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PREVIOUSLY ON BLOOD & FUR


He has done it. Iztac Ce Ehecatl, puppet emperor of Yohuachanca and secret sorcerer, has secretly engineered the demise of one of the Nightlord. The cruel Yoloxochitl has been consumed by her own father, the divine First Emperor, and the vampires’ plan to replace the sun has been forever ruined.

However, the Nightlords do not admit defeat. Iztac’s consort and childhood friend, Eztli, is chosen to replace the late Yoloxochitl even as the ritual binding the First Emperor weakens, allowing the dark god to influence reality from inside his prison. Iztac must now navigate a troubled emperor and deal with the watchful gaze of the Nightlord Iztacoatl, who suspects him of treachery.

In the Underworld, Iztac has undergone half the trials of Xibalba, the House of Fright, where sorcerers are pushed to face their fears in order to gain power; only once he has completed all six ordeals and the final judgment of the Lords of Terror will he be allowed to leave and face the god Tlaloc, who holds the dead sun embers he seeks.

Iztac is guided in that task by his mother Ichtaca, a witch as powerful as she is untrustworthy. After completing half the trials, he is finally allowed into her secret refuge, where he meets a lost look he had been seeking to encounter for a very long time: his deceased father, Itzili.


1
FATHER AND SON


So many years had passed since Father last hugged me that I almost forgot how warm his arms felt. The lack of flesh on his bones hardly changed that. Every part of his body radiated something that I rarely received.

Love.

“I am so glad to see you again, Iztac,” Father said upon squeezing me tightly. “Though I wish it were under better circumstances.”

My spine stiffened. “You know?”

“Your mother told me that the Nightlords chose you as this year’s emperor. This news devastated me.” Father’s hands moved to firmly grab my shoulders, and he looked at me right in the eyes. “I swear we’ll find a way to spare you the altar. There has to be a solution.”

“There is one,” I reassured him. Namely, destroying the Nightlords and their wicked empire of death. “Worry not, Father. The vampires shall have neither my blood nor my soul.”

“You have grown so much, Iztac,” Father whispered. My resolve impressed him. “When we last met, you barely reached up to my chest and feared your own shadow. The person in front of me has become a man.”

“Nearly five years have passed since your death, Father,” I replied with a warm chuckle. The last few months felt like a decade’s worth of trouble. “You’ve missed my growth spurt.”

“And many other things, no doubt,” Itzili complained with a sad sigh. “Death is truly cruel to take us without appointments.”

Mother allowed herself to smile. “Our son has grown into a handsome young man, Itzili. He’s your spitting image.”

Did she just compliment me? That alone startled me.

“He inherited his best traits from his mother,” Father replied as he pulled away from me, much to his wife’s amusement. She swiftly kissed him on his skull, and I saw her sharp and strict expression soften in a way it never did with me.

Mother showed more emotion for that brief instant than she ever did in all of our time together in the Underworld. I caught a glimpse of something other than ambition and bitterness. A purer feeling that transcended Mother’s greed and selfishness.

A spark of deep affection.

Mother looked happy.

That moment was painfully brief, but it struck me with more force than any arrow. None, not even the late Sigrun, could fake something so pure and genuine. For all of her faults, my mother did love my father.

Her shriveled heart might look bigger than I thought.

“And who might you be?” Father asked the skull in my hands. “Another of my wife’s scholarly guests?”

Guests? The word immediately caused me to scowl at Mother, who ignored me. My brief moment of sympathy for her evaporated in an instant. Of course she would deceive him too.

“We are the Parliament of Skulls,” my predecessors replied. “The past emperors that preceded your son on Yohuachanca’s throne. This skull is the medium through which we advise our successor.”

“Oh! My apologies, Your Majesties, I meant no disrespect.” Father immediately offered the Parliament a formal bow. “I thank you for guiding my son, great emperors of the past. I’m told that he has greatly benefited from your wisdom.”

“The pleasure is ours,” my predecessors replied. Unlike the coldness and distrust that they had shown Mother before, the emperors answered my father’s gratefulness with courtesy. “Our successor is a brave and talented young man, Lord Itzili. You should feel proud of his achievements.”

“I am proud, though I wish I could do more than congratulate him.” Father lowered his head to better show his deference. “I do not deserve the title of lord either, though my wife commands this domain. I am as baseborn as they come.”

“You fathered an emperor and a Tlacatecolotl nonetheless,” the Parliament replied. “We shall address you with the respect that you deserve.”

“The kind that your wife will not receive,” was left unsaid.

Father had always been the humblest and kindest man I ever knew; though I might only feel that way because he was the only one to show me unconditional love until Eztli entered my life. The fact that my predecessors immediately seemed to take a liking to him reassured me greatly.

“Make yourself at home, Iztac,” Father said after inviting us to sit near the hearth. “You must tell me everything I’ve missed over these last few years.”

“I will let the two of you catch up for now,” Mother replied.

Father didn’t hide his disappointment. “You won’t stay with us, my love?”

“I must continue my research for now. The sooner I can complete it, the better.” Mother kissed Father on his forehead again and then did the same for me with my cheek. Her lips felt warm on my skin. “We will continue your training after I’ve finished my work, my son. Enjoy yourself until then.”

A very small part of me wished to skip straight to spellcasting, but the rest of my heart couldn’t care less. I’d wanted to visit my father since the moment I stepped foot in the Underworld. I had so much to tell him.

Mother vanished deeper into her home, and Father pulled two seats near the hearth: one for me and one for the Parliament. He put their skull atop a pile of cushions, which I found strangely amusing.

“Is this comfortable enough, Your Majesties?” Father asked the emperors with all the awkwardness of a peasant receiving a noble’s surprise inspection.

“Worry not,” my predecessors replied, their empty eyes staring at the fire. “We find the sight quite pleasing.”

“Unfortunately, we do not possess much in terms of accommodations here,” Father apologized. “I spend my days reading, cleaning, cooking, and watching the fire.”

“Cooking?” I raised an eyebrow. The dead lacked the need and desire for sustenance. “Can you eat food, Dad?”

“I wish!” Father replied with a chuckle. “Alas, no crops grow in this layer, and none of us here require food anyway. I’ve been trying my hand at alchemy and metallurgy instead. Mixing substances together, combining some alloys… Cooking with metal and powders, in short.” He scratched his skull in embarrassment. “I’ve set your mother’s laboratory on fire more times than I can count.”

His new hobby didn’t surprise me all that much. Father had always been very curious and hoped to travel beyond Acampa to see the world one day. He was the first to put the idea of becoming a merchant in my head all these years ago.

I proceeded to take my own seat and rested on the soft leather. I found it quite comfortable after all of the deadly trials I went through.

“Do you like the seat, my son?” Father asked me with delight in his voice. “I built it myself.”

“I could sleep in it,” I replied. Father’s work paled before the luxuries I enjoyed in the emperor’s palace, but I enjoyed this seat more than any throne. I hadn’t been able to relax in the Underworld since I left Mictlan and welcomed this brief change of pace.

“Manual work helps me fight off the monotony.” Father rested his head on his hand and stared at the hearth’s fire. “Time seems to stretch on forever when you can no longer fill it with idleness, my son. I used to wish that I could forsake sleep in life, only to miss it in death.”

“We do not appreciate the little things until they slip through our fingers,” the Parliament of Skulls commented. “Regrets are the wages of wasted lives.”

“Indeed, but enough with the gloom!” Father said upon turning his head in my direction. “How have you been since my death, Iztac? Did you make new friends?”

My jaw clenched on its own. Father looked at me with the candid hope that I’d somehow managed to find happiness after his passing. Instead, I’d been adopted by a woman who threw stones at me for looking at her daughter the wrong way and suffered from greater loneliness than ever before.

Telling him the truth would crush him, but unlike Mother, I didn’t have the heart to lie to him.

“No, I did not,” I said with some awkwardness. Come to think of it, I could count the number of people I trusted on one hand. “It’s… it’s been hard ever since you left, Father.”

Father listened in crestfallen silence as I told him how Guatemoc and Necahual took me in after his death. I told him of the struggles that followed: the mockeries at school, the stones my mother-in-law threw at me, the isolation I’d felt… To put it bluntly, Eztli had been the only good thing to come out of this period.

“I am so sorry, Iztac,” Father apologized. His voice brimmed with true grief, as if he had gone through the same hardships I did. “I thought Necahual and her husband would prove to be good guardians. She always appeared well-disposed toward me.”

“She was.” From Father’s tone, he never learned of Necahual’s feelings toward him. “Her goodwill simply did not extend to me. No one treated me kindly except for Eztli.”

“I’d hoped Acampa’s people would accept you with time. That they would see past their superstitions and judge you on your merits. How naive of me.” Father clenched his skeletal fingers. “I should have left that village when I had the chance. Dyed your hair with coal and started anew somewhere else.”

“The red-eyed priests would never have allowed it,” the Parliament retorted. “Whether or not they already considered your son an emperor candidate, they constantly collect Nahualli for their mistresses.”

Father didn’t look convinced. “Even so, maybe I could have left Iztac with his mother. She would have taught him witchcraft and kept him away from trouble.”

I scoffed, “I’m thankful that you did not, Father. She would have thrown me in a pit to lighten her load.”

To my astonishment, Father’s jaw dropped in shock. “That isn’t funny, Iztac.”

“I am not joking.” I turned to look at the hearth, whose ghostly flames reminded me of my own blaze. “She abandoned us once, remember?”

“She did not, Iztac. The Nightlords forced her to flee.”

“Yet she never checked on me until after I died.”

Father flinched yet still attempted to defend her. “The Nightlords would have used us as hostages if she had shown any interest. They would have killed one of us and threatened to slay the other if she did not surrender to them.”

It said something about the Nightlords that Father underestimated their cruelty. I suspected that they would have done worse than simply kill us. Nonetheless, fear for her own safety didn’t excuse Mother’s behavior. I would have risked life and limb for her if our roles had been reversed.

Blood was blood.

“Every day I struggle to hide my powers from the Nightlords,” I said, my fists clenching on the armrests. “Should I fail to destroy them, my soul will join my predecessors in torment. Yet Mother would rather watch from the sidelines rather than intervene directly.”

“She brought you here to teach you witchcraft, did she not?” Father touched the ghostfire in the hearth with a poker. It was a pointless gesture since magic fueled the flames. I supposed he simply carried through the motions of life, just as Mictlan’s inhabitants did. “I’ve heard of what happened on Smoke Mountain. Your mother was here that night, biting her nails. She could hardly focus on anything on the days that preceded its eruption because she worried for your safety.”

“Mine or her own?” I retorted. The thought of Mother showing concern for my safety sounded laughable. “The sun nearly died on that mountain, and she just watched.”

“I thought she helped you set up the counter-ritual? Or so she told me.”

By providing corpses to curse, I thought, though I didn’t have the heart to tell Father that detail. I gave the order, and Mother carried it out.

“Your mother was incredibly relieved to see you fly away to safety,” Father insisted. “Call me naive, Iztac, but I’m convinced that she will come to rescue you should you truly need her assistance. She cares for you more than you think.”

“Not enough to risk her life,” I replied with skepticism.

“Mark my word, my son. If your mother finds herself in a situation where she must decide which life to save at the expense of the other… she will choose yours over her own. Though I’ll admit she’ll probably try every other alternative first.” Father watched the fire. “Ichtaca does not always mean what she says, even to herself. She’s a… complicated person.”

“You are allowed to say selfish and difficult,” I countered.

I expected Father to scold me. Instead, he joined his hands together and leaned in closer to the fire. “Did your mother tell you how she first gained her powers?”

I scowled at Father. “Someone tried to strangle her when she was six.”

“Not just anyone,” he replied with a sorrowful sigh. “Her own mother. Her father tried to drown her one year later, after blaming her for the death of his crops.”

Father’s words hit me like a mace to the face. I always thought that Mother’s loathing for non-Nahualli was born from rejection in her youth. To have her own parents betray her in such a cruel way explained so much.

If Father had tried to slay me… The idea alone was unthinkable to me. Of all the horrors that my mind could conjure, that situation alone appeared impossible.

Mother never knew love until Father came along. For all of the distrust and contempt I held for her, I couldn’t help but pity her. I doubted anyone would have been able to trust other people after suffering so cruel a betrayal.

“Such is the fate of most Nahualli,” the Parliament commented with a hint of sympathy in their voice. “It is a terrible thing to be born different among the intolerant.”

“It is,” Father replied with sorrow. “Since she had only been shown hatred for most of her life, Ichtaca’s heart turned to ice early. She was almost half-feral the first time I met her, living in a forest hut and shunning other humans the way we avoid wild beasts. It took me years of effort to earn her trust.”

I blinked in surprise. “You never told me this.”

“You were too young to understand when last we… when last we met.” Father shook his head, as if to banish the thought of his own death from his mind. “The way she looked when I first met her, all suspicious and angry and bitter… I’ll never forget it.”

“Your wife’s suffering does not justify her current behavior,” the Parliament argued. “We sympathize with her pain, but she treats the living and the dead with the same coldness as our own captors.”

“Pain is senseless, Your Majesties,” Father argued. “When faced with suffering, we humans try to assign it meaning to make it more bearable. My wife drew the wrong conclusion from her difficult life: that it toughened her spirit and gave her the strength to survive. This mindset shapes all of her decisions.”

“Are you looking for explanations, Father?” I asked him as I sank in my chair out of unease. “Or excuses?”

“I am looking for empathy and understanding,” Father replied calmly. “Your mother projects an image of strength, Iztac, but if you chip away at it long enough you will only find pain and loneliness underneath. She mistakes open displays of affection for weakness, and it terrifies her. I suspect that she restricts access to her knowledge because, in her mind, she is helping you grow self-sufficient. This is her way of supporting you.”

“It’s not a good one,” I replied flatly.

“No,” Father conceded. “But do not mistake her aloofness for a sign that she does not care for you. She’s simply… unused to it. Acting selflessly toward others scares and confuses her. Even now, after years of marriage, she still keeps up her guard with me.”

If only he knew. Father was the only person Mother allowed herself to love, and she still refused to practice Seidr with him for fear of what he would see inside her heart.

“She keeps things hidden from you, Father,” I warned him.

“I know.” Father studied my face, his empty eyes glowing with pale light. “You don’t tell me everything either, Iztac.”

My jaw clenched on its own. I could have told Father about the lives I’d taken, the trust I had betrayed, the innocents I’d sacrificed… Yet when my guilty conscience threatened to confess, shame held back my tongue.

Father knew me better than anyone, so he could tell what was on my mind. “Nothing you can say will change the love I feel for you, Iztac. You were put in a terrible situation, and I will not judge you for doing your best to escape it. I simply ask that you show the same tolerance for your mother. No matter her faults, she is the woman who brought you into this world, and she does care for you in her own way. Pushing her away will only lead you to hurt one another.”

“So I should simply close my eyes?” I asked, unable to keep the disdain off my voice. “Keep my mouth shut?”

“No,” Father replied firmly, much to my surprise. “You should take a stand if you truly feel that you must. However, relationships are built on compromise. If you never give her an inch now and then, why should she?”

Compromise? Somehow the word sounded like a curse in my mind. I had compromised so much on my morals because I lacked the power to create a better path. The only reason I tolerated Mother’s Reliquary was because I needed her help. If I didn’t, I would have destroyed her pillar of skulls on the spot.

“If you give too much, you get eaten,” I argued.

“See? You are your mother’s son,” Father replied with a chuckle. “Iztac, no one likes to be judged. Would you like it if I constantly scolded you? Told you that I knew better about everything, although I have never been in your situation?”

“No,” I conceded.

“Constantly confronting your mother will only cause her to stand her ground and entrench herself in her opinions,” Father explained. “I do not ask you to tolerate everything she does; the gods know I drew a line in the sand more than once. I simply ask that you give her a chance. Focus on her good points first rather than constantly searching for her faults. Only then will she start to listen to you.”

The Parliament of Skulls let out a deep, ominous rattle. “You will not change that woman, Lord Itzili.”

“Perhaps not,” Father confirmed, “but I can help her change herself. I know because I already did it.”

“We do wonder about your courtship,” the Parliament said. “There must be an interesting story behind why you chose to romance a Nahualli hermit.”

Father shifted in his seat, his confidence turning to awkwardness. He quickly glanced at me, weighed whether or not I should learn the truth in his mind, then nodded to himself.

“I first met my wife when returning from school through the forest alongside a group of boys and girls,” Father said. “I caught sight of her spying on us from afar. I’d already heard rumors of a witch living in the woods, so I immediately grew curious.”

I almost laughed at his phrasing. “Most would have grown fearful, Father."

“I figured that if she was truly dangerous, she would have eaten us all,” Father replied with a small, nervous laugh. “Your mother fled before I could catch up to her, so I returned each day to the forest to ask her to show up. I suppose you could say that I tried to make contact. Eventually, she became so puzzled by my persistence that she answered my calls.”

“That sounds quite romantic,” I commented.

“Our first meeting did not end well,” Father confessed. “She threatened to curse me with impotence, hair loss, and a gruesome death if I refused to leave her alone. I resolved to come back the next day nonetheless.”

“Why?” the Parliament asked with genuine curiosity.

“Because I saw it in her eyes. What lay beneath the bitterness, jealousy, and resentment.” Father marked a short pause. “Sorrow, and the desire to belong.”

I avoided his gaze. Having spent my childhood shunned by others, I understood that feeling well.

“I continued to visit her each day afterward until I earned her trust,” Father continued his tale. “We began to play board games, swim by the river, read in the sunset… Over time, I convinced her to visit Acampa to meet with my parents, though it took a year of convincing. She feared I was luring her into a trap until the very last second.”

“Bringing down the walls around her heart must have required an immense well of patience,” the Parliament commented. “We are truly impressed.”

“Thank you,” Father replied nervously. “Afterward, I… I invited her to stay with me and…” He turned to me. “We chose to have you and settle down.”

The hateful balefire of my soul wavered for an instant as a wave of pure warmth coursed through my veins.

They chose to have me. Part of me always wondered if I had been the result of an accident—children at my old school certainly mocked me about it. I was desired.

“My wife’s wounds run deep,” Father said. “I can soothe them, but they will never fully heal. The best I can do is to help dull her edge. I’ve had some success with it.”

“Did you convince her to trap these scholars in a dream?” I asked him. Somehow, I struggled to imagine someone as selfish as Mother granting non-Nahualli this small kindness. Father probably inspired it.

“I admit I do not fully understand this magic of yours,” Father replied. “From what I gathered, your mother’s guests exist in a plane of existence that I cannot access. A shared dream.”

“Her guests?” I snorted. “These people are not guests. They are her prisoners.”

Father scratched his skull. His strange calm greatly bothered me. Didn’t he see the problem? “I was under the impression that these scholars joined willingly.”

“Under false pretenses.” Their situation hit me at my core because it was so similar to my own. “They aren’t free.”

Father marked a short pause before asking me, “What makes you think that people want to be free, Iztac?”

I felt like I’d been slapped in the face.

Father’s question cut deeper than he thought. I remembered asking it myself after Smoke Mountain erupted. I thought that its destruction would wake up Yohuachanca’s masses from their idleness and that the disasters that followed would finally destroy the Nightlords’ illusion of power. I had prayed for revolts, riots, and revolutions.

Instead, I received silence.

“You have seen Mictlan for yourself on your journey,” Father said. “It is a peaceful existence, but a pale reflection of the glory of life. I suspect many among the dead would like to dream of it again, even though they know it to be a lie.”

“Your father has a point, our successor,” the Parliament whispered in their seat, their eyes turned at the hearth’s fire. “Huehuecoyotl warned you that a Veil works because its victims want to believe in it. We assume a few among those scholars could wake up if they truly wished to.”

I recalled very well how I first learned the Veil spell. Huehuecoyotl used it to scam the dead and pretend that he could contact the living. A laughable plot, considering his already terrible reputation… and yet he never failed to find clients. The dead wanted to buy into his lies.

Just as my empire’s citizens wished to believe in the Nightlords.

