verdant mountains taller than any tower and sharp like a great beast’s fangs; I could only see green as far as the eye could see and a small river below. There was nowhere to run, no place to hide. I had leaped into the abyss.

It was victory or death now.

I drew upon the Slice spell fueled by the thousands who cursed my name. I channeled a blade of wind sharpened by the Sapa’s fear and the final breaths of all my victims, then cast it forward with an executioner’s purpose. My projectile whistled as it cut through the air and then slashed its way across Sugey’s hand, severing it clean from her arm. Mother fell with it, and as our eyes crossed, I could see the shock and surprise gleaming in them; the single question that occupied all of her mind, and whose answer she could never understand.

Why?

Why act now? Why would I risk everything to save her, after all the lies, all the betrayals, all the tears?

“You are my mother,” I simply replied.

Even after everything… Ichtaca deserved better than becoming yet another of the Nightlords’ countless victims.

And in that moment, as I flew past Mother and met Sugey’s bloodthirsty glare, I finally understood the nature of evil; the key difference that allowed a god to become a sun and condemned the other to linger as the moon’s pale shadow.

Evil was sacrificing others for one’s act rather than risk oneself; to punish others for what we weren’t willing to do ourselves. Evil was hypocrisy. Evil was sending others to die in one’s stead while watching from the sidelines or to feel relief when another died in our place.

Evil was cowardice.

Evil was surrendering.

Sugey overshadowed me in size and grandeur even in my Tlacatecolotl form. I only rose up to her waist, the way an owl hardly compared to a vulture in fearsomeness; yet I tackled her with twice the fury she could ever muster. My bonecrafted talons sank into her chest in search of her rotten heart, my speed so great that the momentum sent us both crashing against the nearest mountain. Sugey’s back and wings hit a cliff in an impact of dust and stone.

Her four crimson eyes peered through the cloak of fire consuming her skin and feathers, and I could tell she recognized me instantly; she saw the face of her betrayer and glared back with the fear and anger of a master whose slave had dared to strike back.

“Burn,” I ordered. “Burn!”

I channeled the Blaze through my fingers even as my lips uttered the Word. Fire surged from my palms in a whitening blast spreading into Sugey’s chest. I melted her diseased black flesh off her ribs with the radiance of dead suns. The flames, meanwhile, followed my Word and brightened.

Sugey roared, and darkness poured out of her.

Waves of solid shadows erupted from her flesh and soul with immense strength, throwing me off her chest and back into the air. I quickly adjusted my flight just in time to see darkness envelop Sugey and then most of the area. Obscurity eclipsed the sun.

The Nightlord’s sorcery had undone my Word.

The flames consuming Sugey stopped burning without sunlight, but she still bore the marks. Melting burn marks seared her body everywhere I looked and saw her blackened feathers burnt to a crisp—a smoking crater oozed black blood at the center of her torso. Such wounds would have slain any natural creature on this earth, yet I saw no fear in Sugey’s twin-headed gaze; only hatred.

I briefly glanced at my side to check on Mother. She too used Spiritual Manifestation to grow wings, but she had predictably elected to flee into the mountains rather than to fight. I heard the clamor of clashing weapons and Itzili’s roars coming from my camp and saw the glow of fire and lightning.

My allies waged their own battle, and I would fight mine alone.

“You finally bare your fangs at us, Iztac!” Sugey snapped at me with what could pass for a mix of fury and bloodthirsty glee. “I thought you would never try!”

She knew?

Of course she knew, I thought. She was no Jaguar Woman blinded by pride, no lovestruck fool like Yoloxochitl had been. My powers took her by surprise, but she always knew I would fight back one day. She simply didn’t care until I acted in the open.

Or maybe she did.

“It’s all a game to you, isn’t it?” I asked, my voice dripping with disgust and my hands shining with the Blaze. “To see how far you can push us emperors until we bite back.”

“The nights are long, and hidden knives keep us sharp.” Sugey pointed a claw at my chest. “Alas, I have no time to play with you today.”

She called upon my curse and tried to kill me on the spot.

The chains around my heart-fire suddenly tightened, like a hangman’s noose. An immense pressure began to crush my very soul in an attempt to extinguish my life. Had I still been a mere mortal, I would likely have suffered from a stroke right where I stood.

Yet we endured.

Light and darkness both came to my rescue. The embers dwelling within my soul radiated with the glow of rebellion, while a greater darkness lashed back at the attempt to constrain us. I sensed Sugey’s vengeful father smelling the blood in the water and forcing his daughters to turn their attention to him.

I briefly doubted my purpose upon sensing the First Emperor’s malevolence. Prevailing against Sugey meant bringing this horror a step closer to freedom and shepherding mankind toward doomsday. Was slavery under the Nightlords truly preferable to death?

The answer rose from deep within my heart.

“I refuse!”

I refused to believe that my fate—nay, that of all of mankind—was to be forever stuck between two shades of evil. There had to be a better option hidden beyond that dark horizon. The First Emperor had been beaten once—he could be defeated again.

I would never stop fighting.

I repelled Sugey’s grip on my soul and retaliated with a storm of fire. The Nightlord once again unleashed a wave of darkness in response, my light colliding with her shield of shadows.

“You are strong, Iztac,” Sugey said as her wings unfurled, their extent so wide as to cast a village into their shadow. “But whatever power our father gave you won’t be enough.”

She waved her hand at me and summoned a whirlwind from her palm. I barely had time to surround myself in a Cloak spell before a storm mighty enough to uproot trees hit me head-on. The impact threw me backward across the sky and allowed Sugey to take flight.

This was it. The fight I had prepared for so long; the mountain I sacrificed so much to climb.

Sugey was unfortunately right in that her power still trumped mine. A one-on-one duel at night would have swiftly led to my defeat. She would only have to tighten the chains on my heart to strangle it.

But Sugey was fighting more than one foe. The blazing sun would not go anywhere, and its radiance would burn her to cinders without her spell to shield her. Her father railed against his seal, forcing her to keep it shut rather than tighten the hangman’s noose her sisters wove around my heart.

I have to force her into the sun, I thought as I escaped the whirlwind, only to find Sugey flying straight at me with bloodthirsty glee. She was fast, far faster than a bird her size should be able to move. Keep her on the defensive.

“You are one to talk about strength,” I said upon pointing a finger at her. “Fall, Mometzcopinque!”

Sugey’s two heads glared at me with potent malevolence. I had guessed right.

This hypocrite, who extolled the virtues of superior bloodline and will, never wielded any strength of her own. She was a fraud through and through!

Sugey likely expected to crash on the ground from my order, only for gravity itself to reverse and send her plummeting into the sky above us. The Fall spell hurled her through the dark clouds she summoned and exposed her to the sun. She burned again like a candle while the shadows struggled to follow her asset.

She quickly wrestled herself free of my spell’s grip on her by virtue of her stronger sorcery, and her dark clouds quickly swirled above her head to shield her from sunlight. Nonetheless, it provided me with important information: her defense remained stationary unless she made a mental effort to direct it.

“I earned this power, while you stole yours!” I said upon channeling the Slice through my hands and imbuing the sharpened wind with the Blaze. “None of this strength is yours, Bird of Weakness! You borrowed it all from your father!”

“And once I have crushed you, the vessel in which Father put all his power and hopes, then I shall earn this strength in truth!” Sugey retorted, her thick black blood surging from her burning wounds and coalescing into hundreds, if not thousands, of sharpened crystal spears. “I will shatter his hope for freedom and silence it forever!”

We both fired our projectiles at the same time; I unleashed blades of fiery wind, and she a rain of spears. Sugey narrowly avoided being beheaded by my slice by flying to the side, and I gracefully dodged her projectiles… only for them to adjust their trajectory and chase after me.

Taken aback, I quickly dove toward the ground as the spears began to pursue me across the sky, quickly followed by Sugey herself. She was slightly slower than I was by virtue of her greater size, but the difference remained frighteningly slim.

I descended closer to the nearest mountain’s flank, cast a Veil of invisibility around myself, and flew among the trees at high speed. Spears hit trunks and tore the forest to shreds, but I managed to outpace them all. I hoped to trick Sugey and sneak up on her under the cover of illusion, only to curse upon realizing that she could track me without the need for sight.

“I can hear your heart pounding with fear, Iztac!” I heard Sugey call out from above me. Her wingspan cast me in thick shadows, while a terrible skull-shaped mace materialized in her hand out of nowhere. “There is nowhere for you to hide!”

Her body radiated a crimson aura that engulfed me, and I bled.

My own burning blood suddenly rebelled against me under the grip of a foreign force. The fluid surged out of all possible openings in an attempt to escape my veins; it erupted from my eyes, poured through my nose and mouth, and tried to break out of long-closed scars. I suddenly struggled to breathe, and my vision blurred red.

Months of practicing Seidr gave me an intuitive understanding of the lifeforce coursing through my blood, and I managed to partly repel Sugey’s hold on it. I cast the Gaze to clear my vision just in time to see my enemy diving down on me with the intent to kill.

Sugey hit the ground in a cataclysmic crash.

I barely managed to fly out of her mace’s way before it could smash me to pieces on the ground, but no amount of agility would have let me escape the resulting shockwave. Sugey’s impact blasted away all trees around her, shattered stones beneath her feet, and sent debris flying in all directions. I was thrown back with such force that the Cloak and Veil spells immediately dispelled before hitting a rock hard enough for the Ossuary Armor to crack.

I powered through the pain and quickly rose to my feet just in time to see Sugey towering over me, her mace raised above my head.

I reacted just in time to cast my Doll spell. Talons of darkness surged from my body, grabbed Sugey’s left leg, and pulled with inhuman force. My enemy tripped and barely caught herself by falling to one knee, her mace hitting an empty spot. I quickly took flight, moved above Sugey, and fired at her twin faces with the Blaze. A torrent of fire swirled from my hands and blasted the Nightlord’s eyes. She shrieked in pain as I boiled those orbs within their sockets like eggs.

Then Sugey roared, and the world trembled in response.

A shriek louder than Smoke Mountain’s eruption resonated across the landscape. My ears bleed from the sheer volume, but covering them with my hands didn’t lessen the pain in the slightest; the noise traveled through my bones, both outside my skin and beneath. I felt my armor crack under the pressure while the remains of trees around us shattered to splinters.

The crimson aura surrounding Sugey expanded until it covered the mountains. I sensed her call through the web of life that bound all living things together—an imperious order that the weak couldn’t resist.

However, it was no longer addressed to me. I sensed no grip trying to force my blood to rebel, no overwhelming power trying to tear me apart. Sugey’s order spread far and wide to her slaves across the world, calling upon them to serve.

And blood flowed back to her in return.

Streams of crimson fluids flowed above us in great red rivers, gathering among the clouds. The quickest to reach her came from my own camp, but the bulk of the substance reached out from the far north and my homeland of Yohuachanca. The blood crossed miles of distance in seconds to return back to the source from which it first sprang.

I always assumed that the Nightlords created red-eyed priests to develop a caste of thralls bloodbound to them, and while that remained true, I now realized that their servants fulfilled an auxiliary purpose.

Anything a Nightlord gave, they could take back with interest.

Their priests were blood banks; extensions of their mistresses that could be sacrificed in a pinch. I couldn’t tell how many of Sugey’s servants survived her father’s brief awakening, or if the Nightlord even needed them alive to recall their lifeforce to her. Whatever the case, she harvested rivers worth of lifeforce. Sugey anointed herself in a baptism of death, her wounds healing before my very eyes.

Then she grew.

Layers upon layers of blood coated Sugey’s skin and feathers before solidifying into tendons of flesh. A terrible, overwhelming pressure fell upon me as the Nightlord lived up to her name by further darkening the sky. Her already immense frame widened further as her arms lengthened towers and her legs became hills. Her wingspan enveloped the entire forest, and her eyes brightened with the glow of crimson stars shining in the dark.

I looked up, and a feathered mountain stared back at me.
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How much blood did it take to create a giant?

I shuddered to imagine the answer as I stared at the towering mountain of flesh and feathers Sugey had become. Over sixty feet of hatred now glared down on me with baleful eyes the size of houses. The Nightlord’s mace had become little more than a toothpick sliding through her fingers. Her hands could crush me within their palms, and her feet could flatten me into the ground. Her wingspan blanketed the forest in darkness, blotting out what little light managed to pierce through the clouds shrouding the heavens.

The overwhelming pressure radiating from Sugey only increased further. I felt the weight of her stolen might and diseased corruption weighing down on my body and soul. My own blood stirred with the chill of fear and danger.

I was an ant facing a vulture ready to step on me.

The living world’s horrors paled when compared to the monsters dwelling below in the Land of the Dead Suns, but Sugey put many of them to shame in strength and grandeur. While she was no Tlaloc or Mictlantecuhtli, let alone her dreadful father, she eclipsed lesser dead deities such as Azcatlapalli like the sun shamed the stars. She was no pale shadow of what came before, no; she had become a monster of legends worthy of her Nightlord title. No other fiend or sorcerer walking among the living could rival her.

None, except myself.

“How…” I managed to blurt out while in the throes of awe and horror. “How many?!”

How many thousands of slaves nurtured by her blood had she harvested today for this power? How many centuries of careful breeding had now been wasted for the sake of empowering one wicked warlord? Sugey’s supreme race rhetoric now seemed about as empty as the Jaguar Woman’s delusions of godhood.

In the end, these parasites only cared about themselves.

“More than you think, Iztac…” Sugey rasped, her twin voices now a guttural rumble louder than a landslide, her eyes flickering with vicious glee. I could have sworn her beaks twisted into a bird-like parody of ghastly grins. “And more than enough!”

Her fist fell upon me like a shooting star crashing onto the earth.

It was true what they said; fear gave us men wings. I managed to fly out of the path at the last moment, the blow so terrible in its might that the very earth rippled with waves of dirt and debris.

I tried to gain altitude and escape into the air in the hope of using her gigantic size against her, but I’d miscalculated; her transformation hadn’t diminished her speed in the slightest. Sugey’s twin heads lunged at me with bestial ferocity and forced me to fly closer to the ground to avoid being snapped in half by her beaks. She tried to stomp me next with her talon-foot, crushing trees as if they were mere twigs.

I can’t get away! I flew my way around vicious claws and swipes across the mountain, but Sugey’s immense reach and relentlessness prevented me from escaping. How am I supposed to fight a giant?!

“Stumble!” I shouted a Word.

The darkness swallowed my prayer.

Sugey’s oppressive power drowned out my Word the same way a mindless cacophony deafened soft whispers. Reality could not hear my plea piercing through the oppressive shroud of power emanating from the Nightlord.

The gulf in power between us had grown so wide I could no longer close it.

I tried to distract Sugey with a Veil and then with a blast of Blaze. My illusion shattered before it could even form, and my flames barely grazed her chest. Layers upon layers of flesh and coalesced blood protected her black heart from my attacks.

I sensed the pressure building up with each of Sugey’s swings. Every swipe and stomp missed by fewer than an inch, while her arms’ mere movement whipped up storms in their wake.

I only had one trick left to play. I snapped my hands together and called upon the fear lurking deep within my soul.

“Powerlessness.”

My Tomb expanded around me and devoured the world.

An unreal space born of my very soul expanded across the mountainside. It enveloped Sugey within its confines, changing the earth beneath our feet into a floor of whispering skulls and raising walls of skin to trap us within. Bars of bones taller than any pyramid rose from the ground and curved to join into a dome.

My Tomb was a birdcage fit for demons.