Slaves chose to close their eyes on their masters’ cruelty because it benefited them. Foreigners bore the brunt of the Nightkin’s cruel tributes, and a single emperor suffered each year. Most farmers could expect to live full lives with food and lodging, then return home to their loving wives and raise their children. And when their turn came to die on the altar, they found it easier to see it as the will of the gods rather than the result of their own inaction.

Most would sell away the freedom to starve in the wild for steady food inside a pen.

“Your people are a quiet and devout lot, Your Majesty,” Tayatzin had told me once. He should have added “docile.”

If I shattered Mother’s false reliquary, would its victims feel any gratitude? Or would they condemn me for robbing them of their happiness?

“I am sorry, Iztac,” Father apologized upon seeing my crestfallen expression. “I didn’t mean to sadden you.”

“You did not,” I replied. Yohuachanca’s citizens did that on their own. “She won’t let those souls leave, Father. You know that.”

“I cannot, since this situation has yet to happen.” Father took my hand into his own. “You have my word that I will convince your mother to return those souls to Mictlan, should they wish for it. Our marriage survived my death, so I can obtain a few concessions.”

He spoke these words with such conviction that I almost believed him on the spot. These words were not lies spoken to a child to assuage his doubts. Father truly wanted to see the best in his wife and hoped that she would make the right decision with his gentle support; and to his credit Mother clearly cared enough for him to abide by his wishes.

I understood my parents better now. Through immense patience and effort, Father managed to bring down the walls around Mother’s heart. Enough to convince her to give humanity another chance until the Nightlords ruined it. He thought, no, believed that she could change. That we could become a good influence on her.

They do love each other. I had seen the signs before—Father never remarried after Mother left us, and she plotted for the three of us to become gods rather than be separated again—but it was another to feel it. For better or worse.

My parents were far from perfect. Mother had desired to marry my father so ardently that she viciously cursed Necahual to ensure her success, and for all of his kindness and goodwill, Father couldn’t fathom the depths at which his wife was willing to sink for power. Yet their marriage endured beyond death nonetheless.

For a brief instant, I held the hope that we could become a family, however dysfunctional. That Father would rub off on his wife enough for her to change her attitude; that I could find in myself the strength to forgive her for her crimes and coldness; and that she would learn to love me the way Necahual loved Eztli.

Like a Veil I’d cast on myself, part of me wanted to believe in this mirage.

What did I have to lose in trying to make it true? My opinion of Mother could hardly worsen. I might as well try to give her a chance as my father asked me to. It wasn’t like she could disappoint me any further.

“I will try to keep an open mind about her,” I told Father. “I cannot promise more.”

“I understand,” he replied softly. “Thank you, Iztac. That means the world to me.”

His warmth and kindness overwhelmed me like a flood. They reminded me so much of Nenetl’s gentle heart. Perhaps that was what Mother found so endearing in her husband; he helped her feel that she could tell him everything.

Unlike Nenetl, though, I hadn’t betrayed my father without his knowledge.

“Iztac?” Father asked me.

“Can I…” I cleared my throat. “Can I tell you something?”

“Yes, of course. What bothers you?”

Everything.

I began by telling him how this entire trip to the Underworld began: when I turned a blade on my heart and tried to take my own life rather than serve the Nightlords. Shameful as it sounded, I found it easy to tell my own father how I killed myself. Part of me was even proud that I chose death over complicity once.

My crimes proved harder to confess. I told him how I had slain the guilty and the innocent to sabotage the New Fire Ceremony, the graves I’d filled, the lies I’d spun, how I started a war and then betrayed Nenetl’s trust…

Father didn’t say a word. If he had opened his mouth at any point, I would have stopped. His silence carried neither condemnation nor judgment. He gave me a listening ear and let me open the floodgates of my heart without fear of punishment.

Even then, I didn’t find the strength to tell him everything; I spared him the details of the Nightlords’ tortures, what happened with Necahual and how I treated her nowadays, Sigrun’s fate and so much more. One night wouldn’t be enough to tell him all of the horrors I’d survived through over the past few months. Those I’d committed myself weighed heavier on my mind.

I thought admitting my crimes to another would lessen the burden on my heart. It didn’t. The more I spoke, the louder I sobbed. All the barriers I raised around my spirit and all the strength I’d gathered deserted me. I felt like a child again, telling my father how others had picked on me at school.

Father reacted as he did back in those days. He took my hands into his own and clenched them tightly, sharing my pain and sorrow so I wouldn’t feel alone.

“I am so sorry, my son… All the awful things you’ve gone through…” Father lowered his head in shame and powerlessness. “I wish I could have done something to protect you…”

“So few care, Father…” I whispered. That was what wounded me the most. “So few care about my and my consorts’ struggle. Our people would rather take comfort in their chains than try to break them. I feel so…” My voice broke. “I feel so alone…”

“You are not,” Father consoled me. “We are here. Me, your mother, this Eztli, and so many others…”

The Parliament of Skulls, who had listened in silence so far, joined in to comfort me. “We shall not abandon you, our successor. We shall weather any storm by your side.”

“No one asked the impossible of you, Iztac,” Father said. “No back is strong enough to carry all of the world’s weight. No one should have had to make the decisions you did. The gods were cruel to put you through this ordeal.”

I leaned on from my seat. Father rose from his own and took my head into his arms, letting me rest my face against his chest. I used to listen to his heartbeat in my childhood when he consoled me. His cold ribs proved rough to the touch, but his grip remained as loving as I remembered it to be.

Father slowly let go of me. “I will go grab a blanket.”

“I… would appreciate it,” I replied after wiping away my tears. Father patted me on the head just as he used to, then left the room for a moment.

“Your father is a good man,” my predecessors commented. “Nonetheless, we have seen it before.”

I squinted at them after regaining my composure. “Seen what, my predecessors?”

“Your father and mother. He tries to see the best in others, even when it is not there.” The skull’s eyes ominously glowed with ghostfire. “It will end poorly.”


2
THE EMPEROR'S CHILDREN


Father returned with a leather blanket and put it over my shoulders to help warm me up.

I tried not to think too much about the Parliament’s words. My predecessors gathered a great treasure trove of experience and wisdom over the centuries, but part of me hoped their skepticism was unwarranted and born of cynicism.

Can people change for the better? They could certainly change for the worst—I had crossed lines I considered sacred once—but even Necahual had found a measure of inner strength in her hardship. If she could improve as a person, then anyone should be able to do the same. If they want to change at least.

Was Mother willing to become a better person? I doubted it. Neither did I believe that Yohuachanca’s people would rise against their oppressors.

I couldn’t help but ponder Father’s own words. All along I hoped that my people submitted to the Nightlords out of fear of reprisal. I believed that a well of courage dwelled in their hearts, and that it would rise to the surface once the vampires’ grip weakened.

Now… Now I realized that Father had a point. People only took arms against their leaders when personally threatened, and obedience carried its own meager rewards. I would have been spared many torments had I simply given into despair and embraced the Nightlords’ golden birdcage.

“How many people would surrender their freedom for a year of luxury?” I wondered out loud.

“Many of us did, our successor,” the Parliament confessed to their sorrow. “It is easy to forget a bargain’s cost until the time to pay comes. Only in death did we truly understand the price we paid for our indolence.”

“I apologize for what I said earlier, my son,” Father said kindly as he sat next to me once more. “I didn’t mean to sadden you.”

“You did not,” I reassured Father. “Truthfully, I was never fighting for Yohuachanca’s people in the first place. I only hoped that they would try to break their own chains the way I did.”

I had sacrificed thousands of lives when I woke up Smoke Mountain for a tactical advantage. I would gladly do it again if it meant saving Eztli or Nenetl from certain death.

“The sad truth is that most do not care much about others beyond their friends and family,” Father said as he looked into the fire. “It is easy to fight when one has nothing to lose but their life, and much harder when their loved ones may pay the price of defiance.”

“I know.” I’d learned that to my sorrow when the Nightlords murdered Lady Sigrun. “There’s only a handful of people I wish to preserve, like my consorts.”

“Oh? Yes, it is true that you have four wives now.” Father observed me with a flicker of amusement in his empty eyes. “I pity you, my son. It is extraordinarily difficult to make a single woman happy, let alone four.”

In spite of my previous emotional outburst and sorrow, his comment drew a chuckle from me. “I try to do my best.”

“Tell me more about them,” Father insisted with parental curiosity. I found his interest in my romantic life quite endearing. “What are they like?”

“I love Eztli,” I said proudly. “The Nightlords made a vampire out of her, but I’m sure we’ll find a way to undo her curse. After we lift it, I’ll marry her properly.”

It didn’t surprise Father. “Call it fatherly instinct, but I always had the intuition that something would happen between the two of you. You were always thick as thieves as children.”

“We were.” I missed those times when I could simply hang out with Eztli in the capital without anyone watching over us. “She lost most of herself the night Yoloxochitl claimed her.”

“Honestly, I am astonished that the poor girl kept her sanity. To be forced to kill her own sire…” Father shook his head in sorrow and disgust. “I was never close to Guatemoc, but he didn’t deserve such a gruesome fate either. This must have shattered Necahual too.”

The subject of Necahual made me shift uncomfortably in my seat, which my father immediately noticed. “My son?”

“I’ve… taken Necahual as a concubine,” I said. I kept it to myself at first since I had no idea how Father would react, but he had already listened to me confessing almost all of my other sins. I might as well tell him about this one. “She’s my current favorite.”

Father stared at me for a moment in gobsmacked silence. He studied my face as if expecting me to unveil a prank. And when he realized that I was telling the truth, he clearly struggled to make sense of it.

“Did you…” Father hesitated. “Do the two of you…”

“Yes, we did. More than once.” I avoided his gaze. “Yoloxochitl would have tortured her otherwise.”

“That… that must have been difficult for the both of you.” The subject clearly disturbed Father, as I expected it to. “Did you… force yourself on her? For revenge?”

I shook my head. “Our relationship is consensual.”

“Because you both want to lift her daughter’s curse?” Father guessed. The explanation appeared to alleviate some of his worries, though not by much. “That’s… good, I suppose. You are both willing to put the past behind you for her sake.”

I scoffed, “We don’t. I enjoy her body as much as I loathe her personality.”

“That… that is wrong.” Father searched for appropriate words and found none. “My son, you understand how unhealthy that sounds? You are bedding your wife’s mother out of spite. Nothing good will come out of this warped situation.”

“I know,” I replied with a sigh. “I know, Father, but I do not wish to stop.”

I wanted Necahual to savor her humiliation whenever she sent her daughter away before giving herself to me. I wanted to see the anxiety in her eyes when I spilled my seed on her thighs. I wanted to own her, body and soul.

I knew it was a sick obsession that clouded my judgment, but I couldn’t shake it off.

“What’s more”—Father joined his hands, his fingers awkwardly fidgeting—“I must warn you that… how to put it…”

I sank in my chair and awaited my father’s judgment. Had he sensed my true feelings and finally found something he couldn’t condone? I expected a gentle reproach from him, one that never came.

Instead, he tried to give me the talk.

“When a man and a woman… if certain body parts interact often enough…” The more Father spoke, the more awkward he became. “If a seed finds fertile enough soil… a flower might take root and…”

I stared at him in disbelief. “I know how babies are made, Father.”

I’d once had an unborn child too. The Nightlords murdered them before they could enter the world when they fed Sigrun to the sulfur flame. The fact Iztacoatl dared to mock that tragedy forever earned her my undying hatred.

“Of course you would,” Father said, though he remained slightly disturbed. “Then you understand what will happen if you do not take the proper precautions.”

“Necahual is an experienced apothecary,” I replied with a scoff. She would rather wither her womb and become barren than bear my child. “She takes the right herbs.”

“I see,” Father replied. He studied my expression for a while before shaking his head in relief. “That is for the best, for everyone involved.”

“I do plan to sire a child with Chikal, one of my consorts,” I informed Father, though mostly to change the subject. “Our dalliance is purely political, but I’m sure you will become a grandfather before the end of the year.”

The news filled Father with joy. “My congratulations, my son,” he said with genuine pride. “Having a child will change you in ways you cannot fathom, Iztac. You will see. Your mother and I did things for you that we would never have considered doing for anyone else.”

Somehow, I doubted Mother would assist me in any way that could cost her. But Father had a point. Necahual sacrificed a lot of herself for the chance of seeing Eztli returned to her safe and sound.

“I hope I will live long enough to see that child grow,” I told Father. The possibility appeared so remote for now, but I hoped to become a better parent to my descendants than Mother ever was to me. “Free from the Nightlords.”

“You will, our successor,” my predecessors reassured me. “One way or another, we shall see that this cycle of death comes to an end.”

“I hope to see that day for myself,” Father said. “You should tell your mother about it too, Iztac. It will delight her.”

“Why would she care?” I replied. “She hardly bothered to check on me before I became a Nahualli, so why would she show interest in her grandchildren?”

“Because they are her descendants as much as you are mine,” Father replied with a warm laugh. “I will never forget the face she made when she first gave you her breast. She looked so blissfully happy in a way I thought she could never be.”

I crossed my arms, trying to imagine Mother smiling at my baby self the same way she smiled at Father. My own mind couldn’t picture the scene itself.

“My apologies, Father,” I said, “but sometimes, I wonder if the person you are describing and the mother I’ve known are truly the same person.”

“Your mother enjoyed her time in Acampa—make no mistake about it. I had high hopes that she would come to befriend our neighbors, but when the Nightlords’ men came for her…” Father shook his head in sorrow. “It reminded her of her own fragility and hardened her heart.”

Mother had dared to give happiness and humanity a chance, only for the Nightlords to squash her hopes when they tried to add her to their breeding program. I sympathized with her plea.

No one likes to feel powerless. It took years for Father to convince his wife to settle down in Acampa and a single whim for the Nightlords to ruin his hard work. Vampires corrupt everything they touch.

“What about your other wives?” Father pushed me. “Have you been treating them well?”

“I’ve befriended Ingrid.” Though it cost her her mother’s life. “As for Nenetl…” A smile stretched on my face. “She’s… a lot like you, Father. Very kind and earnest.”

Father let out a chuckle. “You like her?”

“I do. When I’m with her, I feel… blissfully warm.” Those words sounded too weak, but I couldn’t find better ones. Nenetl had more of an effect on me than anyone not named Eztli. “I haven’t touched her, however. Not that way. Not like the others.”

“Because of the tattoo?” Father guessed upon recalling my confession. “You feel guilty about it.”

I nodded slowly. “I do not deserve her, so I’ve kept her at arm’s length.”

“Why?” Father asked with sudden concern. “With luck, you will never have to cast that spell.”

Couldn’t he see the issue? “The mere fact I made it possible to use it⁠—”

“Does not make you a monster, Iztac.” Father scratched his skull. “Did you tell her the truth?”

“I couldn’t,” I replied with a heavy heart. “She sensed my turmoil, but the Nightlords have eyes and ears everywhere in the palace. Even if I could tell her… I don’t want her to hate me.”

“From the way you describe her, I do not get the feeling that this girl will hold a grudge,” Father argued. “Maybe she would have granted you her permission to trigger the transformation if you had simply asked.”

The Parliament said out loud what I was thinking. “Why would she?”

Father shrugged his shoulders. “Because she trusts my son.”

“She only trusts me because I keep things hidden from her,” I pointed out.

“I am not so certain, my son. Wishing to focus on the light does not mean being blind to shadows.” Father joined his hands and began to look at the ceiling, as if to catch a glimpse of his lost life in the world above. “From my experience, women catch hints that fly over our foolish heads. I understand that you cannot speak your mind in that cursed palace, my son, but you should try to give this Nenetl a few clues if you can. I do not think she’s as naive as you believe her to be. She did sense your inner turmoil after all.”

The Parliament of Skulls immediately objected. “Do not tell her anything, our successor. There are secrets best kept to oneself.”

I had to agree with them. However kind Nenetl might be, I had exploited her pain and scars for my own benefit; I marked her very flesh with my betrayal. Few would forgive such a crime. I knew that I wouldn’t.

“I understand your concerns, Your Majesties,” Father replied with a respectful, measured tone. “But let us assume that this Nenetl will inevitably learn the truth one day. It is better that she hears it from my son’s mouth than from his enemies.”

Inevitable? The word rang in my head like a bell. Part of me hoped that Nenetl would never find out about the tattoo, or better yet, that I would never have to exploit the power within it. Yet if the Nightlords found out about the sabotage, or if Nenetl learned of it by any other means, then she would no doubt never trust me again. Telling her myself would at least soften the blow and show her my goodwill.

It is so difficult to trust one another, I thought. Because when you open your heart, you leave it open for betrayal and disappointment.

“Follow your feelings and live your life to the fullest, my son, since you can never tell when it will end.” Father suddenly shifted in his seat. “Well, uh… you do have a deadline, but… you get what I mean…”

“I do, Father.” I hoped to live far longer than a year, but I understood his point. Not even the gods knew what the future held for us. “But I don’t want to alienate Nenetl.”

“Is fear truly a reason to deny each other a chance for happiness?” Father let out a sigh as he turned to face the fire. “If the worst comes to pass, this poor girl will die screaming on the Nightlords’ altar. If you can fill her remaining time with joy rather than fear and shame, then you should. For both of your sakes.”

“We understand that you seek your son’s happiness, Lord Itzili,” the Parliament said. “However, survival and victory both call for certain sacrifices. Keeping secrets from loved ones is a heavy burden, but one that he must bear. The risks are too great otherwise.”

“I simply want my son and that girl to enjoy their lives to the fullest,” Father replied. “Is that so much to ask? The gods know that our time always comes sooner than we would like.”

I suddenly noticed how Father and the Parliament of Skulls both sat on my left and right sides. Two voices giving me radically opposed advice. My own flesh and blood, who wanted to give trust a chance and advised I try to grow closer to others; and my hardened predecessors, who favored caution, distrust, and secrecy in the name of our secret war.

I didn’t think either was necessarily wrong. Trusting Necahual, Ingrid, Chikal, and Eztli got me far, and my caution let me cover my tracks time and time again. It was up to me to decide how to best apply their advice.

I sensed a jolt at the edge of my consciousness. A hand shaking my sleeping body in the world of the living. Someone was trying to wake me up before the night was done.

That could only mean one thing.

My prophecy had been fulfilled.
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For the first time in many days, I awoke from a good dream.

Nonetheless, I had awoken to more pleasant sights than a group of red-eyed priests standing at my bedside. Their scowls and worried frowns did improve my mood, though. I noticed that Eztli was already up, her mother and handmaiden helping her put on a hooded cloak.

“Apologies for waking you up so early, Your Majesty,” Tayatzin said. Though my advisor remained as calm as ever, I did notice the slightest glimmer of unease in his eyes. “The goddesses have requested your and Lady Eztli’s presence.”

Most would have asked “what happened,” but instead of surprise, I faked the deep certainty of a prophet whose vision had come to pass.

“It happened, hasn’t it?” I asked with a deep voice full of solemnity. I was starting to nail that voice. “The sinful dead have risen from their graves.”

Tayatzin’s short silence confirmed my hypothesis. “It is best that you do not make the goddesses wait.”

Of course not. I hoped the news filled my captors with as much dread as their thralls.

The priests helped me put on some clothes and then escorted Eztli and me outside her quarters. I caught a glimpse of Necahual looking at us with concern as we left. Nightlords summons only ever brought her pain, but her daughter reassured her with a single smile.

“Someone had a pleasant dream,” Eztli mused. She must have picked on my relaxed demeanor. “Was it my company that let you sleep so soundly?”

“The gods granted me a respite tonight,” I replied with a smile. A true statement, in a way. “Though you contributed.”

I hadn’t made any progress on Xibalba’s trials, but I did not regret talking with Father. Reuniting with my family after so many harrowing days filled me with a renewed sense of purpose. I had kin who would support me in this world and the other.

The Parliament insisted that I quickly reincorporate their skull into my body before I woke up, though, much to Father’s disappointment. He would have liked some company, but my predecessors didn’t trust my mother enough to stay in her home without my supervision.

To my surprise, the priests didn’t take us down the secret passages and instead led us to the palace’s pleasure den on the ground floor. I never spent much time there since I had more important matters to deal with than rolling dice. I knew that this area included all kinds of facilities meant to help an emperor indulge in mankind’s worst vices: gambling, drugs, drunken revelry, and even violence.

It seemed to be the latter that interested the Nightlords tonight, for the priests led me into a private arena in the depths of my prison. It was a great rectangular battleground that was bordered by enough stone stands to house hundreds of spectators that reminded me of a ballgame court. Tunnels dug into the structure allowed fighters to enter from different areas of the palace, and frescoes of heroic warriors from across Yohuachanca’s history covered the walls. The arena had no ceiling: the dark sky opened above my head, with the crimson glow of the moon providing clear light.

Something’s wrong, I immediately realized. The wind does not blow tonight.

A special lounge with five obsidian thrones oversaw the arena. Here I could have watched people fight and die in my name alongside my consorts. Unlike the training grounds outside, this floor wasn’t meant to spill sweat but blood. Tellingly, the layout indicated that one of the barred tunnels connecting the battleground to the rest of my palace—the largest of them all—led straight to my menagerie. This path allowed my staff to introduce hungry beasts into the ring at any given time.

A challenger was already there, silently standing in the middle of the arena with dead black eyes.

The very sight of it turned my blood to ice and caused Eztli to recoil in horror. I had mistaken the creature for a human at first glance, only for the truth to become clearer to me once the moonlight unveiled its pallid face.

Its flesh looked dried and desiccated, though it possessed a strange and otherworldly gray sheen. The corpse had shed all of its hair to the point that I could hardly tell that it used to be a man. Its veins ran dry with dust rather than blood, and a thick rope tightly held its waist, attached to a circular stone too heavy for any man to carry.

It was its face that I found most disturbing, however. Its teeth had fallen out, leaving only taunt lips twisted into an empty, sinister smile. As for the eyes, they were gone too. Darkness wept from empty sockets filled with shadows so thick that no light could pierce it. They stared at the priests behind me with the same bottomless hunger I’d once glimpsed inside the Nightlords’ sulfur flame. From the way the rope holding it by the waist strained, it was leaning forward with all of its strength.

That… that thing was no vampire. The Nightkin and their mistresses still retained a spark of their lost soul and humanity. They could speak, laugh, hate, and love. They had goals and desires, however cruel.

The creature before me lacked even that shadow of humanity. I detected no intelligence in its baleful glare, no vestige of the human it used to be. This corpse had a void for a soul—a hungry emptiness that knew neither cruelty nor sorrow. It was a bottomless pit with teeth, a primordial darkness with a face devoid of fear or love. This doll moved entirely on instinct, unable to think or feel.

A single drive determined all of its action—to devour life.

“Are they as frightening as in your visions?” a familiar voice whispered in my ear. “Puppet emperor?”

When I found the strength to look away from the moving corpse in front of me, I saw another leaning behind my back. Iztacoatl had appeared out of nowhere, with her cold hands grabbing my shoulders with a strong grip. Her sisters watched us on the obsidian thrones, their priests kneeling in abject submission.

“Sit, Iztac Ce Ehecatl,” the Jaguar Woman ordered, her cold eyes lingering on me and then Eztli. “You too, child.”

I obeyed without a word, sitting on the central throne with Eztli and Iztacoatl on one side and the other Nightlords on the other. Sugey clapped her strong hands, and masked guards soon entered the arena through one of the tunnels. They escorted a gaunt man bearing war paint, a wolf pelt, and a sword of wood. I recognized the man as a member of the Sapa delegation from the day of my coronation. The Nightlords hadn’t killed them all… yet.

I immediately recognized the setup. I was about to witness a gladiatorial sacrifice.

Sugey was especially fond of this particular brand of human suffering. I witnessed one dedicated to her during city celebrations once. The victim—a warrior for some pacified tribe—had been bound to a rounded stone too heavy for five men to carry by a white rope, given enough pulque to forget his fear, and then forced to fight members of the four warrior fraternities in short order. Though he had been given a mere feathered wooden sword and a meager shield to defend himself with, the prisoner managed to last a few minutes against the Eagle Knight sent to claim his life; even though his enemy had fought with an obsidian weapon. It had seemed so unfair to me back then, and it still was today.

In the rare cases where a prisoner managed to repel their opponent, they would then fight champions of the other warrior fraternities one after the other. If none of them claimed the sacrifice’s head, a red-eyed priest was sent to finish the job. Should the victim somehow survive the fifth and final fight, Sugey would “honor” their fighting spirit by granting them their freedom.

Only five people earned that privilege in all of Yohuachanca’s centuries-long history. Did the Nightlords intend to put that record to the test tonight?

The Sapa diplomat was no trained warrior, however. His pose was clumsy, his drug-addled eyes filled with fear. The masked guards had to threaten him with their obsidian spears to force him to take a step forward, and I caught a glimpse of scars on his legs as he did. The Nightlords must have grabbed him straight out of the torture chamber.

The undead thing didn’t care, though. Even the stealthiest jaguars made a tiny bit of noise even when standing still, from short breaths to the sound of their feet touching the floor. The monster remained eerily silent when it turned to face its new opponent. It moved in a blur of speed, the strained rope alone preventing it from reaching its prey. Its arms extended toward the ambassador in a vain attempt to grab his throat. That monster was no shambling corpse struggling to take a step.

It could run.

The drugs proved stronger than the Sapa sacrifice’s fears. The sight of the undead caused the man to madly scream in a mix of fear and addled rage. He charged while swinging his wooden blade wildly.

It shattered upon hitting the undead’s skull. The monster’s cold gray hands grabbed the sacrifice by the throat in return, and his screams died out in an instant. Such was the undead’s hunger that it consumed even sound. I saw the man’s breath escape his lungs and flow into his killer’s ghastly smile. His eyes sunk into his eye sockets, his final expression one of agonizing dread.

Vampires drank blood, but the First Emperor’s true servants didn’t bother with such a slow and intimate process. The corpse drank its victim’s soul. It drained the life out of the sacrifice within seconds, feasting on his breath and heart-fire both. So complete was the process that the husk’s flesh and skin turned to dust in an instant. When the monster finished feasting, only a pile of dusty bones remained of their grim meal.

I briefly glanced around, both to avert my eyes from this hideous spectacle and to gauge the others’ reactions. Eztli was as disturbed as I was, her eyes wide open, her fingers trembling on her obsidian throne’s armrests. Iztacoatl observed the scene with a hint of fear in her eyes, while Sugey appeared both spooked and slightly disappointed at the lack of a decent fight.

As for the Jaguar Woman…

“Was this like in your vision, our Godspeaker?” The Jaguar Woman asked with calculating coldness. She alone among the sisters appeared unbothered by this gruesome show of sorcery. “Did the dead show the same hunger?”

“I only caught a glimpse, oh goddess,” I lied through my teeth.

“Or you made an educated guess based on what you learned and took the credit,” Iztacoatl said sharply. “I suspect that you faked that vision of yours in order to seem more important to us than you are.”

She was entirely right, of course. Her insight continued to prove an obstacle to my goal. Nevertheless, I quickly improvised.

“I understand your skepticism, Goddess, and apologize for the trouble I have caused you,” I replied with false servility. “If you believe my visions are unreliable, then I shall keep them to myself from now on.”

“You shall do no such things,” the Jaguar Woman said sharply before rebuking her sister. “Your caution is appreciated in these trying times, Iztacoatl, but the threat is too great for us to doubt now.”

Iztacoatl scowled in annoyance, her hand briefly brushing against her cheeks. The gesture lasted less than a second and yet told me much. The Jaguar Woman would have shared her skepticism had she learned about our last encounter, but Iztacoatl couldn’t admit that she let a human slap her twice for fear of losing face.

The Nightlords’ united front wasn’t so unshakable. I could see cracks to exploit.

“Mark my word, sisters,” Iztacoatl warned the other Nightlords, her crimson eyes glaring at me with venom born of her wounded pride. “This viper will bite us.”

“He won’t,” the Jaguar Woman replied without sparing me a glance. “He has learned his lesson and the cost of disobedience.”

My scowl was in no way faked. “I did,” I replied, my head low in false submission. “I shall not disappoint the heavens ever again.”

“Very wise.” The Jaguar Woman joined her fingers without sparing me a glance. All her attention focused on the battle stage. “Summon the next sacrifice.”

I watched and held my tongue as the guards brought forth another victim to the undead creature: a trihorn this time. The beast, although bred for war and more than capable of impaling the monster on its horns, screeched in fear the moment it lay eyes on it. The animal understood instinctually that this thing was an abomination hungering for life.

The undead monster cared for nothing, whether its victims were men or beasts. It tried to reach for the trihorn with the same fervor that it showed to its last meal.

The guards eventually forced the trihorn to advance within reach of the undead by poking its tail with their spears. The beast roared and impaled the monster through the chest in a mad dash, but the corpse bled black smoke rather than blood. The animal perished within seconds of the undead touching its scales, though it took longer for its killer to drain it of lifeforce compared to the Sapa sacrifice.

The undead didn’t remove the horn stuck in its chest. Pain did not bother it. It turned to glare at the red-eyed priests the moment it finished its meal with mindless focus. The movement caused the horn stuck in its chest to tear out part of its calcified flesh as it fell down, but the undead didn’t appear to notice.

My true children will feast under the glow of the Scarlet Moon. So did the First Emperor speak through my lips. This creature is his true spawn. The kind that will not rebel against its creator.

This thing was a disease. The First Emperor’s vengeful curse upon the world that imprisoned him.

“Father is spiteful,” Iztacoatl commented. “These wicked dead will spoil the food.”

“At least their victims do not rise from the grave as well,” Sugey said. “We were wise to follow through on our hunch. Only the corpses slain by the bats have risen from the grave, and we’ve contained those.”

“Father has sent back this world’s sinners to suffer on earth and punish his flock for their lack of faith,” the Jaguar Woman said. A bold lie to tell the masses. “Ensure that we destroy those that we can find.”

“Conventional weapons will not keep these shambling corpses down, but we’ve had success burning them,” Sugey replied before waving a hand at the one in the arena. “We will keep this one in the courtyard until the sun rises to see if it crumbles to dust at dawn.”

I hoped it would. The First Emperor’s bats had spread far and wide. If all of their victims turned into these abominations, then I shuddered to imagine the death toll. When Iztacoatl’s scowl turned into a smile, I knew that the same thought had crossed her mind.

“We should send messages to the Three-Rivers Federation and the Sapa Empire,” she said. “They must be suffering from the same infestation as we are, yet they do not possess a wise Godspeaker to warn them.”

Sugey scoffed, “To tell them what?”

“That we have the cure,” Iztacoatl replied. “That if they wish for the dead to stay in their tombs, the living only have to bow.”

I hid my fury under a veil of calmness and indifference. This bitch unleashed a magical disaster on the world because of her and her sisters’ arrogance, then had the gall to promise a false cure to the problem that she started.

Eztli smiled at Iztacoatl with barely hidden disdain. “And what will happen if they submit and the dead continue to rise?”

“Then their faith was lacking and their submission faked.” Iztacoatl let out a cruel chuckle. “Worry not, my young new sister. When their hearts and courage falter, humans will do anything to banish away the fear.”

I feared that she might be right.

I doubted that the Sapa would fold. They possessed powerful magic of their own and a centralized government that could subjugate the undead plague. But I didn’t feel so confident about the Three-Rivers Federation and the lesser tribes. It was one thing to muster one’s courage when faced with invading armies, but any warrior would grow faint of heart at the sight of their countrymen rising from the dead to feast on the living.

There has to be a way to sabotage that plan. I studied the undead corpse, who stood in silence in spite of the gaping hole in its chest. If only I could turn you against your cousins, life-eater.

The corpse ignored my glare, its attention fully focused on the priests in the stands.

That bothered me slightly. The corpse’s lack of interest in vampires made sense since they had no lifeforce to draw upon, yet my heart continued to beat in my chest. Why didn’t it spare me a single glance?

The answer soon became obvious to me. I was the First Emperor’s spokesperson, his divine representative on Earth, the voice of hunger itself. His spawn had no interest in devouring me.

Perhaps I could exploit this somehow.

I rose from my throne without a word to the surprise of everyone. Eztli immediately looked at me in concern. “Iztac?”

“Where are you flying, songbird?” Iztacoatl asked sharply, her eyes squinting at me with suspicion.

“To fulfill my destiny, oh goddess,” I replied evasively. I walked down the stairs toward the battleground, ignoring the gazes the Nightlords sent at me. I had to sweep them off their feet and throw them off their game.

I stepped onto the arena’s ground and basked in the faint moonlight. The undead continued to ignore me even as I came within arm’s reach. It didn’t even seem to register my presence.

I heard Eztli call out my name in alarm, far too late. “Iztac⁠—”

I took the undead’s head into my hands and forced it to look at me. Its skin was cold, colder than the Rattling House’s snow.

No, not quite. This corpse sucked in all the heat around itself. Even the gasps I heard from priests and vampires alike grew muffled in its presence. Such was the strength of the First Emperor’s hunger that voices turned to silence in its presence.

The corpse did not turn me to dust. It could have tried to feed on my Teyolia as it did with the other sacrifices, yet lacked the willingness to try. So far, so good.

“Bow,” I ordered after releasing my grip on the corpse. “Bow to your emperor.”

For a brief second, I thought the undead had failed to understand my words, or that whatever foul power animated it couldn’t understand human language. The creature finally focused on me, its black empty eyes staring at me without any emotion. I stared into the darkness of its eyes as I once gazed into the Sulfur Sun’s heart. I did not recoil.

The abyss no longer frightened me.

The corpse knelt in quiet obedience.

The deafening silence that followed sounded like triumph to me. I stared down at the undead, my back turned on the Nightlords. I turned around to savor the disbelief on their faces and the dread on that of their servants. I was delighted by the fear I sensed from Iztacoatl and Sugey’s shock. The Jaguar Woman alone observed the scene with calculating interest.

As for Eztli, her fear for my safety swiftly turned to joy. She covered her mouth, mostly to hide her smile. I found it a bit premature.

The show wasn’t over yet.

“Tayatzin,” I said, my voice sharper than an obsidian knife. “Cut the rope.”

Tayatzin froze in surprise and then immediately turned to look at the Nightlords. I couldn’t tell whether he was looking for their authorization or was silently begging them to belay my order.

“This slave shall not harm you,” I promised the priest.

The Jaguar Woman gave Tayatzin a sharp nod after a moment’s consideration. To his credit, the priest obeyed my command without complaint. He grabbed an obsidian dagger from his belt and then stepped onto the arena’s floor. The undead immediately glared at him with undisguised hunger.

“Stay put,” I ordered the corpse. “Your place is at my feet.”

The undead obeyed my command without a sound. It continued to mindlessly stare at Tayatzin with hunger but made no move to choke the life out of the priest as he cleanly cut the rope. The priest waited for the undead to attack him by surprise.

It never did.

Tayatzin and the priests all knelt in true reverence to me, as they should. I had showcased my “divine” power yet again. I was no longer a puppet in their eyes, but the Godspeaker. I was the emperor of the living and the dead, the ruler of Earth who answered to none other than the highest of heavens.

I faced the Nightlords with both Tayatzin and my undead thrall kneeling at my feet. The sound of Eztli’s claps shattered the solemn silence.

The Nightlords were nowhere near as enthusiastic. The Jaguar Woman observed me with a blank, unreadable expression. Her calculating eyes appraised me and the undead soldier. I could almost read her thoughts. Was her loathed father’s gift poisoned? Or was I cowed enough that she could turn this unexpected development into an asset?

Sugey appeared cautiously interested as well. No doubt the thought of gathering an undead army appealed to her military mind as much as her distrust made the prospect of a puppet emperor commanding one a dangerous one.

Iztacoatl alone fully understood the danger that I now represented for their social order. A pity her opinion would likely fall on deaf ears, for I would tell her sisters what they wanted to hear.

“It is as you said, Goddesses,” I declared with a hand on my heart. “My reign shall be an age of darkness where Yohuachanca’s black sun will rule absolute over bloodsoaked lands. These sinners shall atone for their lives of faithlessness by serving you in death.”

I offered the Nightlords a deep bow to better hide my cruel smile.

“And so long as the people of this land believe in their emperor,” I promised, “Yohuachanca’s reign shall never end.”


3
THE HAND OF FATE


The dawn purged the undead with light and flames.

The Nightlords had long retreated inside their underground abode by then, where the Nightkin gathered scores of the First Emperor’s abominations. My captors had me check whether my authority extended to all these creatures, and it did. Dozens of undying, soul-devouring abominations brought from the capital’s various temples knelt to me in the silent dark.

“Our Godspeaker’s intuition proved correct,” the Jaguar Woman said, her fingers intertwined in deep contemplation. “The Nightchildren do bow to our emperor’s will.”

Nightchildren, eh? The title sounded appropriate, if a little pedantic for my taste. The Nightlords wished to present this curse as a boon to them rather than an attempt to bring them to ruin.

“Is this an accident?” Iztacoatl wondered out loud, her eyes glaring at me. She knew that I would use this dark boon to harm their interests. “Or intentional?”

I was asking myself the exact same question.

Did the First Emperor plan for this to happen? It would make sense for that monster to put his finger on the scale by providing me with tools to destroy his treacherous spawn—tools that he could take back the moment he escaped the seal binding him anyway. The First Emperor struck me as a mad force of hunger and destruction, but even feral beasts possessed a low form of cunning.

It could also have been a coincidence—an attempt to curse the world that I could harness for myself as the First Emperor’s representative on Earth.

But the “why” mattered little in the end. I pondered more how I could use this development to my advantage. Being too bold too soon would raise the Nightlords’ suspicions, so I waited for them to debate with each other.

“Our emperor’s words may be correct,” the Jaguar Woman decided. “We may have misread the signs. I believed that the stars’ prophesied age of darkness heralded the rise of the Sulfur Sun, where we would conquer the daylight, when in truth the night’s shadows have only thickened.”

“These shadows are not ours to command,” Sugey pointed out. Though they wisely didn’t try to do so in my presence, I bet that they had tried to command the Nightchildren themselves and failed. “This smells like a trap.”

“Would you spit on such a gift?” Eztli said with a snort. “No warriors will hold the line before this army.”

“Quiet, child,” the Jaguar Woman said sharply, with Eztli straightening up in response. “Nonetheless, you do have a point. The prophecy is formal: the coming age will see Yohuachanca’s ultimate triumph.”

I seized my chance. “If the goddesses would allow me to speak?”

Four pairs of eyes turned to me, none sharper than the Jaguar Woman’s. “Do you have something to say, our Godspeaker?”

“Lady Iztacoatl spoke most wisely earlier.” I immediately noticed the suspicion in Iztacoatl’s gaze. Perfect. “Let us summon the Three-Rivers’ ambassadors and show them how I command the living and the dead. Let them know that once I wipe the Sapa off from the face of the Earth, I shall turn my gaze north to claim further tributes. Let them learn that a futile demise is all that awaits those who deny Yohuachanca; and that death will be no escape to those who challenge the empire’s might.”

The longer I spoke, the more Iztacoatl’s fair face grew laced with the slightest bit of tension. I could almost read her mind. Did he plan this from the start? Did he somehow trick me into playing into his schemes?

While I mostly said these words to destabilize Iztacoatl, I did see a few ways to subvert her plan. With luck, the Three-Rivers Federation would realize the existential threat that I represented and strike the empire from the north while my forces fought the Sapa to the south. At worst, they would surrender to me and my prestige among the people would only grow.

Prophets gained a following by performing miracles. I had spoken for the gods and now commanded the restless dead that escaped the Nightlords’ own control. With enough effort, my citizens might begin to believe in me instead of them.

“Allow me to lead these Nightchildren in your name when I confront the Sapa Empire,” I declared with a hand on my chest. “These soldiers, though few in number, shall strike fear among our enemies.”