A terrible agony radiated from within me. My Teyolia flickered; my Tonalli shook; and my Ihiyotl grew short. Every fiber of my being fought against the almighty spell’s strain. I was fighting not only against Sugey’s primal aura and sorcery, but reality itself. I was a painter, and the world had become my canvas.

My sun-powered soul burned brighter than the stars within my chest. A new pressure pressed upon those caught within my birdcage, but this time it was Sugey who suffered the most from it. Her immense knees bent with the creaking noise of clashing rocks; the burns I’d seared on her skin ignited again; and the vile, crimson aura radiating from her lessened in potency. For the briefest of instants, it even seemed that she was shrinking a little.

My Tomb drained her very essence. It fed on Sugey’s ill-gotten sorcery the same way she stole from others to strengthen herself.

For a short instant, the Nightlord tasted the bitter poison of powerlessness; and she hated it.

“Th-this place… is it the tomb of past emperors?” Sugey rasped as her body underwent sudden shakes. “I will not be buried in a dead puppets’ graveyard!”

The Nightlord’s twin beaks snapped open and let out a soul-rending roar. A noise louder than a thunderstorm resonated across my birdcage, its volume so high as to crack skulls and break bars.

My Tomb crumbled, and my hopes went with it.

My spell shattered into a thousand pieces. The blowback crippled all of my active spells as a cruel reality reasserted itself. Sugey’s roar rippled through my bonecrafted armor and cracked it. I briefly felt the impact of my back on the ground, followed by a blur of my vision and a numbness spreading through my blood.

Sugey had snuffed out the fire of my blood.

“I told you,” she said. “The strong do as they wish, and the weak suffer as they must.”

I didn’t see her foot falling upon me, but I felt it. Oh gods, I did.

I’d promised myself that the Nightlords would never hear me scream, but as an immense weight pressed against my legs right below my manhood, my tongue betrayed me. A terrible pain I hadn’t experienced since Xibalba’s trials spread through every inch of my body and forced a cry of agony from my throat.

Everything below my knees went numb, my bones and flesh flattened into a puddle of steaming blood. Its caustic flames melted Sugey’s skin on contact, but she didn’t care. Her eyes glared down at me with the malicious cruelty that shone whenever she massacred helpless Sapa prisoners.

“Only now, at the end, do you understand the foolishness of your doomed ambition?” Sugey taunted me. “You never had a chance, Iztac!”

Her two heads leaned closer to the ground to better savor my suffering. I bit my tongue to swallow my scream and deny her satisfaction. My waist felt cold from the missing blood.

“You have cost me much blood, Iztac; more than I have ever shed,” she said with empty praise. “You will have to work to the bone to compensate m⁠—”

I blasted her right in the head with the Blaze before she could finish.

Many layers of stolen flesh and blood shielded Sugey from harm, but her eyes remained exposed. My fireball nailed those two eyes straight and boiled them within their sockets. Sugey shrieked her pain and pulled back her head, her hands covering her wounds.

If this fraud of a warrior had ever truly risked her life, she would have learned better than to gloat while the enemy still drew breath.

“When you fight to the death, Bird of Foolishness… it is to the death!” I raged with all of my hatred and courage. I dragged myself away, leaving my crushed legs buried beneath the Nightlord. “To the last breath… and beyond!”

Sugey shrieked with rage and raised her foot again. Its shadow now covered my head this time.

I barely managed to fight through the pain and cast the Doll spell before Sugey attempted to crush me like an insect. Talons of darkness materialized from my soul to stop the Nightlord’s own claw. I pushed back against a mountain’s weight with all the willpower I could muster.

Even so, I sensed my back sinking into the earth from the sheer pressure barreling down on me. Sugey had taken my advice to heart and abandoned all pretenses of taunts or civility. She simply tried to squash me like a bug.

I can’t… hold… I heard Itzili’s roar in the distance, far away. I couldn’t tell whether he encouraged me not to give up or cried out in alarm, but it made no difference. My vision blurred, and my strength wavered. It can’t… It can’t end like this!

All the trials I overcame, all this bloodshed, all those sacrifices, all the lives I took all to gain the smallest of fighting chances… It couldn’t have all been for nothing!

I looked up past the talons trying to crush me; at those twin heads glaring at me with undying hatred. Sugey’s right head only had molten flesh and burns where the eyes should have been, but if anything, it only made the Nightlord look ghastlier and more bestial.

Her bloodthirsty gaze couldn’t be the last thing I ever saw. I refused that outcome!

Talons of darkness fell upon Sugey’s remaining eyes and slashed them.

The Nightlord’s thundering roar shook the earth and sky as a fountain of black blood surged from her wounds, blinding her. Sugey stumbled back in pain, but her surprise paled before mine. I looked up and spotted a flying, winged shadow hardly larger than a sparrow fluttering above us. I briefly thought Necahual or Lahun had taken the field to defend me until I noticed the owlish face.

Mother.

She looked about as shocked as I was, the fear in her eyes so sharp and stark. I could tell from her body language that her mind fought against her survival instinct and all the cowardly impulses that had ruled her over the last decades. Every fiber of her being told her to run away, and yet… and yet she was here.

Few things had left me speechless since I first began to delve into the Underworld, but this? This was one of them. I had saved Mother’s life before, and she returned to repay the favor.

Father… Father had been right.

In the end, Mother did come for me in my hour of need.

Nonetheless, she was little more than a sparrow picking a fight with a jaguar. A blinded Sugey tried to swat away Mother with her arms, but the Nightlord could not detect her easily the way she could pinpoint my cursed heart. Mother flew out of the way, slipping past our enemy’s grasp.

Itzili’s roar grew louder, closer, more intense. I saw his shadow charge across the mountain from my left and then lunge at Sugey in a jump he should have been too heavy to accomplish. My feathered tyrant barely reached up to the Nightlord’s waist, but he hit her stomach with enough momentum and weight to throw her onto her back. She stumbled back and fell upon the mountain’s flank, triggering landslides while Itzili’s jaws sank deep enough into her stomach to draw blood.

An equally large spineking followed after my feathered tyrant, this time leaping at Sugey’s right throat to tear it out. I recognized the skin Chindi once used to prey on us, but the creature’s eyes now belonged to Eztli alone. She struck with a ferocity that matched that of the Nightlord herself, biting and gnashing until she ripped out her vocal cords.

Sugey attempted to throw them both off her, but fire and lightning struck her in the face before she could do so. Twin-winged figures circled her and rained sparkling flames from above. They resembled women at first glance, except they had wings for arms, talons for legs, and borrowed my magic.

My Mometzcopinque had come to defend me.

After fighting monsters alone for so long, I finally had allies willing to battle on my behalf.

This realization would have warmed my heart if it weren’t already a struggle to stay awake. I crawled away from this brawl the best I could, my vision wavering from the blood loss. I used Bonecraft to close my wound with skeletal plates.

I need… I need to focus. My allies lacked the strength to put Sugey in her grave where she belonged. They would only distract her for a moment until she recovered her bearings and strike back. I have to find a way to kill her before then…

But what other option did I have left? Sugey had negated my Tomb spell with a single roar and silenced my Word. What path to victory could I use besides exposing her to the sun—an impossible feat if I couldn’t dispel her dark cloud blotting out the sky?

I only had one other weapon left.

“Mark that which you despise with your blood and utter their name,” the Lords of Terror had taught me in their dark dominion. “The House of Fright shall receive your offering with gnashing teeth and an endless fall.”

How much blood would it take to sacrifice a giant?

Someone landed at my left, and I looked up to find Mother leaning down next to me in owl form. Her Doll-powered talons immediately grabbed my shoulders with a mix of clumsy gentleness and frantic panic.

“We must flee, Iztac!” she told me while attempting to carry me away from battle—a difficult task considering how heavy I weighed while strapped with the ossuary armor. “Let’s fly away while we still have the chance!”