“You presume too much, songbird,” Iztacoatl replied immediately. She wisely sensed the trap I’d set and tried to disarm it. “We ought to destroy these abominations, my sisters. The risk of them turning on us is too great.”

“Are you frightened?” Sugey let out a snort. “They are no threat to us in battle. Only the food ought to cower in their presence.”

“The danger comes from what they represent,” Iztacoatl argued. “Power that does not derive from our providence.”

My dear Eztli cunningly feigned confusion. “Is it not why you chose Iztac, oh goddesses? Your providen⁠—”

Her throat ruptured open in a shower of blood.

The attack happened so swiftly that my mind didn’t register it until a droplet hit my cheek.

“I believe that I warned you, child.” The Jaguar Woman’s tone hadn’t wavered, yet each of her words cut sharper than any blade. “Be quiet.”

My shock probably saved me, for the sight of a panicked Eztli hastily covering her sliced skin filled me with horror and anger. My first instinct would have been to rush to her defense and thus expose myself.

For now, all I could do was clench my fists in silent rage.

I knew the Jaguar Woman wouldn’t kill Eztli, since she had too much to lose if she kicked the bucket. My lover’s skin slowly healed on its own. A lethal wound for a mortal meant little more than temporary pain to a Nightkin, but from the fear in Eztli’s eyes, she would remember the warning for a very long time.

I didn’t even see it coming. The Jaguar Woman hadn’t even bothered to look at Eztli before striking her, and I could tell that she could have beheaded her in a single stroke if she desired it. For all the progress I made as a sorcerer, a fight with the Nightlords would end in my swift demise in a mere moment. One day, though…

“Twice you have dared to speak without our authorization,” the Jaguar Woman warned Eztli. “Tempt me again, and I shall teach you obedience the same way I chastised our Godspeaker once. Do you understand?”

“Yes…” Eztli rasped, her barely healed throat causing her to wheeze. Her crimson eyes burned with the same hatred that gave me life. “I do…”

Iztacoatl smiled at me, her teeth flashing in the dark. “If you ask me, sister, our songbird needs a fresh reminder too.”

My blood froze in my veins the moment the Jaguar Woman turned her gaze in my direction.

“Do you?” she asked me while staring at me with those cold, soulless eyes of hers. The crypt’s air grew heavy with the weight of her unlimited malice.

My hands trembled, and it was in no way faked.

Because beneath all of my underlying rage and hatred, I did fear this monster committing yet another pointless massacre in my name. Her cruelty knew no bounds. She would have Nenetl raped, Ingrid’s sister slain, Chikal maimed, or worse. I dared not meet her gaze, because I knew someone else would pay the price if she smelled any hint of rebellion.

“No, Goddess…” I rasped, my teeth clenching. “Please… not again.”

The Jaguar Woman’s smug smirk made me want to vomit.

I had learned to know this monster one humiliation at a time. She craved control. Any sign of dissent was met with overwhelming brutality, and she sought nothing less than unchallenged power over all of creation. The New Fire Ceremony and its consequences had rattled her to her core because it reminded her of how the world refused to conform to her cruel will.

Taunting me about her previous atrocities offered her the illusion of reasserting control; I let her lie to herself, let her believe that somehow she did not miscalculate in the slightest. That I was the perfect tool to enslave mankind, that Yoloxochitl’s demise was a blessing in disguise, that I could let her leech off more of her father’s power, and that everything would get back on track. My pain let her believe that she was a goddess favored by fate itself.

“Do you see, Iztacoatl?” she said with satisfaction. “Whenever you doubt our Godspeaker’s obedience, you need simply remind him of insolence’s cost. I guarantee you that he shall never forget it.”

Iztacoatl answered with a scornful snort. “Mark my words, he will grow cocky if he is allowed to play with our Father’s toys. We would be wise to deny him this pleasure, sisters.”

“I am against it too,” Sugey said. “Victory ought to be honest and purchased with blood. Our soldiers will grow weak if they hide behind their dead.”

“True, but our Godspeaker has a point,” the Jaguar Woman said. “We should find a use for these Nightchildren before we destroy them.”

Eztli and I shared a brief gaze, which Iztacoatl noticed. We wisely decided to keep our mouths shut for now.

“We hear your words, our Godspeaker, and we shall ponder them between us,” the Jaguar Woman concluded. “The day is yours until we call you again.”

I politely bowed to the Nightlords and then departed without a word. The thought of leaving Eztli with these monsters sickened me, but I had no choice but to retreat for now. The Jaguar Woman wished them to show a unified front in my presence, and showing obedience now would further my aims.

I sensed Iztacoatl’s gaze lingering on my back until I vanished from her sight.

I ascended the stairs leading out of the Nightlords’ abode with my hands clenched. I subtly cast the Bonecraft spell, my attention turning to my fingers. I could easily shape a phalange into a skull smaller than a fly. If my predecessors guessed correctly, then they would be able to spy through its eyes.

I considered subtly dropping this creation in the Nightlords’ underground lair before deciding that the risk was too great for now. At least, if I did it directly. I needed a catspaw in case of discovery.

Catspaw… A smile formed on my lips as an idea crossed my mind. I can think of someone.
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As I promised Tayatzin, I agreed to host him for a private audience in my chambers—though I did invite a few witnesses.

On one side of the table sat Itzili the Younger. It felt strange to refer to him by his name alone after meeting with my father, even in my own head, but referencing his age helped.

On the other side was Tetzon, the margay cat that Tlaxcala gifted me a while ago. He had been quite fearful of my other pet at first, but his feline curiosity proved greater than his fear. He now rested on a pillow and made funny noises whenever I scratched his ears. Though I hadn’t been able to spend much time with him since he joined my menagerie, he was proving to be quite the sociable and docile animal.

Such a small and amusing creature. Tetzon would easily slip through any crack and hardly raise any suspicion. Small felines always wandered into the strangest places. I will put you to work soon, my little catspaw.

My plan was simple enough: subtly mix my blood with Tetzon’s food so I could cast the Ride spell on him, then have him distribute small skulls in key areas around the palace. Those I would shape in the form of small bird skulls so the staff would mistake them for the remains of my margay’s meals should they find them.

“I thank you again for lending me some of your precious time, Your Imperial Majesty,” Tayatzin said with a deep bow. He copiously avoided mentioning anything about my pets’ presence at the table, nor did he let the growls Itzili the Younger sent his way affect his composure. “I swear not to waste it.”

“You would be wise not to,” I said as I caressed Itzili’s back with one hand and scratched Tetzon’s ears with the other. “I promised you a one-on-one meeting and fulfilled that oath. What did you wish to discuss?”

“As you well know, Your Majesty, your empire is divided between tributaries,” Tayatzin reminded me. “We leave the local elites in positions of relative power and comfort so long as they pay their tributes, submit to the goddesses’ will, and accept your government’s oversight.”

Relative being the keyword here. As Chikal’s situation demonstrated, local elites only wielded as much power as the imperial state allowed them to. For all of the prestige and properties that Zyanya’s family retained, they still had to bow to me for scraps.

“It won’t surprise Your Majesty to know that some of these elites resent your enlightened guidance, especially the older generations who spent most of their lives in ignorance,” Tayatzin said. “These foolish sentiments usually fade away as younger generations are given a proper education by the priesthood.”

“You need not remind me of the state of my own dominion, Tayatzin.” I was well aware of how firm the Nightlords’ grip became with each subsequent generation. “What is on your mind?”

“Apologies if I wasted your time, Your Divine Majesty.” Tayatzin offered me a short bow of penance, which I accepted in silence. “My point is that though the local elites were taught the true ways of Yohuachanca, they have remained mostly insular across the centuries. They each stick to their cities and local politics. The likes of Lady Zyanya’s clan, who have made an alliance with outsiders, are an exception. One forced upon them by their decline.”

“You think that it should not be the exception, but the rule,” I guessed.

Tayatzin nodded sharply. “By remaining insular, local elites mistake the forest for the trees. They do not sponsor trade routes or infrastructures between their dominions, even though that could benefit the whole empire’s prosperity in the long term.”

I quickly caught on to his plot. “You would have me sponsor strategic marriages between my empire’s nobility.”

“Your Divine Majesty is as wise as ever, though I would suggest widening the range of possibilities to the merchant class as well. I strongly believe that Lady Zyanya’s marriage to young Tlaxcala will prove beneficial to both parties. Nobility owns land but does not have the keen mercantile insight required to see them prosper.”

This was a bold proposal, albeit a risky one. I could see why the priesthood never gave it any thought. Namely, encouraging the empire’s nobles to intermarry would inevitably result in the rise of power blocs. No mortal army could hope to defeat the Nightlords, but a few of these groups were bound to grow bold enough to try after a time. Yohuachanca ruled by keeping its tributaries too divided to challenge the central state.

Tayatzin’s proposal hardly interested me. I wouldn’t live long enough to see the fruits of his policy, and my discussion with Father removed what few hopes I had of seeing a grassroots rebellion. Nobles—especially those who only kept their power by bending the knee—had too much to lose by rebelling against the empire’s might.

Tayatzin had to see the danger too, so why come forward with this proposal? Was this a trap of some kind? I decided to err on the side of plausible deniability for now.

“This is a bold plan, Tayatzin, but one that might destabilize my realm in the future,” I decided. “Should tributaries form blood alliances, they might slowly build small kingdoms inside our borders and foment revolts.”

Tayatzin smiled wickedly. “Not if they require Your Divine Majesty’s authorization to marry outside their lands.”

His words gave me pause until I figured out his plan. “Ah, I see how it is.” His scheme drew a chuckle out of me. “You want to turn Lady Zyanya and Tlaxcala’s marriage into a precedent where the emperor must validate any noble union ahead of time.”

“Indeed, Your Divine Majesty,” Tayatzin confirmed. “We currently allow our imperial elites to marry as they wish, though they must inform you early on in case you wish to claim the bride’s first night. By making your authorization mandatory, we can obtain significant concessions from these people and ensure their continued obedience to the state.”

I had to admit that it was a clever scheme. In this system, local elites would have no other option than to either submit to my decisions when it came to their unions or obtain my approval for the matches that they decided between themselves. It would further centralize the state’s power structures around the emperor—and the Nightlords looking over his shoulders—while letting us nip any attempt at building an independent power block in the bud.

Still, I failed to see how this plan would benefit me personally. Even if I arranged marriages guaranteed to foster instability in the long term, it would take decades for them to bear fruit. Time that I lacked.

Perhaps I was thinking along the wrong lines. My early efforts focused on trying to get the people up in arms against the empire—to foster hatred, chaos, and intolerance in a way that would shake the Blood Pyramid’s bases. I tested that method by starting a religious purge in the Boiling Sea’s islands and ravaging the empire by sabotaging the New Fire Ceremony. Yet no great revolt arose in response to either event. The priesthood’s grip was too strong, and people would rather submit than risk their lives.

On the contrary, Chikal pledged her loyalty to me once I demonstrated results and showcased that I was someone worth following. The likes of Zyanya and Tlaxcala did the same when I provided them with more of what they already had: wealth, glory, and power. And I would provide… for a price.

I understood my mistake now: I was trying to create rebels when I ought to gather followers.

As the saying goes, if you want something done well, you must do it yourself. No rebellion would arise without my leadership.

After a short silence, I turned to Itzili the Younger.

“What do you think?” I asked him.

I pretended to ignore the puzzled glance that Tayatzin sent me and instead listened to my pet’s cooing. Itzili the Younger pointed at my red-eyed advisor with his claw. Although I didn’t speak the tongue of feathered tyrants, I sensed his desire for a quick snack.

Unlike some of the fickle people around me, Itzili the Younger had never wavered in his opinion. He stayed true to his belief that all priests ought to be devoured.

“I see,” I muttered under my breath. “Most wise, yes. Most wise.”

I turned back to face Tayatzin, who clearly struggled against the urge to question me on my strange behavior. Excellent. I gave him only a few meetings before his curiosity proved too much. Time enough to further sell this little play of mine.

“Tell me, Tayatzin,” I said with all the gravitas of a confident emperor. “How many guests can my palace accommodate at once?”

“Thousands, Your Divine Majesty.” My advisor smiled ear to ear. “Do you wish to gather your empire’s nobles and decide the matches yourself?”

“Mayhaps.” I stroked Itzili’s feathers, which caused him to swiftly show his teeth at Tayatzin. I couldn’t wish for a better assistant to illustrate my subtler threats. “The events in Zachilaa have shown me that our people have forgotten what it is to serve their emperor; enough that some of them would rather scheme with our enemies than fulfill their duties. Should the goddesses grant me their blessing, we will invite our pick of local elites to live in my palace as honored guests and let them bask in my divine presence.”

“Guests, Your Divine Majesty?” Tayatzin smiled as he immediately saw through my ploy. “Or hostages to compel their relatives’ obedience?”

“What difference does it make?” I replied with a chuckle. “Between our upcoming war, the eruption, and the goddesses’ purge of my harem, this court of mine needs new blood. Our nobles will shed their own for me, either through their service… or sacrifice.”

Inviting many nobles to live in the palace offered multiple benefits. First of all, it would let me cultivate assets and grow my power base. Second, as Tayatzin pointed out, it would provide hostages I could use to threaten their relatives at home should I require it. Thirdly, it would ensure that word of my miracles would quickly spread across the empire. Idle and well-born fools usually occupied their time with gossip, or so I heard. Finally, it would keep Iztacoatl on her toes. The more effort she spent trying to ascertain which nobles I intended to recruit, the better my chances of keeping my true assets hidden.

And if that failed, I could think of one final use for these poor souls. One I wouldn’t relish, but might give me an edge in my final nights.

“Prepare me a list of potential candidates,” I ordered Tayatzin. “I trust you to deliver swiftly.”

“I shall not disappoint you, Your Divine Majesty,” Tayatzin promised as he excused himself. “I thank you once again for blessing me with this audience. I am happy to see that my ideas found grace in your eyes.”

That’s what you’ve always prayed for, isn’t it? Sigrun saw Tayatzin as bolder and more ambitious than most of his fellow priests, and his suggestions proved it. Things will certainly change under my leadership—I promise you that.

I dismissed Tayatzin and then called upon my second visitor. The next person I welcomed this morning was Lahun, Chikal’s younger cousin and her tribe’s shamaness. Her outfit screamed “witch” to all onlookers. Adorned with a headband of feathers, a jaguar pelt, and a mix of gold and cotton for a tight bodice, she also carried a necklace of fangs, a staff decorated with snakeskin, pouches full of drugs and trinkets of all kinds, and a bag filled with scrolls.

She was a striking figure too, slimmer than most Amazons yet exuding a commanding presence. Her black hair was dyed blue and tied into a bun at the back of her head, and her eyes were a cold shade of gray. Her stern, focused expression reminded me of Chikal’s, with that same mix of caution and calculation.

These two are cut from the same cloth. I studied her in silence for a moment, which caused her to tense up in a way Chikal never would. Though she’s more skittish than her queen.

The fact that Itzili the Younger did not growl at her on sight reassured me somewhat. My feathered tyrant had a sixth sense when it came to telling friends apart from foes. He felt so relaxed in Lahun’s presence that he began to take a nap alongside Tetzon, which greatly soothed my guest’s worries.

“Welcome, Lahun of Chilam,” I greeted her when she proved too fearful to speak up. I waved a hand at my table. “Sit down.”

“Thank you, Your Majesty,” she replied with a deep bow and polite courtesy. She sat in front of me, with hardly a glance toward Itzili’s presence. “What do I owe the pleasure of this invitation?”

“My consort Chikal spoke well of you,” I replied. “She lauded your wisdom and knowledge.”

“My queen is too kind.” Lahun joined her hands in contemplation. “Does Your Majesty seek my counsel? Certainly, you do not lack talented advisors.”

“I am mostly curious about a specific matter, but I never close my door on a new talent.” In truth, I mostly intended to assess whether she would make a good concubine and handmaiden for Chikal. My consort seemed to trust her as an intermediary, but I wished to put her to the test first. “Tell me more about yourself.”

“There is not much to say,” Lahun replied with modesty. “I served my queen and cousin as a storyteller, soothsayer, and shaman to the best of my ability.”

“Soothsayer?” The very word filled me with disgust, though I did not show it. I had one to thank for my miserable childhood. “Did you predict the future on Chikal’s behalf?”

“I did.” Lahun shifted on her seat, a flash of guilt briefly passing over her face. “I convinced my queen to form an alliance with Yohuachanca. The star signs said that either Chilam or Balam would be destroyed, or both. Survival would come at the cost of submission.”

I suppressed a snort. I was certain that half of Chikal’s court had reached the same conclusion when they saw the size of Yohuachanca’s armies. This woman was no Nahualli yet dared to pretend that she could tell the future.

“Can you read my fortune?” I asked her.

For the first time since she sat at my table, Lahun cracked a smile. “The Godspeaker who prophesied a year of darkness would like me to tell him his future?”

“Consider it a test of your skills.” And an opportunity for me to have a good laugh. I sorely needed one lately.

“Your Majesty will find my skills satisfactory,” Lahun replied calmly, though I detected a hint of suppressed frustration in her tone. This woman was proud of her craft. “My question was more practical. Foresight is both an opportunity and a trap.”

“A trap?” That caught my interest. “Why would knowing the future be a bad thing?”

“Because when a man sees the path ahead, he might bind himself to it and ignore other, better options,” Lahun replied. “Knowing the future helps determine that future.”

“Or oppose it,” I replied.

“Many times I have seen a prophecy fulfilled by the efforts its victims took to avert it.” Lahun took a sharp breath. “If I foresaw that a certain man would murder Your Majesty and that Your Majesty decided to kill them to avert this fate, then that same person might survive, develop a grudge, and plot to slay Your Majesty. Had Your Majesty ignored that person, as they might have if they did not seek my counsel in the first place, then this crisis would never happen.”

“No one can kill me, Lahun.” None but the Nightlords who held my soul in bondage. “I am not sure I understand your point. If fate is set in stone, wouldn’t even learning of it be already predetermined?”

Lahun’s answer proved somewhat evasive. “The future is not set in stone, but neither is it entirely in mortal hands. Powerful and invisible influences constantly push and pull us in one direction or another. Predicting unavoidable disasters or future opportunities lets us prepare accordingly. The gods alone are free from fate’s decrees, since they write them.”

Which was why Mother was so obsessed with becoming one. A sorceress of her caliber knew only ultimate power guaranteed true freedom.

Still, I believed I understood Lahun’s point. Learning of the future, or at least an idea of a possible future, could push people to act irrationally. The soothsayer who decided that my birth was an ill omen caused me much grief for nothing.

It doesn’t matter, I decided. Beyond these existential questions, I mostly sought to gather the extent of Lahun’s power and knowledge. I must ascertain how to best make use of her.

“What I hear is that our decisions can shape our destiny,” I said. “You shall proceed with my test.”

“Very well. Is Your Majesty short on time?” I shook my head, much to her pleasure. “I use multiple methods of divination and compare the results for better accuracy. May you present your arm to me?”

Puzzled by her request, I offered her my left hand. Lahun pulled back my sleeve, grabbed some kind of substance from her pouch, and then began to apply a brown paste to my palm and forearm. I recognized a mix of tobacco and lime from the smell.

Once she had thoroughly covered my skin, Lahun pressed her thumb against it. My palm’s lines sharply reflected on the paste.

“Do you intend to read the future in the palm of my hand?” I asked with a scornful chuckle.

“No,” Lahun replied calmly as her thumb slowly worked its way from my fingers to my wrist, “but reading Your Majesty’s lifelines will let me see your past and guide future divinations.”

I snorted in skepticism, but let her try her work. At no point did I sense any magic coming from Lahun. Having tasted real sorcery, I believed this woman to be a charlatan. A well-meaning one, mayhaps, but someone with no real power.

At least until she began to share her findings.

“This is strange,” Lahun muttered to herself with a scowl. “According to your lifelines, you already perished last year.”

I blinked without a word.

“Your lifeline ended abruptly over a lunar month ago, around the Night of the Scarlet Moon or close to it, only to begin again stronger than before.” Lahun frowned at me. “I often see this mark in individuals who have undergone a deep spiritual awakening—a death and rebirth of the spirit. Was that the case?”