“There is nowhere… to go…” I rasped back. Besides the fact that I refused to abandon my allies, Sugey could track me anywhere I went, and we would never have a better opportunity to strike her down than this one. It was victory or death now. “Blood… I need… blood.”

I meant mine, but Mother reached the wrong conclusion. I saw her hesitate for an instant before biting her own chest with her beak. Her blood poured into my throat, warm and potent.

Mother and I had both tasted the same dead sun’s embers, and our lifeforce was connected by a bond as tight as the one I enjoyed with Nenetl. I didn’t require Seidr to draw strength from her offering. My pain faded away instantly, replaced with a terrible thirst and hunger awakening from within the shadow of my soul. I sensed my wounds close, and the flesh of my severed legs reforming from nothing.

Unfortunately, I wasn’t the only one recovering. Sugey’s hand grabbed Itzili by the throat and lifted him up in the air like a man seizing a dog by the collar. The Nightlord then let out another earth-shaking roar that threw Eztli off her and repelled my Mometzcopinques.

“You won’t go anywhere!” Sugey roared to the earth and sky upon rising to her feet, each of her steps shaking the ground. Itzili raged against her grip, but not even a feathered tyrant’s strength could match that of a god’s daughter. “I will hunt you all to the ends of the Earth!”

She raised Itzili above her two heads, grabbed him by the throat and leg with each hand, then tore him apart.

Only a single moment separated the living from the dead, and I sensed it rippling through me. Itzili’s final roar was snuffed out in an instant, but his pain struck me like a wave of pain through the link we shared. I felt his fear and agony, his final flash of terror before Sugey extinguished him like a candlelight.

Some said animals had no soul and lacked feelings, but what I experienced now proved them all wrong. Itzili’s last thought was one of all-too-human terror.

He had been my companion since the early days of my emperorship and a reminder of my late father through the name they shared; and Sugey took him away from me. She murdered a beautiful creature who had barely begun to live in an instant, without hesitation or remorse.

My horror and sorrow did not last long, however; not when drowned in unyielding rage.

Sugey showered herself with Itzili’s blood in an attempt to regain her strength, which proved to be a fatal mistake. Instead of healing her wounds, my feathered tyrant’s fluids caught fire. The Nightlord’s roar of triumph turned into a shriek of surprise and pain matching that of her victim. She tossed Itzili’s halves aside far too late, her skin melting from the light within my familiar’s blood.

My eyes widened with hope.

Itzili’s blood was my own. I had fed him my sun-fueled fluids until he grew big and strong, his very soul intertwined with mine the same way Sugey had bound her thralls to her will. Not even death could sever our bond; in fact, it had only reinforced it. I became more keenly aware of the spiritual kinship that connected Itzili’s blood to me without the barrier of scales and skin to keep us apart.

By anointing herself with the blood of my follower in a foolish display of empty dominance, Sugey had cursed herself. Itzili would have the last laugh.

I sensed my chance and seized it.

Mother tried to grab me and flee, but I pushed her back. I instead chose to stand on my two newly regrown feet, join my hands, and face my foe.

“Sugey!” I shouted as loudly as my blood-filled lungs would allow me to. “I, Cizin, Fear of the Gods, sacrifice thee to the Pit!”

I offered her to the fears dwelling beneath the earth, and Xibalba answered its thirteenth lord’s call.

The blood Sugey had sprayed herself with rippled like a raging sea at my command, its form morphing into an eyeless face beckoning the essence of evil itself. The wind—nay, the entire world—shuddered in dread.

The House of Fright’s jaws opened beneath Sugey’s feet.

The earth snapped open into a dark chasm wide enough to swallow giants. Its edges were sharp like teeth, their surface covered in black and slippery obsidian, and from its depths echoed the wails of the House of Fright’s damned guests. Sugey fell through all the way to her waist until she managed to catch herself, her claws sinking into the earth.

I was too far away from the edge to see what awaited inside the chasm, but from the ghostly light and tortured screams coming out of it, I knew it wouldn’t be pleasant.

“What… What is this?” Sugey snarled; and for the first time since our battle began, I tasted the edge of fear cutting through her wrath. “I hear… I hear the dead!”

“No,” I replied as I poured all of my strength into the spell. “You hear your fears.”

Sugey expanded her wings to take flight, but Xibalba’s hunger was not so easily defeated. Thousands upon thousands of corpse-like hands arose from the chasm in a vile and rotten mass eager to claim her soul. Their fingers grabbed the Nightlord’s shoulders and wingspan in an attempt to drag her down to her doom.

She resisted, of course. Fear had given me wings, and Sugey had plenty of might to spare. She raged and snapped at the hands with her beaks while her mighty arms slowly pulled her out of their grasp. Seeing this, Lahun and Necahual struck her with fire and lightning, but no flames of theirs could make the Nightlord flinch.

She recoiled only from the sun.

“Clear!” I shouted to the sky, who would not answer my plea. My power remained insufficient, especially since I had to focus on maintaining the Pit spell too. “My strength isn’t enough!”

I sensed Mother hesitate behind me, likely because she considered running. A look at Sugey’s desperate struggle quelled those doubts.

“Then take mine,” she said as she applied her bloody wing to one of my remaining wounds, feeding me her lifeforce. “Use my strength to prevail!”

I fed on her blood and will, and through them, I sensed her hope and desperation. It had finally hit her that this was her final opportunity to avoid death and slavery; her only chance to free herself from the monsters which had haunted her and her family for so many years.

At the root of her selfishness and cowardice lurked the same desire for freedom that animated me.

“Blood!” I then shouted to anyone who would listen. Mother’s strength was welcome, but still insufficient. “I need more blood!”

My coven answered.

Necahual landed at my side first, bit her wrist without hesitation, and then applied it to one of my wounds; she didn’t spare a glance at Mother, and neither did Ichtaca. Lahun followed her example soon, and I heard the rumbling of Eztli’s steps as she rushed to join us in her spineking form.

“Clear!” I shouted to the heavens above.

Sugey had stolen the strength of her servants, but my witches gave it to me willingly. Different things bound them to me—love, blood, ambition, sorcery—yet their gift was freely offered. This sacrifice had not been forced upon them.

And that made all the difference.

My Word, carried by my power and my allies’ trust, pierced through Sugey’s veil of stolen power. My will reshaped the cosmos and cleared the clouds to let the Fifth Sun shine upon us all.

Then there was light.

Sugey caught fire, the heavenly rays that gave this world life searing her skin and flesh. Her resistance wavered for an instant, long enough for Xibalba’s jaw to drag her further down. She fell all the way to her shoulders, with only her arms and heads desperately peeking over the chasm. Her snarls of rage had turned into what she had always condemned others for.

Panic.

“You don’t deserve a warrior’s death, Sugey!” I snarled with all of my hatred and contempt. “I deny you this honor! Fear and torment shall be your afterlife!”

The Nightlord screeched with desperation, her beaks inhaling air for one last attempt at freedom. She exhaled out a breath of ruin at us: a bloody crimson miasma of screaming souls trapped in her gullet and hungering for death.

I blinked at the tidal wave of death rushing in our way, only for a wall of scales to arise in our defense.

Eztli had leaped in the path in her spineking form and shielded us.

My heart skipped a beat in my chest as the atrocious fumes melted my lover’s scales off her flesh—but Eztli neither screamed nor faltered. Chindi’s unnatural resilience had allowed her to survive the Nightspawn’s life-draining touch once, and her successor matched her in willpower. Necahual clenched her jaw in concern but continued to focus on lending me her lifeforce.

She knew her daughter endured for our sake and that breaking concentration now would mean our end.

Forced as we were to focus on the spell, there was only one thing I could do for her.

“Live, Eztli,” I said, my Word heavy with power. “Live.”