“It was.” In a very literal way. Did she make a vague guess on my ascension to emperor, or did she truly possess keen insight? “What more do you see?”

“You have been bitten by a dog more than once, then befriended it.” Lahun squinted as she looked up at my arm. “Your father is dead, but your mother still lives. You have killed your fellow man in secret and saved a woman from death twice. The owl protects you, and the winds have always blown your way in times of crisis. You have no brothers, whether by blood or bonds of friendship.”

It took all of my composure not to show my nervousness. She could have made an educated guess about my parents or the fact that I had spared Necahual’s life twice, but there was no way she could feasibly identify my totem without supernatural insight. Not to mention that the dog part clearly referred to my pact with the god Xolotl—a secret known only to Mictlan’s dead denizens.

Nonetheless, Lahun didn’t show the surprise I would expect of someone learning that I’d danced with the gods of the Underworld. Whatever information she gleaned was vague enough that it led her to mundane conclusions.

“You possess an exceptional lifeforce,” she muttered to herself, her eyes slowly widening in astonishment. It looked like the more she read my palm lines, the less she believed what they told her. “You are blessed by the gods.”

“I am the Godspeaker,” I said hastily. “He who speaks for the Gods-in-the-Flesh and the Gods-in-Spirit.”

“I understand, but… it is another to know and another to feel it.” Lahun paused for a moment, her brow furrowing as she read my lines. Then she gave me a look heavy with meaning. “Your Majesty would make a most fearsome sorcerer.”

She knows now. She knew that I practiced witchcraft, and she was wise enough to hold her tongue. Good. I would have had her executed on the spot otherwise, even if Chikal trusted her. This Lahun might actually turn out to be a good surprise for once.

“Before we begin, Your Majesty, I must clear up a few misunderstandings that you may have.” Lahun let go of my hand and cleared her throat. “The signs are never wrong, but we mortals may misinterpret their meaning. I can only do my best to foresee which way the winds of fate will blow.”

“If the signs are never wrong, then why could learning of them influence their outcome?”

“If I had to give an example…” Lahun stroked her chin thoughtfully. “Should the signs say that an empire will fall if a king declares war on his neighbor, then it means that either could win. Destiny only predicts that one of them will fall once war is declared. Victory or death once fate’s course is put in motion, no other outcome.”

I crossed my arms as I tried to make sense of her reasoning. “The king could decide not to launch a war if he thinks a war is not worth the risk or wager it all on his victory.”

“Your Majesty catches on quickly. Embracing or denying one’s fate is a choice in itself, the same as treading on a known path or venturing into the unknown. Some twists of fate are unavoidable, but we can choose how we react to them.”

I would be a fool to deny the existence of destiny. I was born a Nahualli, and the Nightlords specifically selected their emperors because we fulfilled strange esoteric criteria for their ritual. The fact that I could influence fate’s course reassured me more, as did her assertion that the gods could break from its shackles completely.

Lahun proceeded with more bizarre rituals. She threw corn on the table seven times, checking whether they formed rows or lines, only to scowl when they kept landing either in scattered circles or tight piles. She then filled a bowl with water, put the grains inside, and counted which of them had hit the bottom and those that floated upward. She then asked me to look at the liquid’s surface.

“Your face shows clearly,” Lahun observed. “Your Tonalli is exceptionally strong.”

“Tonalli?” I repeated while feigning surprise. The mere fact she knew of the concept greatly interested me.

“A Tonalli is your totem-spirit, the reflection of your soul. The owl, in Your Majesty’s case. It forms a triad with your Teyolia, your heart-fire and lifeforce, and your Ihiyotl, your breath and will.” Lahun put the bowl aside. “The corn represents the former of the two. Them being scattered usually means the severance of your lifeforce, and the pile, a strong line of life. I would say you constantly dance on the thin edge between life and death.”

She was more correct than she knew. Nonetheless, part of her reasoning left me puzzled.

“Why corn?” I asked her. “Wouldn’t fire better represent my lifeforce?”

“At the dawn of the Fifth Sun, the celestial gods Huitzilopochtli and Quetzalcoatl gave the first woman the grains she had to throw to know the fate of her people,” Lahun explained. “Since then, corn grains have been used by lorekeepers for divination.”

I was beginning to see how this ritual worked. “And since this ‘Tonalli’ is my spirit’s reflection, you look into the water to catch a glimpse of it.”

“Your Majesty shows keen insight, as befitting of a Nahualli.” Lahun gave me a handful of tiny conch shells small enough to fit into her hands. “I will ask you to blow on these next, to measure your Ihiyotl.”

As usual with sorcery, it all came down to symbolism and representation. Just as I gathered power from embodying the First Emperor, corn derived a measure of magical significance because of its association with the celestial gods. Mirrors of all kinds were also said to possess mystical importance in revealing hidden truths, such as ghosts and spirits.

How could I push this relationship? I smelled an opportunity. Power to exploit.

Once I finished blowing on the shells, Lahun consulted me on my birthdate and then wrote down her observations in a codex that she kept in her bag. I saw that she had already recorded the position of last night’s stars in them.

“Questioning the stars gives more accurate prophecies when they concern the fate of nations, the world’s ages, or incoming calamities,” Lahun explained. “Gauging a person’s Tonalli, Ihiyotl, and Teyolia yields better results when I try to read the fate of individuals. I then cross-examine my findings with sacred numbers.”

“Can you tell me more about those?”

“Of course, Your Majesty.” My curiosity caused Lahun to relax a bit. She probably enjoyed the position of the teacher. “Certain numbers possess great mystical significance. Two is water, three is fire, so two-and-three means conflict. War. Four represents balance, and five, instability and chaos.”

Four Nightlords in balance to keep the fifth suppressed. And Smoke Mountain erupted when the number fell to three; fire’s number. Was that a coincidence or the result of an occult backlash? I was almost certain that my Haunt would have triggered the New Fire Ceremony’s collapse on its own, but it might have been a case of a dam breaking from too many small cracks.

Lahun continued her explanation as she organized the stars by group and noted their number. “Seven is the earthbound number, nine is associated with death and the underworld, thirteen with the thirteen heavens and the sky, twenty with the passage of time, four hundred with multitude. The more one of them appears in a pattern, the stronger its pull on destiny.”

From what I could read of her notes, the numbers nine and thirteen appeared quite often. Lahun assembled them, added them, multiplied them by the times her corn grains landed in one position or another, and then associated them with words. Her calculations appeared exceedingly complex and near-nonsensical to me, but a pattern of sentences began to appear.

“Death,” Lahun read my fortune with professional focus and poise. “Corruption. Destruction. Owl-man with bloodstained talons flies over mountains of corpses. Year of the skulls. Lies meet temptations in a house of nightmares. Curses, ruin, end of an age.”

Quite ominous. The fact she mentioned the house of nightmares—Xibalba—at least suggested that her prophecy was vaguely accurate. I listened attentively in case I could glean anything.

“Son of chaos becomes father of terror. Demons dance under the earth; gods laugh in the sky.” Then Lahun added, almost absentmindedly, “Murder in the family.”

My heart skipped a beat at the last one, though my expression remained colder than ancient stone.

“Betrayal with a friend’s face, snake shedding skin,” Lahun continued, a scowl spreading on her face. “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.”

Most people would probably have decried her report as a nonsensical string of words, but I quickly identified how a few of them applied to my situation. The snake shedding its skin obviously referred to Iztacoatl somehow; the golden city, to the Sapa; and the house of nightmares to Xibalba. The betrayal with a friend’s face echoed the Yaotzin’s earlier warning.

And the last sentence’s meaning couldn’t be any clearer.

As it currently stood, my fortune was the one that the Nightlords decided for me: to end as yet another skull in the Reliquary. Killing Yoloxochitl put a hurdle on fate’s wheel, but my efforts failed to fully throw it off course.

Yet.

At least it would assuage the Nightlords’ suspicions for now. Learning that another expert soothsayer confirmed that my head would end up in the Reliquary would likely reassure them. Why would they bother to prevent my inquiries into magic, since my efforts would come to naught in the end?

Murder in the family… Lahun didn’t specify whether it was mine, nor who would commit the crime. For all I knew, it could refer to Ingrid and her sister, Eztli and Necahual, or the death of a future unborn child of mine at the Nightlords’ hands. Or it could refer to Mother and Father.

I banished these thoughts from my mind. Lahun had a point—prophecies were a dangerous snare. I intended to spit in destiny’s face either way.

The gods alone write their own fates. I pondered that lesson for a moment. The path of salvation remained the same as it always was: to obtain the four dead suns’ embers and achieve ultimate power. Only then will I escape my upcoming death’s grasp.

I would deal with whatever betrayal, cruelty, or surprise fate kept in store for me, and I would overcome them all.

“I won’t lie, these are ominous signs,” Lahun said, though she remained eerily calm nonetheless. “Your Majesty shouldn’t let gloom conquer his heart. There are betrayals and betrayals. It can be as small as a harmless lie or secret⁠—”

“Or as devastating as a knife to the back,” I replied before I decided to test another area of her knowledge. “I’ve had a nightmare where a beast came to me under the guise of a friend. Chikal mentioned that it could describe a Skinwalker.”

“It could be,” Lahun confirmed. “Sleep is the little death, when the living mind wanders through the Underworld’s mists. I would suggest that you pay close attention to your dreams. As a Nahualli, the gods will send you messages through them.”

If only she knew I had met a few as I slept. Lahun’s insight into supernatural matters astonished me, but her knowledge was clearly limited by her lack of Nahualli powers. She didn’t know that Tlacatecolotl could fully travel to the Underworld in their sleep, for example.

“Skinwalkers are Nahualli who have committed the ultimate crime: slaying their closest kin,” Lahun explained. “A father who killed his daughter, a sister who slew her sibling, the son who murdered his mother… This crime stains their totem forever and invites evil power into their heart. It grants them the awful power to steal another’s skin by consuming their heart, alongside a grim form of immortality.”

Immortality? “What kind?”

“A Skinwalker’s evil spirit will endure almost any wound,” Lahun replied. Was that a dash of fear I detected in her voice? “They can only be slain through decapitation, since the act of beheading severs the head from the heart—the Teyolia from the Tonalli.”

Wait, was that why the Nightlords insisted on beheading the emperors and piling up their skulls? To symbolically split the First Emperor’s maddened mind from his dark lifeforce?

“You sound as if you have encountered a Skinwalker in the past,” I noted. “Enough to fear them.”

“I have.” Lahun paled slightly and averted my gaze. “This memory I do not relish. Your Majesty will be thankful to the gods should they not encounter those abominations.”

That sounded like an interesting tale, but I did not push Lahun any further. The encounter clearly left its marks. “Can any Nahualli become a Skinwalker?”

“Any totem can be corrupted.” Lahun’s eyebrows furrowed slightly. “I would not recommend that Your Majesty follow that path. Skinwalkers live a cursed existence of pain and misery. Their state is not a reward, but a punishment.”

The thought never crossed my mind. Whatever grievances I had toward Mother, I didn’t wish her dead.

“I would never stain my office with such a heinous crime,” I replied, quite sincerely. I had no respect for the position of emperor, but I would shun the sin of kinslaying at all costs. “I simply wish to understand how these creatures work. How can one identify them?”

My only interest was how to subvert and identify Iztacoatl’s shapeshifting magic. Whatever wicked spell allowed her pet snakes to impersonate the late Lady Sigrun sounded very similar to these Skinwalkers’ skin-stealing sorcery. If they followed the same principles, then a method used to deal with one might be effective against the other.

“The only way to identify a Skinwalker… is to look into their eyes,” Lahun replied with a gulp. Her expression darkened, as if she recalled a particularly cruel memory. “Those are the windows of the soul. They cannot hide the evil within them. But beware, Your Majesty, for the weak-willed fall under a Skinwalker’s sway when they meet their gaze.”

“Then I’m overqualified to resist them,” I replied while failing to hide my disappointment. “I expected a more efficient method.”

“If Skinwalkers were so easy to identify, Your Majesty, they would not be so dangerous.”

True. My own Gaze spell could see through any illusion, but not a physical change. Then again, perhaps the right tool had yet to be found or invented. My predecessors developed the Legion spell on their own, which means we have yet to reach the boundaries of magic. There is always more to learn.

And Lahun had taught me a valuable lesson about sorcery today: that elements as inconsequential as numbers could gain occult power through the symbolism humans assigned to them. I already saw a few ways to exploit that phenomenon to my advantage by incorporating them into my spells.

If the number three is associated with fire, then it should help strengthen the Blaze, I thought. Nine would mesh well with the Tomb. Mayhaps I ought to inscribe numbers in the Legion’s skulls too to increase their precision.

So many possibilities to explore.

“You have impressed me, Lahun,” I said with the utmost sincerity. “Tell me now: what is it that you desire most?”

Lahun straightened up with dignity. “My only wish is to serve Your Majesty and Queen Chikal.”

“A diplomatic answer, albeit a false one,” I replied with a smile. I had been fed enough lies these past few moons to smell one. “I forgive you this time, but I must ask the truth of you. Answer me now.”

“Your Majesty is sharp.” Lahun studied my face. She probably weighed whether she should keep her true thoughts to herself, but the slightest flicker of ambition in her eyes prevailed over her caution. “My true desire is to gaze deeper into the abyss of magic than any seer before or after me. Nothing less.”

She is like Necahual: grasping for a power that will never be her own. This explained Lahun’s interest in my lifelines and my true nature as a sorcerer. I represented the ideal that she sought to reach. A true master of magic. And like Necahual before her, I could lend her some of mine.

“If you serve me dutifully in all things, Lahun, I will see that your wish comes true. For while you implore the gods for life’s answers…” I chuckled to myself, for I alone saw the cosmic joke at play. “I speak for them.”

This woman was no Nahualli, but she might make an excellent Seidr partner and a good candidate to undergo the witch ritual I planned to put Necahual through. I would introduce these two at the first opportunity.

“Your Majesty is kind and generous. I swear to serve him with the utmost loyalty.” Lahun marked a short pause, a smile forming at the edge of her lips. “In any way that he chooses.”

“We shall see about that,” I replied while returning her smile with one of my own. “What other duties did you practice in Chilam?”

“I practiced the rain dance, warded away the hail, and petitioned the gods for favor.” Lahun let out a small chuckle. “I confess that these rituals did not always work.”

“They will work with me,” I promised her. The Nightlords had seen to that.

I would defeat the vampires by using their own tricks against them: turning the lie into the truth. For the more miracles I performed, the more my divine image would reinforce itself.

And the gods alone decided their own destiny.


4
THE WHISPERS OF AMBITION


Ipracticed a dance with feet that were not my own.

A dozen noblewomen had come to witness my performance. Chikal was there, her face younger and smoother. A crown of gold shone bright atop her woven hair. I did my best to ignore them all and focus on the task at hand. My steps rocked Chilam’s great stone plaza, and my staff pointed up at the cloudy sky. The rainforest around our city shuddered in the wind. The fields waited. They had waited in vain yesterday too, and the day before. Now they starved with a thirst I could not satisfy.

My fate and that of my city depended on the gods’ goodwill. I prayed for the great Tlaloc to deliver his gift.

I continued to dance until my feet bled. I continued without pause, my mind confident in my craft, my heart fearing that the heavens would ignore me. I remained resolute, and I sensed something warm dripping on my skin in my final step.

A drop of water.

Tlaloc had finally listened to my pleas and blessed me with his bounty. The rain came, first faintly, then strongly. My people’s hands clapped in acclaim, and my heart swelled with relief. Another failure, and I might have been replaced.

I was so tired of begging the heavens for their scraps.

The vision changed, as did the memory it showcased. I found myself back amidst the flames and blood rivers of the House of Jaguars. The Lords of Terror watched on in grim silence as I wielded the balefire of my heart and cast the Blaze spell for the first time. I’d become fire, the devourer of all. I incinerated the corpses that once tried to devour me and reduced them to cinders with a maniacal smile.

The demons watched as I stood atop a mountain of ashes. For I was now their equal, beholden to no one, power made flesh. I was the Tlacatecolotl, the owl-man who brought forth chaos.

And nobody would stand in my way.

The Seidr vision collapsed in on itself, and I returned to my present-day reality. Lahun moaned under me with a final sigh of pleasure. I gathered my breath, my back relaxing after the effort, my hands still gripping her soft hips, and my cock softening inside her.

My musicians played the flute in the background, officially to soothe Itzili and Tetzon while I enjoyed my newest concubine—and unofficially, to cover up our words.

“That….” Lahun breathed softly and wiped the sweat off her face. “That was…”

“Your first time with a man?” I asked before she could say something incriminating. The music should cover our words, but I wouldn’t take any risk.

Lahun blushed slightly. “Did it show?”

Yes, it did. Lahun’s touch had been clumsy, hesitant, and inexperienced in spite of her older age. Thankfully, I was starting to understand how a woman’s body worked—which part I had to caress to give pleasure, where and how to kiss, and when to seize the moment. I daresay I left a pretty good first impression.

Lahun continued to surprise me in a good way. This lovemaking session had started out as a formality to officially claim her as a concubine and then assign her to Chikal as a handmaiden. Unlike with her queen, though, we managed to perform the Seidr ritual on our first try. I didn’t even have to tell her anything. Lahun had immediately guessed my intent the moment I penetrated her and attempted to bind our Teyolias, then emotionally aligned herself with me. It was easy.

We both shared a dash of ambition and a keen lust for magic.

She will make an excellent Seidr partner and soothsaying teacher, I thought as I began to pull out of her. My eyes lingered on her belly. I couldn’t tell why, but I suddenly found myself recalling Father’s attempt at a “talk.” Did he feel such unease too when he and Mother tried to have me?

The idea of fathering a child should be a moment of joy, but I couldn’t shake the fear of my descendants growing up under the Nightlords’ thumb whenever I finished coupling with a woman. The image of the Jaguar Woman seizing my infant sons and daughters in her vile hands filled me with disgust.

Worse, I knew it was inevitable. I couldn’t feed every woman in my harem contraceptives, nor pull out each time. Seidr rituals required an exchange of body fluids, and the Nightlords wanted their puppet emperor to procreate for their sick breeding program. They would punish any attempts to skip out on my “duties.”

The best I could do was to focus on the pleasure and avoid thinking about the consequences.

“I’m honored to have been your first, though it surprises me,” I told Lahun. “As Chikal’s advisor and cousin, you should have had your pick of males.”

“Even if I could have done so, coupling with a male sounded like a waste of time to me,” Lahun replied with a small, embarrassed smile. I had the feeling she would change her tune after experiencing the joys of lovemaking. “I always saw it as a distraction.”

“Even if?” Her wording puzzled me. “You weren’t allowed to take a male consort? I thought lineage was very important among Chilam’s Amazons.”

“It is.” Lahun looked away. “Which is why a new queen often executes her siblings to avoid contestation once she rises to the throne. Lady Chikal’s mother took a shine to me, though, as I was her favorite niece and already showed a talent for prophecies. She agreed to let me live under the condition that I do not bear children that would challenge her own and dedicate myself to shamanism.”

A chill traveled down my spine. It seemed that Amazon politics matched Yohuachanca's in ruthlessness. Part of me wondered if Lahun’s encounter with a Skinwalker was somehow related to this loathsome practice.

“I’m sorry to hear this,” I said from the bottom of my heart. Kin should matter more than petty politics.

“It was years ago,” Lahun replied calmly. Her lack of bitterness sounded genuine enough. “I never sought to have children anyway, so I did not mind.”

“Not even to pass your knowledge on to?”

“It takes years before children learn to sit down without a word, let alone listen to their elders. I would rather handpick a successor of sufficient age who has already proved her brightness of mind.” Lahun shrugged. “Moreover, my queen already requested that I educate her future daughter with Your Majesty. That will prove a great commitment in itself.”

Of course Chikal would take such precautions. Lahun would make a good sorcery teacher—or rather, the best that the Nightlords might let us get away with. Teaching her Seidr and a few other tricks might prove beneficial in the long term.