I had no idea whether my spell made a difference or not; but in the end, the sun proved the decisive factor. Sugey ran out of breath before Eztli could lose all her flesh. Our enemy coughed smoke as fire melted off the flesh of her skulls. Meanwhile, Eztli’s naked human body slid out of the rotten spineking carcass she inhabited, the same way Chindi had once shed it after the Nightspawn nearly killed her. To my relief, she looked tired but unharmed.

“You were right, Sugey,” I said. “The weak suffer as they must, and you are no sun.”

The Nightlord had no one left to save her. Her vile sisters were too far away, and she had sacrificed all of her remaining thralls for power’s sake. She had lacked the strength to trust others, and none would come to rescue her in her final hour.

“You fool!” Sugey rasped back, yet beneath the anger, I sensed a plea for mercy. “We… are your protectors! Those we keep away the night! You will not survive without us!”

“We can,” Necahual replied at my side. “And we will.”

“If you are as mighty as you pretend to be, then you will survive this.” I gathered my breath, then uttered one last Word filled with both venom and satisfaction. “Fall.”

The Word spell could work wonders, but it did not distinguish between its targets. My mother and concubines all hit the floor at the same time. Dirt and smoke descended upon the ground instead of floating within the air. My allies and the world itself did not resist half as hard as Sugey.

The power of my will clashed with her own. Even when exhausted from our battle, even when burned to a crisp, even when struggling against the grip of Xibalba itself, Sugey fought back. My order hit a wall raised from misplaced arrogance, hunger for life she did not deserve, and greed for power she never earned. She was a ravenous beast playing pretend—an appetite justifying its own diseased existence through lies she told herself.

One thing was for certain: Sugey was no true warrior.

When facing her moment of truth, she faltered.

Her claws let go, and she fell screaming into the chasm. The hands of the damned dragged her down into a place of eternal torment that matched the atrocities she inflicted on so many others. The rift’s jaws closed, and the earth swallowed her up.

I had no idea how Sugey died in there, how Xibalba ripped out her soul from her rotting body to feast upon both; but I felt it happen. I heard her final wail ripple through the chinks of the chain she bound my soul with. I smelled her fear, her last moment of primal and timeless terror that preceded the final silence.

One of my leashes snapped.

Lightning coursed through my chest, and my heart suddenly grew lighter. One of the bonds holding it—the awful link that once connected me to Chikal and Sugey—evaporated in an instant. I felt the disbelief of Mother, Necahual’s glee, and Lahun’s shock rippling through the blood that we shared.

I had a taste of freedom.

It was such a strange sensation—a moment of pure weightlessness of the spirit. My world became a bliss of whiteness shared by over six hundred ghostly emperors sharing my relief and joy. I became one with the fire of my soul, a flame unshackled burning bright in the shadow of a great and primeval terror. For a brief instant, we shared a laugh, he and I; the first and the last, the darkness and the light, united in shared triumph.

We had done it.

Through will and sacrifice, we had slain a Nightlord by our own hands.

And I knew, deep within the fortress of my doubts, that this world would grow a little darker for it.
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Acosmic balance shifted.

I sensed it in the air within and without; within my breath and the wind. The world grew cold, and the Fifth Sun dimmed in the sky, its radiance forever diminished. All lights around us, even the flames cast by my own Blaze, had lost some of their luster and cast darker shadows.

“It is done,” Lahun said at my side, her eyes wide with awe and fascination as her gaze lingered on the spot where she watched Sugey be dragged into the silent dark. I had fulfilled her wish and shown her true magic. “Your Majesty has slain the undying. Your Majesty has slain a Nightlord.”

Lahun’s voice had shifted, as did the way she called me Majesty. The word, once merely respectful, now brimmed with near-religious reverence. Our relationship had been only transactional yesterday, built on the promise of sharing my sorcery and risky promises.

All doubt had cleared from Lahun’s mind. I had delivered what I promised. I’d delivered the impossible. My authority was now unquestioned.

I had become her god in words and deeds, and she would never doubt me again.

“She’s dead…” Mother muttered to herself in utter disbelief. She had spent so many years cowering from Sugey and her kind, thinking them beyond any mortal’s reach, only for me to prove her wrong. “It is finished.”

“No,” Necahual replied more wisely. “The true battle has only just begun.”

The cosmos agreed.

I’d known that this victory would come with a price the moment I cast the Pit spell. All vampires’ souls were forsworn to the first of their kind, even the Nightlords who had usurped him. Xibalba only claimed Sugey because the First Emperor let go of that claim to ensure her demise; and even then, none of the souls she consumed in her belly were allowed to move on to their proper afterlife.

My predecessors still stood trapped at the Gate of Skulls, the threshold between life and death. They should have seen the thousands, if not the millions, of souls Sugey had devoured across centuries pass through; yet I had only sensed the Bird of War’s demise through our bond.

The First Emperor would not relinquish his daughters’ bounty of stolen lives. They would all weep in his stomach until the final nights.

A chill colder than winter’s frozen heart swelled from within me, old and bitter. The glow of ancient suns alone kept the frosty embrace of undeath from claiming me. The new balance of the universe found its incarnation in me.

Two Nightlords’ chains remained to bind me to the darkness; two embers burned to keep the flame alight in my heart. Day and night were now equal within me, my soul dwelling in the twilight.

The world was on a precipice. The fragile balance hung by a thread, ready to topple into the silent dark. The night would have already prevailed without the ossified and occult weight of the Nightlords’ ritual keeping it grounded. With Sugey’s loss, my capture no longer guaranteed that the Nightlords could complete their yearly sacrifice; but they still had a chance. The universe knew that, so long as the Nightlords found a way to replace their numbers before the Scarlet Moon.

And so, the world held its breath.

The wheel had turned for too many centuries to stop now. It would roll down the road until the final crash. Whether it happened because I slew the Nightlords or they failed to replace their lost members before the final deadline was irrelevant.

This universe lived on borrowed time.

The signs of its incoming end unfolded around us. Red clouds obscured the sky and wept tears of blood across the land. Previous rains had been limited in scoop, but I knew deep within me that this flood now blanketed the entire world. The rivers and streams would turn crimson, and the sun would soon set on an ocean of the dead.

I heard the whispers of the dead rattling in their coffins and the hungry screeches of pallid white bats. Undeath used to be a sickness; but it would now become a plague, a flood of corruption sweeping the land. Carrion feeders would feed on the living,, and the undying would not rest in their tombs anymore.

“These are the end days,” I uttered with a voice that wasn’t entirely my own anymore. “When carrion worms rule the world.”

I heard the laughter of Xibalba echo in the distance. The Lords of Terror danced in the Earth’s depths, delighting in the age of terror I’d brought upon the living. Fear would rule the hearts of mortals and immortals alike until the final night. I had fed them more than Sugey’s soul; I’d ordered a banquet of blood and dread for them to feast upon.

I had lived up to my name. When men would look up to a crimson sky weeping for them, they would remember how to pray.

So would the Nightlords.

The odds that Eztli could fit in for Yoloxochitl had already been astronomically low; the chance that the Nightlords could find a replacement for her and Sugey was near null. But a fool’s hope was still hope, and the remaining sisters would pursue it with all their might and despair.

They had sensed what fate befell their siblings, and they would do anything to avoid it.

It would fall to me to crush their last hopes and save the Fifth Sun from setting for the last time—one way or another.

No sooner had the thought crossed my mind than the chill within my soul returned, sharper and crueler. I barely heard my knees hitting the ground in my sudden exhaustion. The bat-shaped darkness within me grew thicker still, and I felt the First Emperor’s shadow loom over me once again.

No. Rather, my shadow changed to fit his own.

He was a god, after all; and I, his dreadful messenger.

“Iztac!” I heard Eztli call out my name and her hands reaching out for me in an instant. Her skin felt unbearably hot against my own, like hot metal pressed against my flesh. Her eyes widened in fear. “Iztac, you are so… so cold.”

“I am fine,” I lied with a breath of pale white mist. My own lungs hurt from all the ice within them. “I am alive.”

I knew that because I thirsted for life.

I was cold, and yet I hungered.

Eztli didn’t buy my excuse for a second. Her fear and horror were plainly written all over her face. She had spent too long struggling with the vampire’s curse not to recognize its hold on my flesh and soul; she knew that look of thirst all too well.

“No, you are not,” she said with deep and sincere concern. “You are… you are sick, Iztac.”

“Only because I require rest, Eztli,” I replied. I had spent so much power fending off Sugey that my inner fire lacked the warmth to banish the First Emperor’s curse properly. “Let us return to our camp. I need sleep.”

Eztli clenched her jaw, clearly holding herself back from arguing with me. Nonetheless, she ended up nodding reluctantly. She wouldn’t drop the matter but decided to take me at my word, hoping that a mere night of rest would let me recover.

I suspected both of us would be disappointed, but we could do little about that yet.

My witches of damnation helped get back while Mother watched on with unease. Part of her knew exactly what I had become; what I risked becoming. I had slain a Nightlord and become a conduit for the darkness from which they sprang forth. She had sensed my appetite for her blood, my thirst for the dead sun’s warmth coursing through her veins. How long until I added her to the menu, she wondered. Whatever little courage I helped her find within herself now struggled with her natural caution.

I didn’t let her flee this time.

“Come, Mother,” I said with a tone that broke no disobedience. “Your daughter awaits us.”

My words hit her like a slap in the face, both as a reminder of what she had lost and could now regain. Mother met my gaze for a moment, her teeth biting her lips, and then nodding slowly.

She had already made her choice when she decided to return and help her son rather than leave him to his fate.

When it mattered most, Mother chose not to run away.

I had seen the light Father first loved in her, and I would not let it fade away again.
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The camp had become a graveyard by the time we returned. The rain of blood had lasted an hour and washed away corpses before disappearing, though I knew it would return tomorrow.

True to Necahual’s warning, my loyalists had struck the moment I flew to confront Sugey in the Sapa sky. Chikal’s cunning decision to keep her soldiers in reserve, coupled with the assistance of Zachilaa’s troops and my Mometzcopinques raining down fire from the sky, had proved decisive in the conflict that followed. Part of me had almost expected Zyanya to betray us and throw her lot in with the Nightlords, but in the end her instincts led her to bet on my victory. Sugey’s decision to collect her followers’ blood, followed by her very public demise, had only put the final nail in the imperial loyalists’ hope of victory.

I thus returned to the camp to find my troops keeping watch over surrendering survivors. My consorts, concubines, and surviving generals welcomed me. I was surprised to find Amoxtli and Coaxoch among them, free of all restraints.

Amoxtli’s decision to side with me didn’t surprise me all that much, considering he had secretly supported Nochtli’s coup last year out of resentment for the Nightlords denying him immortality, but Coaxoch was the true oddity. The Shorn One fought for the strongest side, and while he promised my predecessor he would side with him should he prevail over Sugey, he hadn’t put his hand where his mouth was. I guessed I’d either earned his respect on the battlefield or impressed him enough for him to roll the die.

In fact, I immediately sensed a change in the atmosphere. Amazons and soldiers alike averted my gaze the way men dared to stare straight at the sun. A quiet silence followed each of my breaths as hundreds waited for my wisdom. Near-religious awe filled their eyes.

I had always been an object of reverence as their invincible emperor, a warrior that no mortal foe could slay; yet I had also been little more than a prophet speaking on behalf of the Nightlords. A holy idol worthy of respect, yes, but one that lived on borrowed time. They knew another emperor would have replaced me at the next year’s dawn, my face little more than another blur in an endless procession.

But they had watched me become something else entirely. Something that they feared but could not understand.

A prophet should not kill his god.

So what could I be, then? The entire camp had witnessed me transform into a Tlacatecolotl and defy Sugey herself in an epic battle worthy of ancient songs. Many emperors had died defying the Nightlords, and countless nations failed to defeat them, but I had become the first person in the world to kill one.

What else could achieve such a feat besides a god or demon?

And as they looked to the sky, to crimson clouds filled with heavens’ bloody tears and a dimmed sun shining over a land where the dead walked among the living, they all wondered, What does this mean for us?

The question weighed on my mind even as I rejoiced to see all of my consorts and lovers were safe and sound. Nenetl’s smile of relief upon seeing me return morphed into surprise the moment she spotted Mother among my retinue. A tense silence settled between them, with Ichtaca rubbing her arms as she struggled to meet her abandoned daughter’s gaze. One could almost cut the tension with a knife.

Then Nenetl embraced our mother, as I knew she would.

A rare look of surprise crossed Ichtaca’s face when her daughter’s arms coiled around her in a tight hug we had never shared ourselves. My sister hadn’t hesitated for a second, her grip so strong as to bend metal. Mother gasped in surprise at first before clumsily returning the embrace with immense awkwardness. It was almost painful to watch, and yet it warmed my heart of ice nonetheless.

Nenetl’s warmth had reached Mother, the same way Father’s once did. The road would be long, but they had taken the first step.

I glanced at my other consorts and concubines. While the likes of Tenoch and Atziri lowered their heads to avoid my gaze out of fear and respect, Chikal didn’t hide her glee. She had felt Sugey’s demise in her heart and relished the freedom that came with it. Lady Zyanya’s reaction also took me by surprise. She stared at me with awe and desire like a woman possessed, her eyes darting to Necahual and Lahun now and then. Watching my power had awakened an ungodly appetite and ambition in her heart—one that I feared I would need to manage carefully.

Only Ingrid appeared torn between hope for what my victory represented and unease for what would follow. The worried glances she sent Mother’s way betrayed her concern for her lost sister and what would happen to her next.

She knew our lives now hung in the balance, and that the long-awaited war had begun.

“Welcome back,” Chikal said with the respect owed to kings and gods. “You return to us victorious.”

“What of our troops?” I asked sharply. We had reached a critical juncture where time was of the essence. I needed to know everything about our current situation before reaching a decision.

“The dead rose almost as soon as we slew them,” Chikal said as she briefed me on our current situation. “We had to hack them to pieces and burn them on the spot. Otherwise, our losses were minimal. Shock and surprise carried the day.”

“What of Cuauhteztli?” The Eagle Knights’ leader was nowhere to be seen, and his military order was dedicated to the late Sugey.

Chikal shrugged her shoulders. “I killed him myself.”

Unsurprising, but welcomed. I gazed at our troops. Less than three thousand had survived the chaos, purges, and undead depredation. It was a fraction of the army that followed me to the Flower War, but it remained a formidable, hardened force; and most importantly, a mobile one.

Retreating back to Yohuachanca’s territories would be suicide. The Jaguar Woman and the White Snake would advance on the Sapa Mountains with all their forces, all their reserves. They would mobilize every citizen of fighting age regardless of the consequences. They knew their immortal lives were now wavering on a perilous balance.

There would be no safe refuge waiting for us, only a tide of vampires and enemies. I had only managed to defeat Sugey because I’d caught her under the sun and exploited her ungodly arrogance. The other Nightlords would not be so easily taken aback. Having sensed their sister’s death, they would come to me cautious and prepared.

I could not afford to take them on in a direct brawl now; not until I either took them unaware or collected another set of embers.

Retreating to Chilam or Zachilaa would only serve to endanger the cities. Their military force had failed to hold back the Nightlords’ conquest once. Their walls would crumble before a moon’s turn.

This only left us with one option.

“What of Manco’s forces?” I inquired.

“They are in disarray, my lord,” Ingrid replied.

“They cannot have fled too far,” Chikal said, her gaze lingering on Mother. “We could catch up to them with a local guide.”

Chikal had read my mind and anticipated my strategy. I hoped to count on her expertise in the battles to come.

“Send a messenger back to Chilam,” I told her. “The Nightlords will be wroth with all those who fought by my side.”