Yet I struggled to imagine a future where Lahun would teach my daughter magic. I found the very idea of my future child being raised inside this prison’s walls unbearable.

I’ll live to see the Nightlords fall, I promised myself. I won’t allow any other outcome.

Father told me that parents did things for their children that they would never do for themselves. My planned daughter with Chikal was a mere abstraction for now, a spurt of seed in her womb, but I refused to see her fed to the flames like Sigrun and my other unborn child had been.

I was bound to father even more descendants with my concubines over the year’s course too. Whenever I doubted my cause, I would have to think of them. Father did all he could to protect me. I had to show the same commitment.

“How old are you, Lahun?” I questioned her.

“I was born on the first day of the Rain Month twenty-five years ago, Your Majesty,” Lahun replied with a raised eyebrow. My question surprised her. “Most soothsayers are born on that date.”

My predecessors said as much. Interesting. Lahun shared the same sign as Necahual, which made her eligible for the Mometzcopinque ritual. My interest continued to grow.

My plan for Necahual was to turn her into a Mometzcopinque, a unique magical creature beholden to a powerful spiritual patron—namely, myself. I had spent the last few weeks slowly molding her Teyolia according to my needs one Seidr session at a time, and I intended to put her through the ritual as soon as I obtained Tlaloc’s embers. The spell might work with my current power, but my predecessors suggested that I gather more first for caution’s sake.

Nothing about it said that I had to stop at one Mometzcopinque.

As far as I knew, I could sustain as many of them as my divine Teyolia allowed, and a few sacred numbers carried mystical potency. Would recruiting four followers increase their powers? Mine too, perhaps? Forming a coven of spellcasters dedicated to me would prove a boon when I finally confronted the Nightlords in battle.

I only had two issues: first, the ritual only worked with women born on specific dates, which limited the available pool of recruits; and second, it required that I bind the target’s soul, stripping them of their freedom for power. The idea used to leave me unsettled, and it still did to a degree.

Yet…

And yet, it didn’t stop me from altering Nenetl’s tattoo, starting an eruption that killed thousands, or forcing people into marriages for my personal benefit. I was already deciding the lives of others whether they liked it or not. I needed all the help I could get.

I had crossed so many lines in victory’s name already. What was one more?

Besides, the Mometzcopinque ritual required consent. Lahun would have to agree to forswear her soul to me. I had no guarantee that she would even develop that kind of loyalty to me, no matter how much she craved the power of sorcery.

How much was she willing to sacrifice for her dream?

I had to test the waters. Unsettle her and see how she reacts.

“Twenty-five years,” I whispered in her ear. “So you are still fertile.”

Lahun frowned in confusion. “Your Majesty?”

“What if I said your body wasn’t enough for me?” I traced a line up her belly. “That I wanted you to bear my child too?”

Lahun shifted under me, suddenly uncomfortable. I couldn’t blame her. Besides her own apprehension and distaste of the idea, to be conquered by a foreign male was the ultimate insult an Amazon could receive. Not to mention that it meant violating her vow of celibacy. Her brethren would not look kindly on it, not to mention Chikal. She probably shared my distaste at her bloodline being raised in this prison too.

In short, it represented a large sacrifice.

Was that Lahun’s line in the sand? The parcel of freedom that she would not surrender? How far could I push her?

“I…” Lahun cleared her throat. “My vow to Queen Chikal’s mother still stands.”

“You made a vow to a queen, and I am your emperor. Chikal speaks for her people, but I speak for the gods. I can fulfill any wish that your mind may conceive.” Including the sorcery that she craved. “But I am a greedy master who exacts a harsh price for his favor.”

I had forged a pact with Necahual: the return of her daughter and the power of magic in exchange for complete loyalty. She had sacrificed her pride for her daughter’s sake—a commitment that I respected.

But Lahun had no kin to defend, no grander ideal to defend other than herself. Her memories showed me that her loyalty to her city and queen was more strained than expected. As she told me, her true desire was to gaze deeper into the abyss of magic rather than see her city prosper. She reminded me of Mother in a way, except that for all her faults Ichtaca would never surrender to another.

Would Lahun?

“If I said that I could make your dreams come true, and that in return all that you have to do… is to give me everything?” I lowered my head to better face Lahun. “Would you accept?”

Lahun gathered her breath. She understood that it was a test of some kind. “I am already Your Majesty’s property.”

“By law, not by will.” I took her hands into mine. She had seen my past in my palms, but here was when we decided her future. “Do not feel threatened. If you refuse me, I shall accept your decision. You will remain my advisor, and I will never take more than what you are willing to give.”

I leaned in to whisper in her ear.

“But neither shall I fulfill your prayers,” I warned her, “nor make the sky rain for you.”

I couldn’t trust someone of fickle loyalty with my greater secrets.

I looked into Lahun’s eyes as she pondered the pact that I offered her. I saw my reflection in her gaze: a Godspeaker, a sorcerer, the ideal to which she aspired to be. Although she lacked the necessary context, she had witnessed me stand shoulder-to-shoulder with demons and wield great magic in my memories. Her previous respect for me had turned into a deeper admiration.

Lahun had spent years petitioning Tlaloc and other deities for rain. Never before did they answer her with words, nor show themselves in the flesh. Her dances might have been utterly useless for all she knew.

I was different. I had proved my power during our embrace. Our Seidr ritual had let her taste true magic. Unlike the gods-in-spirit, I was a god-in-the-flesh that she could hold in her arms and kiss with her lips. I could answer her questions, fulfill her prayers, quell her doubts, and return her devotion. I was the idol that could deliver… for a price.

“I…” Lahun gulped, then mustered her resolve. “I have sworn to serve Your Majesty in any way that you choose and with utmost loyalty. If you desire a child from my flesh, I… I will provide it.”

I searched her eyes for any hint of deceit. “Even if your queen said no?”

A flash of genuine fear and unease passed over Lahun’s gaze, but she gave me a small nod nonetheless.

“Would you pay my price, knowing that your sisters in Chilam will curse you for your choice?” I asked her. “Knowing that I will ask more in the future? Knowing that this will be the smallest and easiest sacrifice that I shall ask you to make?”

“I…” Lahun sank a bit further into the bed. “I would bear any indignity if it means making my dream a reality.”

Promises were wind, easily uttered, and difficult to fulfill. But they carried meaning nonetheless.

Lahun knew exactly who and what I was. She understood that words had power when uttered in a spellcaster’s presence. I had given her a glimpse of sorcery’s bottomless well, and she wouldn’t turn away from it. Not now at least.

Her answer both disappointed and reassured me. I’d hoped that she would retain her pride like I did in my darkest moments; but on the other hand, this made her a potential candidate for the Mometzcopinque ritual.

Would she stay true to that oath once things got tough? Necahual gave me her body, her dignity, and her pride. Lahun had yet to pay such a hefty price.

I wouldn’t include her in my conspiracy yet, since the likes of Iztacoatl would likely attempt to subvert her with lies or a more appealing offer. Instead, I would continue to test Lahun. I would assess how far I could trust her.

And if the shamaness passed every ordeal, I would fulfill her wish.

I rewarded her commitment and sealed our secret pact with a kiss. To outsiders, it would have seemed like another roleplay game in bed. In truth, she had just passed the first ordeal of many.

I was her emperor before, but now I am her god.

And she would have to prove her devotion to me.

“I will meditate on your case,” I said upon releasing my grip on Lahun. “For now, I will have you assigned to Chikal as her handmaiden so I may enjoy both of your counsel and company.”

“I hope that Your Majesty will call on me soon,” Lahun replied with a short, careful nod. “I remain your and Queen Chikal’s faithful servant.”

“And that loyalty shall serve you well,” I replied upon leaving the bed. I snapped my fingers, and the musicians immediately stopped playing. Servants soon entered the bedroom to clothe me in my imperial regalia.

To my slight surprise, I recognized a familiar face among them.

“Tenoch,” I said with a raised eyebrow. “Do you come on my dear Ingrid’s behalf?”

“I do, Your Majesty,” she replied with a deep bow. “She told me to inform you that all preparations for Your Majesty’s trip to Zachilaa will be complete by tomorrow morning.”

“This is earlier than I expected,” I said as she folded my imperial robes. “Ingrid’s efficiency is almost frightening.”

“My lady is as bright as she is beautiful,” Tenoch replied before noticing Lahun in my bed. The shamaness pulled up the bedsheet to cover her nakedness, much to the handmaiden’s amusement. “If Your Majesty wished for company, he could have called us. My lady misses him greatly.”

“I will make it up with Ingrid soon,” I replied evasively as I left my chambers to travel to the Reliquary. I pondered Ingrid’s move. Using Tenoch as an intermediary was a subtle indication that the message carried more weight than it seemed.

She had also mentioned all the preparations. This implied even those that didn’t relate to Zachilaa specifically. I could only think of one other plot we had underway that warranted a warning.

It was time to strike Yoloxochitl’s garden and set it ablaze.

I moved to the Reliquary next for my morning meditation. As usual, Iztacoatl’s snakes were slithering among my predecessors’ skulls and watching me in the darkness. I pretended to miss them and sat in quiet silence.

“We welcome thee again, our successor,” the skulls whispered in the shadows. “You bring great and troubling developments.”

That was one way to put it. Between the First Emperor’s undead curse, Lahun, the garden, and the Zachilaa trip, the stars appeared to align for the month’s end. Although I could not answer the past emperors’ inquiries without alerting Iztacoatl, I still sought their advice before proceeding.

“We have conferred with Xolotl on the matter of these Nightchildren,” the Parliament said. “The souls that those abominations consume do not reach the Gate of Skulls, and the First Emperor’s spirit stirs with each new victim. We suspect that these horrors feed their stolen Teyolia directly to their chained master.”

As I feared, the First Emperor was indeed putting his thumb on the scales of fate. Would these stolen souls eventually give him enough power to break his chains? I couldn’t allow such an outcome to pass, no matter how much destabilizing the Nightlords’ empire would benefit me. I was somewhat confident that I could eventually defeat the sisters in battle once I accumulated enough spells and embers, but their divine father was too tall a mountain for me to climb.

“Our captors’ ritual holds strong for now, but we shall continue to carefully monitor the situation,” my predecessors warned me. “The Nightlords will never be so foolish as to grant you command of these abominations in battle, but their greed always has a habit of overcoming their caution. They cannot ignore the situation, nor allow rumors of their weakness to spread. They will make a show of your pilgrimage to Zachilaa to awe the herd and to frighten their enemies.”

True. Rebellions failed to spring up in the eruption’s wake, but the First Emperor’s announcement had probably spread to all corners of Yohuachanca by now. The people had seen the signs and required reassurance. Making a show of my control over the Nightchildren would serve the Nightlords’ purpose and strengthen my divine image. I could live with this outcome.

Just one obstacle remained in my way.

“You have done well in throwing the White Snake off-balance, but this means that she will now take retaliatory measures,” the Parliament warned me. “We know how she thinks. First, she will try to frustrate you by sabotaging your initiatives and then infiltrate your inner circle. She might replace one of your handmaidens with a double through her sorcery, approach one of your consorts with an offer, or more likely, she will send someone to earn your trust.”

Iztacoatl would send me a false cure to a problem that she caused herself. A liar through and through.

I doubted she would approach my consorts directly. Eztli was loyal; Chikal and Ingrid knew that the Nightlords’ promises weren’t worth the scrolls on which they were written; and Nenetl was incapable of deceit. Iztacoatl would likely target their handmaidens instead.

“It might be a concubine that appeals to all of your personal tastes, with sharp wits and a rebellious streak, or a brotherly warrior that appears sympathetic to you. Iztacoatl will try to find the hole in your heart and fill it with deceit.” I detected hints of anger in the Parliament’s many voices. She must have pulled that trick on many of the previous emperors. “Then, once she feels that your trust has reached its apex, she will reveal the treachery and drink your tears. She finds it so sweet, the taste of betrayal.”

I understood the risk at hand—especially after the prophecies warning me of betrayal with a friend’s face—but this could prove to be an opportunity in disguise. Identifying Iztacoatl’s spies and pretending to fall under their charm would let me feed them false information. I might even lure the snake into a trap.

“When dealing with the White Snake’s sabotage, fake indifference,” the Parliament advised. “Stay the course that you have set, like the ship sailing to its destination. Make her wonder if her opposition was planned for. As for her spies, we will do our best to help you identify them. Trust no one and test everyone.”

I already knew how to proceed. I would use Tetzon to plant skulls around the palace, and most specifically in my inner circle’s bedchambers. This would let my predecessors monitor them. Any spy was bound to slip up at one point or another.

“As for this Lahun…” The Parliament marked a short pause, as if undergoing an internal debate. “Her knowledge is both a boon and a curse. Her mere awareness of your sorcerous gifts makes her a liability, especially since Iztacoatl will likely try to subvert her. Killing her would be our safest course of action.”

I suppressed a scowl. I understood my predecessors’ concern. Unlike Necahual, I couldn’t entirely trust Lahun not to go to the Nightlords in the coming days and tell them about my sorcery. She already advised her queen to collaborate with Yohuachanca to avoid utter destruction.

However, Lahun remained Chikal’s cousin, and I didn’t think that she would recommend the seer to me if she didn’t trust her. Her talent was genuine, and she struck me as studious, professional, and keenly intelligent. She would make a powerful asset in my secret war.

All in all, I believed that the potential benefits of including Lahun in my conspiracy outweighed the risks.

“We understand what is on your mind,” the Parliament said. “We previously advised that you wait until you gathered Tlaloc’s embers to try the Mometzcopinque ritual, as we are not certain whether it will work or not, but the journey to Zachilaa will provide a unique opportunity to slip through the Nightlords’ notice and test it out. Young Lahun is neither a consort’s mother nor irreplaceable. She will do fine.”

Yes, better to test the spell on her than on Necahual. Binding Lahun’s soul would also solve the trust issue.

“If the ritual fails for one reason or another, then we strongly suggest that you add her skull to our collective.” The Parliament let out a sad rattle. “Disappointed hopes are the wellspring of bitterness, and prophets that cannot deliver on their promises earn their followers’ undying hatred.”

That I could not allow, at least not without Chikal’s permission. Assassinating her cousin might ruin our alliance and result in disastrous consequences that would come back to haunt me.

My worries grew when the Parliament spent the rest of my meditation giving me details on the Mometzcopinque ritual. My fists tightened slightly in response. The spell was both simple and gruesome, but I quickly realized why so few would-be sorceresses ever attempted it.

Namely, failure would cost Lahun her life.

I had to consider this very carefully.
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The rest of the day passed by rather peacefully, though events brewed under the peaceful waters’ surface.

Ingrid did not attend training today to better prepare for our departure to Zachilaa tomorrow. I thus spent most of the afternoon training with Chikal. I could ride a trihorn with relative ease by now, though I continued to struggle a bit with wielding weapons on its back. Otherwise, I had grown proficient with both the spear and the obsidian club.

“Our Lord Emperor should acquit himself well on the battlefield,” Chikal said as she walked by my side. I had invited her to visit the gardens after our training to relax, and she had actually accepted for once. “You are no match for me or your nation’s elites yet, but you are far above most males I’ve fought in battle.”

“It is all thanks to your training,” I replied. “Though being above most men is not enough.”

It astonished me how far I could get on intense exercise and a healthy diet. I couldn’t recognize the scrawny boy I used to be when I looked in the mirror nowadays. I was taller, mightier, healthier.

I accrued more than just meat too. I had been subtly reinforcing my bones over the last few days by following Necahual’s dietary advice and storing all the matter I could with Bonecraft. It was a long and painstaking process, but one whose progress I could measure with each passing day.

“I will not stop training until I stand at the world’s apex, as an emperor should be,” I said as I stopped to smell my garden’s flowers. I subtly glanced at my surroundings. Itzili the Younger ran around us and chased away any snake that would have dared to sneak up on us. My guards were too far away to notice anything. Perfect.

I subtly activated my Bonecraft spell. A tiny skull no larger than a phalange grew on the tip of my finger, pierced through my skin, and slipped under the flowers. I quickly whispered my name to it to activate the Legion spell, then memorized this location before moving on to the next patch.

I would return tonight in Tetzon’s skin to disseminate them across the palace. Sadly, I only accrued enough extra bone matter to generate around four or five of them so far. Any more and I would have to shorten my ribs for material, which might become noticeable.

Four would do. Four was a sacred number, and this exercise was merely a test to see if my predecessors could reliably see through small skulls.

“My Lord Emperor is wise not to rest on his successes,” Chikal observed me with that same blank look she always wore. Did she find my interest in flowers suspicious? In any case, she quickly changed the subject. “Lahun visited me earlier.”

“Is that so?” I replied while discreetly placing another skull among the orchids. “I’ve taken a liking to her.”

“So I’ve heard. She informed me of your intention to sire a child with her.” Chikal put a hand on her waist. “Did you think that she would keep it from me?”

“I wasn’t sure.” Hence the test. I had to ensure that Lahun was at least somewhat loyal to her cousin instead of a common opportunist. “I’m glad she did, though. Kin should stick together.”

“What bothers me is that she didn’t ask for permission. She merely informed me that you intended to sire a daughter with her, and that she would deliver it if you insisted.” Chikal squinted at me. “What have you done to her to earn her devotion so quickly?”

“I showed her my palm and let her read my future,” I replied as I smelled the flowers. Interesting. Lahun informed Chikal of my desire for children but not of my sorcery. It could be either because she assumed her queen already suspected it or because she intended to keep that secret to herself. “No doubt she knows that my rule will be good for Chilam.”

“Of course she does,” Chikal replied with a skeptical tone. She knew as well as I did that Lahun put her craft above the city’s benefit.

“Does it bother you?” I asked her. “My proposal was merely hypothetical. I won’t go through with it if you object.”

The offer I gave Lahun had merely been a test of her dedication. My alliance with Chikal trumped all other concerns.

The only people I’d bedded for pleasure’s sake alone were Eztli and Ingrid. I otherwise saw sex as a tool to earn political concessions and as a way to gain power through Seidr. Nothing more.

How far I’ve fallen. Even in my mind, I could only think of the likes of Lahun or Tenoch in terms of assets rather than people—just as the Nightlords wanted. I should be more considerate. We’re all slaves among these walls, and they deserve better than my coldness.

Yet I couldn’t muster the energy to care anymore. All these trials and the Nightlords’ atrocities slowly distanced me from others because I knew that they would turn my compassion against me.

Chikal snorted. “Why would I?”

I frowned in surprise. “I thought you forbade Lahun from continuing her bloodline.”

“That was my mother’s order back when our city was independent. Chilam has bent the knee since, and petty feuds like that no longer concern me.” Chikal scowled as she looked at the Blood Pyramid in the distance. “The goddesses alone will decide who inherits my throne. If our daughter cannot continue the royal bloodline, Lahun’s will have to replace her. I would rather see Your Majesty father her daughter than anyone else.”

I studied Chikal for a moment. I could see the hidden message. She knew that my children were likely to become Nahualli and inherit my power. Unlike me, she fully anticipated the possibility of failure and intended to hedge her bets by preparing successors.

I admired her patriotism. Chikal was truly devoted to her city and tribe above everything else—enough that she would take the risk of her daughter losing the throne for a chance that Chilam’s leadership would endure to topple the Nightlords in the future.

“Corpses will sit in Chilam’s palace and feast in its halls,” the wind whispered in my ear. “No matter how fast the sun flies to escape it, darkness always wins the race.”

Ignoring those taunts had become second nature by now.

“You are a true queen,” I complimented Chikal from the bottom of my heart. The Nightlords would have had a much harder time spreading their rot if only half of Yohuachanca’s tributaries shared her resolve.

“I know that.” Chikal assessed me for a moment. “This journey outside these walls will make you a true emperor too.”

I turned my back on her to focus on the dahlias and marigolds. Her words carried more weight than they seemed.