“We’ve already abandoned Chilam,” Chikal said. “I ordered the Amazons that stayed behind to evacuate to the jungle after our army’s departure.”

My eyebrow raised. She had given this order before the Flower War? “Did you anticipate”—I turned to gaze at the sky—“this?”

“That you would duel a Nightlord and win?” Chikal’s lips curved into a smile. “I simply feared that someone would eventually catch on to our plotting and feared the consequences that would follow. You expect too much of me, Iztac… and I expected too little of you.”

Her cunning and foresight never failed to amaze me.

“You are free, Chikal,” I reminded her. “The chain around your soul has snapped. No Nightlord will ever hold you in bondage again.”

“I’ve noticed.” Chikal bowed with all of her respect. “You have my gratitude for it."

“Then you know that your will is your own,” I replied. “We will fight because we must, but you and your sisters of battle may leave should you wish for it.”

Chikal scoffed, as if the mere idea of walking away was insulting. “You know well enough that I cannot, not so long as my people remain in bondage… And even if I could, I do not wish to. I shall fight with you to the very end, Emperor Iztac.”

Then she did what no other Queen of Chilam did before her.

She knelt to me.

Her knee hit the bloodsoaked muddy ground with a thump, without fear or hesitation. This should have been a social death sentence in Chikal’s society, but a thousand souls imitated her one after the other. All soldiers, whether they be Amazons, Zachilaan auxiliaries, or Yohuachancan warriors, bent the knee before me. I glanced around to see a sea of bent backs surrounding me. Everyone, from my highest consort to my least important soldier, acknowledged my guidance.

No Amazon queen would kneel to a male emperor… but all mortals should kneel before a living god.

Once they respected me.

Now they worshiped me.

The embers of my burgeoning divinity fed on their faith and trust, their flames brightening enough to repel the darkness coiling around my soul. I sensed power radiating from within and without, begging to be nurtured and unleashed. An urge dwelling deep within my heart spurred me to take action—to break the silence with an unforgettable proclamation.

I had long wondered how to introduce my divine image in a way that would not corrupt me, and I had reached a conclusion.

This was the first step; my consecration by fire.

“Heed my words, mortals!” I shouted with all of my power. “Listen!”

My Word spell echoed across the land and mountains, opening a thousand minds to my call. All listened and watched as I shed my image of mortality and showed myself as the powerful warlord I’d always been meant to be.

“I am Cizin, Fear of the Gods! I am the Tlacatecolotl, the owl-fiend and sorcerer of chaos!” I declared to the Earth and Heavens alike. “I have shown myself to you in the flesh of Iztac Ce Ehecatl, but my soul rose from the Underworld’s depths to restore true faith and justice across this sinful world!”

My body grew ebon wings burning with sunlight. My face changed from that of a man to that of the Tlacatecolotl, the Thirteenth Lord of Terror and half-god of chaos.

“I come to you bearing a message from the great Tlaloc and the gods of the dead, who were there when the world began and shall witness its final sunset!” I raised a finger to the sky and the Fifth Sun shining upon us. “The Nightlords are no goddesses! They are usurpers stealing the power of their dark father Yohuachanca, the destroyer, and mocking the true gods’ faith! They are false idols who have offended the heavens long enough! The fool who called herself the Bird of War was not the first to fall to my divine judgment and will not be the last! As I plucked the Flower of the Heart, so shall the Jaguar Woman and the White Snake perish by my hand!”

I waved my hand and cast a brief Veil, showing my people the fires of Smoke Mountain, Yoloxochitl’s last pleas, and the lies the Nightlords wove to parade Eztli in her place. I felt a current coursing through the crowd as I did so, like lightning surging from one heart to another. The true meaning of my proclamation sank into their souls: that Sugey’s death was no aberration but the latest blow in a great conflict that would spare none.

“A war of the faith is upon us, and all of mankind shall stand trial!” I said, my words brimming with divine power. “The heavens will weep tears of blood, and the hungry dead will walk among the living! There will come nights where bats rule the sky and worms the land, but fear not, for the brave and the faithful shall not be left bereft of the dawn!”

I punctuated my words by calling upon the Blaze and surged with otherworldly fire. A great purple and blue pyre arose behind me in a great column of flames reaching all the way to the clouds.

For a second, my flames seemed to burn brighter than sunlight.

“I am your redeemer!” I announced. “I am the wings of rebellion, who shatters shackles and punishes the guilty! No man or woman deserves to be born a slave, whether they chafe under a Mallquis’ rule or scream on a Nightlord’s altar! Those long nights of pain and suffering will end by my hand! Look upon these hands of mine, by which the Nightlords shall find the death they so richly deserve! Look upon me!”

At long last they dared to raise their heads and stare at me. I felt my power wax with each set of eyes brimming with awe and zeal, my flames burning brighter with the strength of their beliefs. The First Emperor’s shadow had waned behind me, obscured by the light I cast upon all.

“I shall not ask of you what I am not willing to do myself!” I declared. “If your heart wavers even now, then you are to leave now and never return! If you are to fight by my side, then do so out of your own free will! I offer no immortality, no thrones nor paradise; I only offer you tears of struggle, everlasting glory, and the hope of brighter days to come! All I offer… is a chance to seize the dawn!”

I extended my hands to my army, my flock, my first followers.

“So what shall it be?!” I asked them. “Shall you cower in fear, or will you seize a brighter tomorrow?!”

The thunderous chorus of shouts and acclaim that followed was music to my ear.

“This I like!” I said with a wide smile. “Then let us raise a pyre for the dead! My feathered tyrant deserves a bonfire worthy of a king, as do all those who perished fighting in my name!”

“And then, my lord?” Ingrid asked, her body tenser than a bowstring. “What next?”

“Then…” I glared at the mountains in the distance, where the Mallquis ruled from rotting and dusty thrones. “We shall march inland.”

I would change this world with my own bare hands.
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I slept in dreamless darkness.

I had my men burn a pyre for our dead, Itzili included. My feathered tyrant died so that we might live, and I paid him my last respects under the light of the Fifth Sun. Perhaps one day I would see him again in the Underworld, as friends and companions.

Afterward, I went to sleep in my roving palace, only to be woken up once we caught up to Manco’s troops. For all the strength and hope warming my heart, I felt so very exhausted. The battle with Sugey and my speech to my soldiers had drained me, but more than that, I could sense the First Emperor’s shadow gnawing at my Teyolia like a maggot chewing on a root of flesh.

I had repelled the night for a time, but the darkness was relentless. It always returned with each sunset, ready to fight again. I could not keep it at bay forever. There would come a time when the door to the final sunset would open, and I would have to fight for a new dawn.

I awoke in the Third Layer under the light of Quetzalcoatl’s morning star. His light had grown brighter than during my last visit, its radiance closer and warmer. I took it as a sign that my decision to stand up to Sugey pleased the Feathered Serpent.

A warmth touched my soul on arrival, followed by the silent support of over six hundred grateful spirits. A wave of reassurance coursed through the chain that bound the Legion of dead emperors into our shared fate.

I shaped a skull in the palm of my hand, and many spirits watched back through its empty orbits. Their ghostfire gleamed with joy and pride.

“Thank you, our successor.” Over six hundred voices forming the Parliament of Skulls spoke at once, yet their words were uttered in perfect harmony and synchronicity. “Thank you for lightening our burden. Thank you for putting the future of mankind back in its hands. Thank you for giving us hope.”

Another voice broke their symphony of gratitude, quieter and yet warmer than the sun.

“I am proud of you, my son,” Father said. “More than you can possibly imagine.”

Father was proud of me, and my predecessors stood beside me. I would not wage this war alone, and I drew strength from it.

“The road ahead is still a long one,” I warned them. “A greater terror awaits beyond the Nightlords.”

“Yes… we feel the First Emperor gnawing at the chain that binds us, his hunger sharper than blades…” The Parliament’s eyes flickered with determination, a single voice piercing through their chorus. “Yet you slew his daughter without borrowing his strength. You won this battle by your own wits and hard-won strength. If the spawn can be defeated, then so can the father.”

I recognized this voice, having sought his advice in the past. “Are you…”

“I am Nochtli the Fourteenth, who once sought to slay Sugey and failed,” the ghost answered. “You have my gratitude and respect for completing my task. Your deeds have mended my broken pride and soothed my restless spirit. Know that I believe in you, even if you may doubt yourself.”

“You and your mother will pull through, Iztac,” Father added with warmth and confidence. “I’ve never doubted it.”

Speaking of her, a figure appeared at my side under the morning star’s glow. I turned to face her, expecting to face Mother.

I was mistaken.

I briefly thought that Mother had fallen asleep and joined me, but the person standing in front of me was no living visitor descending into the depths. This was an ancient ghost from an age past, oozing wisdom and solemnness.

“Welcome back, Iztac Ce Ehecatl,” he said with a raspy voice heavier than dusty stones. “Welcome back, Cizin.”

Topiltzin, priest of Quetzalcoatl, had come to greet me.

“I bear a message from Quetzalcoatl, who was there when the world began and helped create it,” he said, his staff stomping the ground. “Though you have wavered on the edge of a precipice, you have proven that the flame of righteousness still dwells within you. A quest I thus present—a trial of the heavens.”

“A trial?” I inquired, my fists clenching. A god’s ordeal was no small feat. The last time I received one, King Mictlantecuhtli ordered me to deliver him an ocean of blood. I hoped Lord Quetzalcoatl would be kinder, but he knew he would be no less demanding. “What will await me at its end?”

“Redemption. Wisdom.” I could have sworn that the ancient priest’s yellowed teeth morphed into a smile. “Light.”


THANK YOU FOR READING THE FLOWER WAR



We hope you enjoyed it as much as we enjoyed bringing it to you. We just wanted to take a moment to encourage you to review the book. Follow this link: The Flower War to be directed to the book’s Amazon product page to leave your review.

Every review helps further the author’s reach and, ultimately, helps them continue writing fantastic books for us all to enjoy.
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Learn the skills of monsters. Use them to survive. Win. Craig's goal is a simple one: complete the World-level quest given to him by Daimon, the mysterious immortal with the power to halt the progress of time. While his world remains in limbo, an instant away from total annihilation, Craig must tackle the challenges set forth by the quest. With nearly two centuries of experience under his belt, it should be easy. If only he were competing against himself. Marsh, his most bitter rival, has been sent to this world as well and given the same quest. In the end, only one can win. Craig's path forward will be as it always has, through cunning, strength, and the mastery of every aspect of battle and survival. With Toby, his world Guide at his side, Craig sets out to do what no one in the history of Odayn has accomplished: learn the skills of monsters and use them to his advantage. Craig is transported to a new world in this high-octane LitRPG filled with stats, levels, monsters, and unfamiliar terrain. From bestseller Aaron Oster, this new progression fantasy adventure is perfect for fans of The Primal Hunter, Monster Hunters International, and Defiance of the Fall.
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Power is not given. It’s taken. In the Tze Empire, spirits and demons rule the wilds, but Ring Warlocks control civilization. For Rimon, the son of a courtesan and lowest in society, Ring Warlocks seem like gods. Each has their own magic drawn from Titans, and they can do whatever they please, regardless of how it affects the prefectures they rule. But when a chance encounter places one of the ancient and powerful rings in Rimon’s hands, everything changes. For there is a trick to the rings, and Rimon sees through the test given to him. Suddenly, he is no longer a player at the fringes of power; he is a Ring Warlock and granted his own territory. Determined to make sure his prefecture thrives, Rimon must contend with jealous rivals, demons seeking his ring for themselves, and forces he cannot yet name, all while mastering his new abilities. He will prove even the lowest can rise to challenge gods. Rimon will have to grow twice as strong as his rival warlocks just to survive in this new Progression Fantasy Adventure by Shami Stovall, the Dragon-Award winning author of Knightmare Arcanist!
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Some monsters can't be dealt with using swords. After flunking the entrance exam to his dream university, Temaru Ryūta is left behind by all his friends and becomes a shut-in while preparing for next year's exams. This is only the beginning of his bad luck, because one summer day he is inexplicably transported to another world, where people like himself are expected to become Adventurers. To make matters worse, he is assigned the Role of Exorcist, which is the most dangerous of all Roles. Ryūta reluctantly becomes the apprentice of a suspicious older Exorcist, who turns out to be a ruthless teacher, and he soon realises that his new career will be fraught with danger and terrifying monsters. Don't miss the start of this unique new Isekai LitRPG from Dosei. Join Ryūta as he finds interesting companions and makes uneasy pacts with supernatural entities, all while dealing with corrupted Exorcists who have become a part of the darkness they were meant to fight.
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AUTHOR’S NOTES



And nothing will ever be the same.

Once again, special thanks to my editors Daniel Zogbi and Charles Setser, without whom this novel would have been very different, and to my patrons on Patreon for supporting me financially during its redaction.

When I began to write this novel, I knew that the main status quo would eventually be unsustainable; as disasters continued to accrue and the Nightlords faced setbacks, it was only a matter of time before Iztac’s actions were noticed. Suspension of disbelief is a fragile exercise, and there is only so much readers can support.

Hence, as we enter the fifth, final, and longest book of Blood & Fur, I decided it was time to kick things into high gear. This was the moment when all those brewing plots and schemes boiled over into pure chaos, and eventually, a mad dash to the finish. Things will only accelerate until the finale.

Otherwise, I would say the book’s main theme was militarism and war cultures, whose excesses (systematized violence, brutality, ethnic cleansing, and martial eugenics) found their incarnation in Sugey. The Bird of War was very much envisioned as a criticism of the “proud noble warrior” cliché of fantasy, where a martial-minded character is presented as somewhat noble for adhering to some kind of warrior honor; I always doubted honor and chivalry mattered to the victims of these characters’ wars and love for combat.

In the end, war is industrialized death and little more; sometimes necessary, but always terrifying.

The Aztec Flower Wars, semi-ritualistic and limited engagements meant to showcase the empire’s strength and secure sacrificial captives without escalating into a full-blown war, have been one of the culture’s most fascinating aspects to me. However, the more I read about them, the more they seemed motivated by pragmatism and ruthlessness rather than any kind of “honor.” The Aztec Empire relied on Flower Wars because they were less risky than full-blown engagements and eventually let go of them in its later years.

The Sapa Empire, which was based on the Inca Empire, was also a favorite subject of mine; the Mit’a system was a historical fact and one of the most successful systems of centralized economy in the world at the time. It always astonished me how the Inca and Aztec mirrored one another (centralized, reciprocity-based central economy vs trade-reliant military semi-meritocracy) while also both being expansionist empires determined to grab and enslave as many people as they could reach. In the end, empires all tend to look alike.

The other theme of the novel was, of course, the nature of evil. This volume was the one where Iztac was finally forced to confront all the sins he piled up on his quest to confront the Nigthlords and finally take a stand. While Volume 3 was a long fall into darkness, Volume 4 was the moment where Iztac catches himself and hangs on the precipice. Whether he will fall further into the night or crawl his way back to the light is a tale for another volume, but I hope you’ve found it riveting.

In any case, thank you for reading this book. As I said earlier, the next volume will conclude the Blood & Fur saga. It’s been quite a ride, though not as financially successful as I would have hoped, but I would say it counts among my best works. I hope to see you on my next one once I close the curtain on this Aztec world of mine.

Best regards,

Voidy.
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Don’t forget to join LitRPG Addicts and come hang out with me!

I’m also very active and thankful for Redditserials, LitRPG Books, GameLit Society, Western Cultivation Stories (Xianxia and Wuxia, etc), Cultivation novels, LitRPG & GameLit Readers, and LitRPG Books Group!


To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group
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