Chikal was the canniest of my consorts when it came to politics, alongside Ingrid, and she had already asked me what I intended to do should we succeed in destroying the Nightlords. She knew very well that almost nobody outside the capital had seen Yohuachanca’s emperor. My actions during our trip would let me garner political favor—power that I could retain should we prevail.

She asked me if I intended to seize the throne or let the empire collapse into chaos.

“Would you like that?” I asked her.

She smiled at me. “If we stay friends.”

“She fears the chaos that follows in your wake,” the wind whispered. “Even an empire’s shadow will cast a dark cloud on her lands.”

I finally grasped her intent and why she kept asking me what I planned to do after we destroyed the Nightlords. Even should Yohuachanca fall into chaos after the vampires’ defeat, a mortal warlord might try to fill the void left in their wake. Most of the imperial army and bureaucracy could survive a coup. Someone could credibly manage to keep at least a large portion of the state together and dream of recovering its lost glory.

Chilam had made many enemies in the past, and though I had promised to grant her city independence, whoever seized control of the country in the aftermath might try to regain control of the tributaries. She preferred the certainty that I represented to the possibility of another war brewing at her borders.

Why wouldn’t I continue to be her ally? After all, my own daughter would sit on Chilam’s throne one day. I would have every incentive to continue supporting Chikal’s reign, doubly so if I fathered a child with Lahun too. No wonder she didn’t protest my decision. Much like Sigrun, she hoped to seal a long-term alliance with blood.

“Your mother and I did things for you that we would never have considered doing for anyone else,” Father had told me last night. Chikal understood that very well. She was subtly trying to push me to see the office of emperor not as a means to rebel, but as an end goal to seize for myself. She’s more insidious than I gave her credit for.

“I believe that my Lord Emperor has a unique opportunity to change the lives of thousands for the better,” Chikal declared. “Should he rule wisely.”

I did not care about the thousands. I was only concerned with the few whom I sought to save from the Nightlords’ grasp.

Still, what would befall the likes of Eztli, Ingrid, Nenetl, or Necahual once I destroyed the Nightlords? Someone had to take care of them. Not to mention the issue of the First Emperor. I had to destroy the Nightlords in a way that wouldn’t release him from his bindings. Having the limitless resources and power of Yohuachanca’s state standing beside me might prove decisive.

Chikal wasn’t wrong. I ought to plan for the future beyond victory.

“I could,” I replied evasively.

Chikal nodded sharply. I expected her to scold me for my indecisiveness, but she was too wise for it. She understood that influencing my position was a victory in itself.

We completed our tour of the garden by the evening. The night continued to rise earlier than it should. I feared to imagine how many Nightchildren would rise from their graves once darkness swallowed the sun.

Tayatzin came to greet us at the end of our promenade. No doubt he bore news from his mistresses.

“The goddesses have finished their deliberations, Your Divine Majesty,” he said with a deep bow. “I bear great news from Lady Iztacoatl.”

I immediately expected the worst.

“Do tell,” I asked while Chikal crossed her arms at my side with a scowl on her face.

Tayatzin smiled ear to ear. “Lady Iztacoatl has decided to personally guide you during your pilgrimage across our fair empire.”

I knew it. She was too cautious to let me leave the palace without her direct supervision, especially if I was expected to make a show for the populace.

“Moreover, she has made some changes to Lady Ingrid’s planned itinerary,” Tayatzin said. “You are returning home, Your Majesty. Your tour of the country shall begin with your home village of Acampa.”

I would visit the town where I’d spent most of my life and which my own eruption destroyed. The message couldn’t be any clearer.

Iztacoatl’s campaign of sabotage had already begun.


5
THE DEMON PRINCES


Riding an animal was a strange experience.

Having spilled some of my blood in Tetzon’s food and having the docile beast, my spirit easily slipped inside his fur. His own soul was young, his Teyolia weak, so I felt no resistance and would have overcome any. That part had been easy.

The trouble began immediately afterward, before I even opened my eyes.

The entire body felt wrong and mismatched. The legs were twisted in too many parts, the arms too long, the fingers so frighteningly short. I found the sensation of claws sticking out from inside my paws highly uncomfortable, and what should I say of the tail growing out of my backside? My own head—with its oversized eyes and ears—filled me with unease.

Unlike the owl shape of my soul, a margay’s form did not suit me naturally.

Tetzon’s senses were unlike those of any man too. A light snore became louder than thunder. The slight vibration of a moving bed sheet seemed like a warning of a future landslide. Opening my margay eyes let me see my bedroom in the dark more accurately than my human ones, but a few colors became blurs.

It took me a few minutes to figure out how to stand on these four skinny legs and even longer to figure out how I was supposed to use the tail to balance myself. Even the simple act of raising a paw became a chore. Every part of my immortal soul told me that I did not belong in this skin.

I persevered nonetheless for the sake of my mission. I looked around myself to conclude that I had awoken at the end of my imperial bed.

I was shocked by the immense size of everything. Tetzon was hardly the length of my arm, so my bedside table now looked taller than a tree, and my bed became bigger than a house. My own human body had become a sleeping giant holding a taller red-headed colossus in his arms. Chikal’s snores rocked the bed like light tremors. As for Itzili the Younger, who rested at the bed’s feet, he looked every inch like the titanic feathered tyrant that he would eventually grow into. I suddenly found him far less cute now that he was big enough to swallow me in a single bite.

The small lived in fear of the great. No wonder Tetzon acted so shy around others.

I peeked over the bed’s edge and at the distant ground, which now seemed like it was many floors below me. I was used to flying so I had no issues leaping off it. Tetzon’s strong legs propelled me forward farther than I expected and his paws soundlessly softened my landing on the carpet. Itzili the Younger opened a single eye to stare at me, then returned to his slumber.

This body’s agility would serve me well once I grew used to it.

With little time to waste, I scratched at the bedroom door. Staff members swiftly opened the door to let me wander out of the bedroom—a privilege that extended to Itzili, though he would rather rest. My servants had explicit orders not to bother my pets and wouldn’t interfere.

Wandering the palace’s halls at night in Tetzon’s shape was an interesting experience. Its dark corridors became as large and foreboding as Xibalba’s streets, and the ceiling turned into a sky of stone. I had to avoid my guards and suppress the faint, disgusting odor of rot and sick blood that emanated from them.

On the bright side, I was slowly getting used to Tetzon’s body. An animal’s memory was ingrained in its flesh rather than its mind like humans. The longer I spent time inside an animal’s skin, the more my soul grew used to its shape.

My whiskers trembled slightly as they detected movements near me. I froze in the shadow of an empty hallway and looked around. Though my eyes saw nothing, my fur bristled at once. My new body instinctively recognized the smell in the air.

Snakes.

I carefully searched for its source. I approached the nearby wall and studied it closely. My feline eyes soon noticed small holes in it, no thinner than a needle. I peeked into it and briefly caught a glimpse of white scales slithering on the other side.

Iztacoatl’s familiars.

I didn’t remember Eztli notifying me of a secret passage in this area, and the hole was too small for a human to look through anyway. This suggested that Iztacoatl had small tunnels built into the walls to let her snakes spy on the palace’s occupants.

No wonder she knew so much. I looked back to those early times when I thought whispering alone would prevent outsiders from listening in on my conversations. Iztacoatl’s servants must have reported a few suspicious discussions to their mistress.

This made me wonder where these passages led. Did the snakes report back to their mistress in a central chamber? Finding it and wiping out these reptiles would cripple Iztacoatl’s spy network.

I ignored the discovery for now and raced to the gardens. The Ride spell wouldn't last forever, and neither would my human self’s sleep. I only had a few hours to recover the skulls and distribute them.

Reaching the gardens took surprisingly little time. Although small, Tetzon was incredibly agile, and his flexible ankles could bend in ways a man could never dream of. His sharp claws and the unusual shape of his paws also let me quickly climb up walls. I took great care to memorize the shape of his bones so that I might copy it with Bonecraft later.

I ventured into the gardens under the pale glow of the half-moon and the shadows of trees taller than any tower. The palace now loomed over the gardens like a sinister mountain. Funny how its façade of splendor vanished to reveal its ominous true nature when shrouded in darkness.

Nonetheless, I was happy to find the tiny skulls where I’d left them. All those layers of security paid off.

How to transport them, though? The skulls were hardly bigger than a phalange bone, but Tetzon couldn’t exactly carry them in his paws. Not to mention that I couldn’t use any other spell when borrowing his skin. I tried to figure out a plan when I recalled how I’d seen the margay spit out a furball after too much grooming.

I stared at my own bones for a moment, then mustered my courage and added self-cannibalism to my list of crimes.

Swallowing the tiny skulls took longer than I expected. My bones tasted awful and keeping them cramped inside my mouth sickened me. I must have looked ridiculous with my stuffed cheeks.

The things I do to live. I pitied my predecessors too, whose first sight through these skulls would be a wonderful view of a margay’s gullet. At least I won’t have to expel them through the other hole…

My first stop was one of the palace’s walls overseeing the main gates. I quickly climbed as high as I could and then searched for a crack in the centuries-old stones. I found a tiny spot where I could safely hide one of the skulls and placed one there.

This strategic location should offer my predecessors a good view of the entrance gates. This would let us keep track of people who entered and who exited my palace this way.

I returned back inside afterward. My intention was to visit either the throne or council room so the Parliament could help glean details that I might miss during official audiences. Unfortunately, I soon encountered the bane of all wandering pets.

Locked doors.

My frustration mounted as I tried to find alternative entrances, only to realize that all windows were closed shut. Worse, few staff wandered this wing of the palace so late at night. The masked, silent guards keeping watch over these rooms did not respond when I scratched at the doors or meowed at them. These soulless automatons must have received direct orders not to let anyone through, and that included Tetzon.

After half an hour of fruitless attempts to find a way in or a maid kind enough to open up the path, I abandoned the plan and moved on. Tetzon’s soul was already beginning to stir inside me by now, his weak spirit slowly regaining its strength.

Where else should I plant the skulls? Besides strategic locations like the palace’s entrance and throne room, I wanted to put one inside each of my consorts’ quarters. Other places, such as Tayatzin’s bedroom or the secret passages, would let me gather better intel on the Nightlords’ movements, though it carried greater risks.

I would have to be selective with only three skulls left.

After a short moment’s hesitation, I settled on a middle ground. Eztli was currently the consort most at risk and the Nightlords used Necahual as a hostage to ensure her daughter’s compliance, so I should take extra measures to ensure their safety. I would try to infiltrate the secret passages afterward.

I ran back to the consorts’ quarters. Tetzon’s keen sense of smell let me easily find my way to the door of Eztli’s quarters. I immediately began to scratch it. The guards ignored me for a while, but I soon heard faint, near-audible footsteps coming my way.

Eztli opened the door without a noise, and her glittering ruby eyes quickly settled on me.

“What have we here?” Eztli kneeled to take a better look at me. Her lips curved into a mischievous smile, revealing a small red stain at the edges. “You are Iztac’s new pet, aren’t you?”

A potent smell of fresh blood assaulted my keen nostrils and immediately startled my feline instincts. A stronger odor came directly from the room.

Eztli had just fed.

“Did you come for cuddles?” Eztli’s hand passed over my head like a cloud over the sun and lightly scratched me behind my ear. I meowed in surprise. Her skin was strangely warm, and she touched the sweetest spot. “I will gladly indulge you. A shame Atziri is exhausted—she would have loved to play with you.”

Her hands seized me before I knew what to do. Her grip on the back of my neck was gentle but firm, and she soon hugged me against her bosom. I felt like I’d been caught by a giant and let out a small screech of surprise.

“Please be quiet,” Eztli kindly whispered into my ear. “Mother sleeps soundly. I would loathe to wake her up.”

Her words rang true as she carried me into her quarters and closed the door behind her. I heard Necahual’s light snores in the distance, but it was my nose that bothered me the most. The stench of blood came straight from Eztli’s own room. I caught a glimpse of its current occupant.

A naked woman lay on Eztli’s bed with bloody bite marks on her neck.

Atziri.

She was barely breathing, her eyes lost in a daze of pleasure. She reminded me of a drugged Nochtli the Fourteenth and his consorts when the priests dragged them all to the Blood Pyramid. From the smell of the cotton coverlets, Atziri’s nakedness, and the thin red marks on her pale skin, she and Eztli did more than share a drink too.

This was a side of my consort that I never wished to see.

Eztli chuckled at me. She must have taken the look I sent her bed to one of fear.

“She’s alive, kitten, worry not,” she said while caressing the back of my head. “I won’t eat you. My nights are long without Iztac to keep me warm, and my maid was kind enough to fill in.”

My heart sank with guilt. Eztli was under as much pressure as I was from the Nightlords, and though we loved one another my schemes and imperial duties demanded that I cavort with other women. I couldn’t exactly blame Eztli for finding comfort where she could.

Nonetheless, the situation made me uncomfortable. Atziri didn’t exactly have a choice in this… though she couldn’t exactly deny me either. I prayed in my heart that this encounter had been consensual; that Eztli at least retained enough humanity not to force herself on a servant.

I hoped.

Eztli carried me to her mother’s herbal laboratory and put me on a wooden desk covered in potions. A bowl on the desk was filled with a healing poultice, which I recognized from my days in Acampa. Necahual used it to treat small wounds, like Atziri’s. Eztli grabbed another container from a shelf and then searched among the reserves for more.

The sheer number of smells present in the area overwhelmed my margay nose. However, one cut through them all: a putrid stench of tar and miasma which I had grown to despise. My eyes searched the darkness for its source until I noticed a hole in a stone wall.

A secret passage lay half-open.

Eztli mustn’t have bothered fully closing it when she returned from her reunion with the other Nightlords. What a perfect opportunity. If I could access their dark abode underground and place a skull there, then I would be able to spy on their meetings undetected.

I quickly feigned disinterest when Eztli returned to me. She settled on serving me a few unhatched eggs inside a bowl.

Obviously, I didn’t touch them. My mouth was already full.

“Aren’t you hungry?” Eztli asked me with a chuckle. “Unless you visited me for the mere pleasure of my company?”

I tried to wag my tail. Dogs did that when they were happy, so I assume the same was true for a margay.

I wasn’t an animal person.

“Cute. Very cute.” Eztli smiled in genuine happiness and then lightly kissed my forehead. “You are welcome to stay as long as you want, so long as you don’t break anything.”

She feels alone, I realized. Eztli had always been a social girl back when we lived in Acampa, with plenty of friends to talk to besides me. The Nightlords robbed her of this pleasure. Her social circle didn’t extend beyond her fellow consorts, mother, and handmaiden. I should offer her a pet of her own when I wake up.

Eztli continued to pet me for a few minutes and then focused back on the laboratory’s herbs and potions. I used the opportunity to climb to the top of the shelves without knocking over any of the contents. I subtly spat out a skull while Eztli wasn’t watching and placed it at a good angle. No one would notice it there.

So far, so good.

I sat atop the shelf and watched Eztli do her work. I would just have to wait until she left the room to treat Atziri’s wounds and then slip inside the secret passage to plant another miniature skull there. Five minutes in, five minutes out.

Eztli completed her poultice quickly enough. I expected her to leave the laboratory anytime now.

She didn’t.

Much to my confusion, Eztli quickly glanced in the direction of her mother’s room. She listened to Necahual’s snores for a while, then began to browse the shelves again until she found a closed pot.

What is she doing? I’d seen Necahual work on that healing remedy often enough to tell that she could apply it in its current state. I watched Eztli open the pot, which was filled with herbs I didn’t recognize. I briefly wondered if she intended to add them to the mixture.

Instead, Eztli grabbed another container, poured the first one’s contents into it and then put it back in its place. She replaced the first pot’s herbs with a pinch she grabbed elsewhere then put the cover back on.

Was she rearranging her mother’s potions?

It surprised me. Necahual was a talented healer. I’d never seen her misclassify the herbs that she collected. And why would she need to confirm that her mother slept soundly before proceeding? Something wasn’t right.

Eztli sensed my gaze on her back and put a finger on her lips. “Shush,” she said with that mischievous smile of hers. “This’ll remain our little secret.”

Was Eztli tampering with her mother’s potions? Why? Why would it take precedence over treating her own handmaiden?

Whatever her reason, I couldn’t exactly ask her in my current state. Eztli sent me a wink, grabbed the poultice, and then left the laboratory to treat Atziri’s wound. I waited for her to leave before stealthily inspecting the herbs and potions she switched around. I attempted to identify their purpose by smell and came up with nothing. All they did was to make my nostrils itchy.

What are you hiding from us, Eztli? I banished these thoughts from my mind. I will ask her myself tomorrow.

I soundlessly landed on the floor and approached the secret passage. Darkness so thick that my feline eyes couldn’t pierce it faced me. I took a step down the steps of a narrow staircase.

I immediately felt as if I had crossed an invisible veil between life and death. The sinister stench of tar grew overwhelming. A terrible chill seized my flesh and caused my claws to emerge from my frozen flesh. Every animal instinct in my body screamed at me to turn back, back to the safety of the world above ground, which sunlight could still reach.

Only the shadow of death awaited below.

Do your worst. I forced myself to climb down the stairs and immediately encountered resistance. My legs grew wearier, heavier. An invisible pressure swelled inside my bones and tried to push me back. This flesh rejects me.

Tetzon’s suppressed soul was waking up inside me. His survival instincts took hold. He knew that the danger below threatened his short life.

I couldn’t let a tiny feline’s spirit beat mine.

Let me reach the bottom first. I used all of my willpower to keep Tetzon under my soul’s thumb. Each new step forward became more of a chore. I’ll spit the skull out and run back, I swear.

I pushed. I pushed and pushed and pushed, until I finally reached the bottom of the stars. A den of shadows sprawled out ahead of me, colder and darker than the blackest of nights. My whiskers strained as they detected tension in the air.

Two malicious red eyes snapped open.

A giant hand closed on me before I could even blink. Thick, sharp claws gripped Tetzon’s body the way a man would squeeze a fine fruit. I was so startled by the sudden pressure that I swallowed the skulls I kept in my mouth. They got stuck in my throat and caused me to cough in pain.

Tetzon’s soul screeched in fear inside my skin as our shared flesh was lifted upward. To my horror, a second pair of crimson eyes opened in the shadows right next to the first. I barely distinguished the outline of vague shapes in the thick darkness: giant folded wings, sharp-clawed feet clinging to the stone ceiling, and inhuman faces with batlike snouts.

Nightkin. At least two of them.

Damn it. Had they always been there, observing me whenever I walked through those tunnels? Unseen assassins, ready to fall on me if I showed the slightest hint of treachery whenever I visited their mistresses? If so, I’d never detected them.

“Is something wrong, Fjor?” one of the Nightkin asked.

Fjor?

The name sounded vaguely familiar, though I was too surprised to recall it.

“I’ve caught an intruder, Kame,” my captor said with a sweet male voice worthy of a trained singer. His ruby eye glowed like the Scarlet Moon before the yearly sacrifice, and Tetzon’s soul went silent with fear. “You’ve wandered farther than you should have, fur ball.”

“It came from the upstart’s quarters,” the other replied with heavy disdain. News of Yoloxochitl’s replacement had spread among the vampiric aristocracy. “Must be her pet.”

“Such a pity.” A flicker of venomous hatred glittered in my captor’s gaze. “We were ordered to slay anyone venturing down there without authorization, weren’t we?”

The other Nightkin let out a dark, gleeful giggle. “We were indeed.”

My body tensed up as my captor squeezed it. Although I knew my soul wouldn’t perish with this vessel, I prayed to the gods to show Tetzon mercy.

The heavens remained silent, as they always did.

“I smell your fear, furball,” my captor said, so sweetly, so softly. “Such a delightfully complex flavor of dread and terror.”

Sets of fangs sharper than swords flashed in the dark.

“I must deepen it.”

My last memory was the painful feeling of teeth closing on my neck.
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I woke up alive in the house of the dead.

Tetzon’s murder jolted my soul back into my body with such strength that my head ended up hitting a wall. Pain surged in the back of my skull, and a scroll fell from its shelf and onto my lap.

“Is everything all right, my son?” Father called out to me on the other side of a door, his words heavy with concern. “I heard a noise.”

“I’m fine, Father,” I lied while massaging my throat. I still retained the phantom pain of Tetzon’s head being severed from his shoulders. His demise had been as swift as it was brutal. “My spell didn’t go as I’d hoped.”

Father and Mother had granted me a small room for my use inside their sanctuary: a tidy chamber that combined a basic living space with its own workshop, library, workbench, and fireplace. The phantom flames radiating from the latter hardly lit up my dark mood.

I glanced at my ribs and the names I’d marked on them. I could now add Tetzon’s to the list of souls sacrificed on my secret war’s altar. At least the Nightkin who slew him swallowed my skulls alongside his head.

I will never forget that sick gulping sound.

“I’m, uh, sorry to hear that,” Father replied. His lack of understanding when it came to spellcasting embarrassed him. “Is it fine if I come in?”

“Yes, yes.” I quickly put the scroll back on its shelf. “I’m done for now.”

Father entered my “bedroom” with a thick scroll under his arm. “I think I’ve found what you were looking for, or close to it,” he said before reading the document’s title. “Forty ways to sorcery and sacred numbers, by Tlamatini Cuauhtli Aztin.”

I’d never heard of this scholar, but Mother wouldn’t keep this book in her library if it didn’t contain interesting information. I seized the scroll and quickly browsed its table of contents. It appeared to list different forms of witchcraft associated with different cultures, including Mometzcopinques and numerology. Reading it would improve my knowledge of the field and let me incorporate it into my spellcasting.

“Thank you, Father,” I thanked him with a smile. This gift helped soothe my wounded pride. “Is Mother out of her workshop yet?”

“Unfortunately, no.” Father scratched his skull. “She does that sometimes when she hits a breakthrough. I’ll try to drag her out of her den.”

“No need.” The night was well underway, so I doubted I would have time to train with her anyway before I woke up. “I need to consult the previous emperors on our next move.”

“Well, if I can do anything, my son, I’ll be happy to assist.” Father crossed his arms. “Have you told Nenetl the truth?”

“Not yet.” Between my meeting with Lahun, my training, and the preparations for my imperial tour, I simply couldn’t spare the time. Not to mention that I still wondered how—and if—I should broach the subject with Nenetl at all. “I swear that I’ll try.”

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to push you. I just want the two of you to be happy.” Father quickly excused himself. “I’ll go check on your mother.”

I thanked Father with a small smile. These small exchanges meant little in the great scheme of things, but they helped clear my mind nonetheless. They let me experience the illusion of normalcy for a brief instant.

I set the scroll aside for a moment and reviewed the details of tonight’s excursion. I doubted that Tetzon’s death, while regrettable, would bring much attention; pets allowed to wander around unsupervised often put themselves in harm’s way. I’d also learned that Nightkin actively patrolled the secret passages and slew any intruder they found there, even animals. Their mistresses must have enforced that rule after the false Sapa debacle. The possibility of hiding a skull in the tunnels undetected seemed beyond my reach for now.

That Nightkin’s name bothered me too. I could swear I’d heard it somewhere…

Fjor, Fjor, Fjor… I searched my memory for its source until the souvenir returned to me like a bolt of lightning. Ingrid’s brother.

The flame of my heart wavered inside my chest. A Nightkin bore the name of Lady Sigrun’s missing son. It could be a coincidence, but who was I kidding? Nothing was a coincidence with the Nightlords.

The story of Ingrid’s brother had remained a mystery for me, one intimately linked to whatever fate befell the emperors’ sons. Had he been transformed into a Nightkin instead of joining the army, as his mother pretended?

It was certainly a terrible fate that I didn’t wish on anyone else, but hardly one that warranted such secrecy.

Unless… unless Fjor was chosen because he was an emperor’s son. The thought gnawed at me the more I considered it. One of my predecessors likely fathered Eztli with Necahual by taking his first night too… and Yoloxochitl said she came from a purebred stock…

The other Nightlords were surprised that Eztli could become a Nightkin at all when their sister claimed her too. Could it mean that they couldn’t turn just anyone into a vampire? Did the sisters require a specific criteria to⁠—

I felt as if I had been struck by lightning.

The pieces suddenly fell into place, and the sinister truth dawned upon me. It took hold of my mind with its claws and refused to let go. My eyes widened in horror. My blood turned to ice as I struggled to process it all.

I tried to tell myself as I was imagining things, that there had to be a better explanation, but it made too much sense. The imperial breeding program, the secrecy, the Nightlords’ comments, their sick ritual…

“So that’s how it is…” A terrible headache seized me, my hands gripping my skull as sweat dripped off it. “They cannot choose…”

The Nightlords didn’t choose to transform the emperors’ children into Nightkin servants by happenstance or out of personal preferences.

They simply couldn’t transform anyone else.

The truth had been right in front of me from the very start. The Nightlords were the First Emperor’s children. The dark god spread the vampiric curse to them alone, consecrating their place as mistresses of the night. As far as I knew, he had blessed none other with his malevolent gift.

Only the emperor’s children could become vampires. That was their divine privilege, their birthright, which no mortal could usurp.

By embodying the First Emperor in the eyes of gods and men, my predecessors and I carried that duty on our shoulders. Our seed would bloom into poisonous flowers that the Nightlords could pluck and corrupt as they saw fit.

I recalled the sight of the hundreds of Nightkin that gathered to witness the Sulfur Sun’s aborted birth. They were Yohuachanca’s lost princes—the undying imperial aristocracy that had ruled the empire since its first nights, while their mortal sisters served the harem as breeding stock.

I was the latest link in a chain of harm; the victim meant to father his successors’ future tormentors.

And I likely had one or two on the way already.

My heart-fire shone bright with the flame of anger. A well of fury swelled from within me, its flames burning the horror and the disgust until only hatred and resentment remained—not only for the Nightlords who had created this hideous system, but for the people who had kept this truth away from me.

My mind cleared of all fear, I raised a hand and manifested a skull in the palm of my hand. I called upon the Legion to summon my predecessors’ gestalt spirit and glared into their shining eyes.

“Why?” I rasped, both out of anger and disappointment. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

The skull’s eyes glowed with ghostfire, and countless voices answered me in unified sorrow. “You weren’t ready.”

“Not ready?” My jaw clenched so hard that my teeth started to hurt. “I am meant to father vampires, and I promised Chikal that I would help her raise a future broodmother!”

“And had you known, that alliance would have never happened,” the skull replied calmly. How long had these old souls rehearsed this discussion? “You would have disdained your consorts and concubines, refused to play the Nightlords’ game, and in doing so, forfeited your chance to win it.”

Do not trust the skulls, the wind had warned me once. They keep secrets from you.

I knew deep within my heart that something like this would happen one day, but it still hurt with the sharp sting of betrayal. My grip on the skull grew so strong that it began to crack under the pressure.

“We apologize for keeping this secret from you, but we had no choice,” the Parliament said. Their excuses sounded halfway sincere, but they did little to quell my wrath. “You are the latest link in a twisted chain of incest, familicide, and murder that stretches on for over six centuries. Yohuachanca must be destroyed, whatever the cost. You needed to understand this first.”

“Is that all that I am to you?” I sneered in bitterness. “A tool to be deceived and shaped as you see fit?”

“Do you think you are the first to have learned the truth, Iztac Ce Ehecatl?” The light in the skull’s eyes flickered. “Some of us refused to participate too. The Nightlords beat us, drugged us, twisted us… Compliance is never an option without power.”

“On that, we agree, my predecessors,” I replied with cold determination. “And you only wield as much power as I allow you to.”

Part of me knew that they had a point. The old me wouldn’t have had the mental fortitude or maturity to deal with this revelation, and I would have likely blown away useful resources and chances.

But I refused to be manipulated by anyone. Gods, Nightlords, ghosts, fate—I couldn’t care less. Their reasons, well-intentioned or not, did not matter to me in the slightest. I bowed to no one.

“Let me make myself clear.” I gathered my breath and regained my composure. “I am your first hope in over half a millennium to escape this prison of bone you’ve been trapped inside. I am not your puppet. I am the Tlacatecolotl, the owl-fiend, and sower of death. I will continue to collaborate with you because of the invaluable help you’ve provided me in the past and because our goals align, but you will not keep anything from me ever again.”

I brought the skull closer to my face and glared at the ancient emperors.

“Do you understand?” I asked them.

“We do.” The Parliament let out a small sigh. “We apologize, our successor. We truly do respect you, and we are grateful for all that you have done on our behalf.”

I scoffed, “If so, then you should have told me the truth.”

“Do you think it was easy for us to keep this secret?” The skull rattled in sorrow. “These are our children that we are asking you to kill. Our descendants, many of whom we have raised and loved until the Nightlords twisted them.”

A brief surge of compassion broke through the sea of my cold fury. I could see how it shamed them to tell me the truth. Yohuachanca’s history had been nothing more than a long battle between kinslayers since the Nightlords betrayed their own father. Sons and daughters murdering their parents again and again in an endless cycle of slaughter.

I couldn’t have been the only emperor to fear for his children’s safety. And unlike myself, many of my predecessors failed to protect their progeny.

“You are right, our successor,” the Parliament admitted. “You have exceeded all of our expectations, and we treated you as a child in need of guidance rather than as an equal. We shall not hide anything again.”

That remained to be seen. “Then answer my questions, ghosts. Are all your male children Nightkin?”

“Only the lucky ones are embraced,” the skull whispered in response, confirming my hypothesis. “Or the unlucky ones, depending on your point of view. The Nightlords mostly select promising males and keep the females as imperial breeding stock.”

“How does this relate to the Blood Pyramid?” I inquired. “You said that I would learn the secrets of your sons’ fate there. What are the Nightlords doing there besides tending to their father’s corpse?”

For a brief moment, the skull remained silent as a tomb. I sensed that the emperors’ spirits pondered whether they should answer me or not, but to their credit, they did stay true to their word.

“The failures.” I could taste the fear in the Parliament’s many voices. “That is where they keep the failures.”
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Atense silence briefly fell upon my room as I processed my predecessors’ words.

“The failures?” I repeated in disbelief. “Of what?”

“Of the embrace,” my predecessors replied with a small, weak voice. “The Nightlords do not always succeed in siring a new vampire. Sometimes, the curse… does not behave as it should. The princes become… things.

A picture of the First Emperor’s silent, undead spawns flashed in my mind.

A chill traveled down my spine as I began to put the various pieces of information together. Why would the Nightlords require a breeding program if any child of an emperor could become a Nightkin? Why bother selecting the harem’s women among past princesses and interesting candidates when they should all work?

They’re trying to create a perfect bloodline. A breed of beautiful, healthy livestock whose embrace will always result in a vampire. The idea sickened me. Will my descendants improve the crop further?

“What kind of”—my jaw tightened on its own—“things?”

“Horrors similar to the Nightchildren, those that know only how to feed,” the Parliament replied grimly. “The Nightlords imprison them deep within the Blood Pyramid’s stone bowels.”

“Imprison?” I frowned in surprise. “They don’t destroy them?”

“We do not know what they use them for, for none of us could ever infiltrate the lower levels.” The skull let out a sorrowful rattle. “We can wager a guess, however. The Nightlords sealed their dark sire’s corpse in this tomb, and if they gather his descendants there⁠—”

“Then the Nightlords must use them to strengthen the seal somehow,” I guessed, a scowl of disgust spreading on my face. “They sacrifice these failed vampires to the First Emperor, or worse.”

How many of these horrors did the Nightlords’ sick breeding program produce? Thousands? Tens of thousands? I shuddered to imagine how many of them I would find in the Blood Pyramid’s depths.

As horrifying and disgusting as these revelations might have been, they only strengthened my resolve to find a cure for the vampiric curse. Not only for Eztli’s sake, but also for Fjor and the other lost princes of Yohuachanca. Ingrid, Necahual, and the previous emperors didn’t deserve to see their kin turned into monsters.

No one deserved a vampire in their family.

“Does Ingrid know?” I asked, my voice wavering. “About her brother?”

“No,” the Parliament replied. “We suspect that Lady Sigrun learned the truth, though.”

“And she still chose to partake in the program to save her own life.” The Nightlords took her son, turned her daughter into a bed slave destined to die, and then murdered her on a whim. Those monsters corrupted all that they touched. “Does anything remain of Fjor inside that monster’s skin?”

“He retains as much humanity as your own consort.”

A picture of Atziri bleeding in Eztli’s bed flashed vividly in my head. I couldn’t tell whether my predecessors meant these words to reassure or frighten me. Eztli was a mere shadow of what she used to be—a ghost mimicking her time among the living.

Was Fjor in a similar state? Did he haunt his sisters’ steps, vainly attempting to recall a time when his heart used to beat for them? Did he still harbor a flicker of affection I could use to get through him?

An idea crossed my mind.

“The skulls I’ve set,” I said. “Can you see through them?”

“We can, our successor,” the Parliament confirmed, the ghostfire in their eyes shining brighter than ever. “One observes the palace’s gates on your behalf. Another stands on your consort’s shelf. The rest are stuck inside the Nightkin’s stomach, or so we would assume…”

“So you can roughly tell me where Fjor is for the moment.” How long would it take for a Nightkin to digest a pair of bird-sized skulls? “Can you hear anything interesting?”

“We are afraid not.” The skull let out a sound that could pass for a sigh. “We will spare you the details of a Nightkin’s bowel movements.”

A shame, but I expected as much. I doubted that Iztacoatl would suspect anything unless she gutted Fjor open from chin to groin, so my secret should remain safe for now.

My room’s door opened. I immediately knew who was visiting me before I even looked at them. My father always knocked, but Mother never bothered with rudimentary politeness.

“I see that you didn’t waste time, my son,” Mother said upon catching a glimpse of my new book. “Excellent pick. I hold Lord Atzin’s works in high esteem.”

“Father found it for me,” I replied. Mother bore a wide smile on her lips, which greatly worried me. Her joy reeked of sinister schemes. “Is he another one of your bound scholars?”

I expected Mother to frown at my remark, but her good mood proved unshakable. “I wish he were. Alas, his soul has long fallen into eternal sleep and merged with Mictlan. I could never find it.”

“A scholar lives on through their works and the lessons that they teach the living,” the Parliament noted.

“A poor substitute for true immortality, but one that few ever achieved.” Mother waved her hand and invited me to follow her. “Enough wasting time, Iztac. Your father will entertain our guests while I oversee your training.”

Entertain? I had come to associate the word with dancers, singers, and concubines over my imperial tenure, but I doubted my parents indulged in these pleasures. I soon left my room to discover that Father had set up a strange board game on the main hall’s table. Lines of tiny stone soldiers stood on opposing sides of a checkered field. I counted sixty-four squares, while the pieces were a motley crew of watchtowers, footmen, and trihorn riders.

“We do not recognize this game,” the Parliament commented. And neither did I.

“The Burned Men played it at the height of their civilization,” Mother explained. “I believe they called it the ‘Game of Kings.’”

“It’s pretty fun,” Father said with a chuckle. “Though it didn’t catch on with my wife.”

“It is not that I dislike it, Itzili,” Mother replied with bemusement. “I simply don’t have the time to play yet.”

“I await that moment with impatience,” Father replied with a laugh before waving his hand at the other side of the board. “I would assume Your Majesties would welcome some distraction. I can move pieces on your behalf.”

“We would appreciate the gesture,” the Parliament replied. I moved their skull to the other side of the table, then left with Mother. I last heard Father explaining that the game’s goal involved capturing the enemy’s king, or something similar. Perhaps I would introduce it to Nenetl after learning how to play it.

Part of me still resented the Parliament of Skulls for keeping the truth hidden from me for so long, but my anger had cooled down enough for me to assess the matter rationally. My predecessors made a bad call out of misplaced caution. I’d committed too many mistakes myself to judge them too harshly.

Moreover, the Parliament offered me more support than any of my other allies so far. I wouldn’t have gotten half as far as I did without their help. So long as they stayed true to their promise of treating me as an equal with their complete trust, I would let bygones be bygones.

I had too much on my plate already to hold on to pointless grudges.

“I often wonder where your father’s obsession with board games came from,” Mother mused as she led me deeper into her sanctuary. “He already insisted on teaching me Patolli when he courted me.”

“Strategy games sharpen the mind,” I replied. “And games of chance teach us to make the best of what we have.”

“I suppose there is some truth to it,” Mother replied with a thin smile as she guided me through dark corridors. “But a true sorcerer creates their own luck, and I shall teach you how today.”

My eyes widened with excitement. Her wording couldn’t be a coincidence. “Will you teach me the Cloak spell at last?”

“After reviewing your fundamentals,” Mother confirmed. “A sorcerer who has mastered ten spells will always prevail over the one who has merely learned a hundred.”

Our journey ended in a vaulted hall overcome by a low sheet of violet mist. The gas spewed from four rounded pools of purple liquid at each corner, where whorls of light glowed on their peaceful surface. A complex, spiraling mosaic of obsidian mirrors covered both the floor and ceiling. This place radiated power and focused it like a greenhouse.

“Are those Chalchiuhtlicue’s tears?” I asked Mother upon checking the pond’s waters.

She nodded in confirmation. “I brought them back with me from the Underworld’s first layer to study their properties. I hoped to harness sorcerous power from them.”

“Did you succeed?”

“Somewhat. These pools improved my divinations’ efficiency when combined with obsidian mirrors, but the results fell short of my expectations.” Mother approached the water’s surface and gently touched it with her hand. The sight of the spreading ripples seemed to amuse her. “They allow me to observe the world of the living nonetheless, so they do have their uses.”

“You seem quite chirpy today, Mother,” I commented. I’d only caught her smiling in happiness when she reunited with Father, yet she acted eerily delighted so far. “What has happened?”

“You happened, my son. Your work on the Legion spell helped me solve a certain conundrum.” Mother looked at the purple water dripping down her fingers. “I believe that I already mentioned trying to refine the Ride spell into a permanent soul transfer.”

My jaw tightened. I knew that this discussion would lead to dark places. “You did.”

“Your Legion spell might hold the key to its completion,” Mother explained. “Exploiting the curse that binds the emperors’ souls together to let them possess an extension of your own bones was a clever move, and one that I might be able to replicate.”

I didn’t like the implications. At all. “You wish to put a curse on yourself?”

“Nothing so self-defeating. My point, Iztac, is that my spell needs a strong spiritual connection between the host and the vessel that will let sorcery treat them as one and the same.” Mother stroked her chin, her gaze lost in the purple waters. “A common totem, a shared destiny, maybe a bloodline or close kinship.”

I recoiled in revulsion at her last word. That one hit too close to home.

Mother noticed my expression and swiftly tried to downplay the horror of her statement. “Do not put words in my mouth, my son. I would never use this spell on our family. This is purely hypothetical.”

“Is it?” I retorted, my voice dripping with disdain. “You wouldn’t mind testing it out on a stranger then, would you?”

Mother held my gaze. “Wouldn’t you, if it could extend your life beyond a year?”

Her comment hit me like a slap, doubtlessly since she was probably right. I wouldn’t use this spell against my kin—I couldn’t justify that to myself—but I’d already possessed someone and compelled him to commit suicide. I was very much capable of stealing a stranger’s life for victory.

The more I contemplated Mother’s idea, the more difficult it became to deny the potential tactical benefits. Transferring my soul to another body for a longer duration than the Ride spell without sacrificing my spellcasting would let me plan in safety and security, use magic without the risk of discovery, plot against the Nightlords…

Still, I couldn’t run away while leaving Eztli, Necahual, Ingrid, Nenetl, and the others at the vampires’ mercy. Nor could I continue to let their atrocities unfold. At this point, nothing short of the Nightlords’ destruction would satisfy my lust for revenge and justice.

“Do not speak of bloodlines, Mother,” I said after calming down. There lay the true source of my anger. “I am not in the mood right now.”

Mother looked at me with what could pass for genuine sympathy. “Now you understand why I ran away from the Nightlords. I couldn’t stand to participate in Yohuachanca’s dance of kinslaying.”

Instead, she let me fill in for her. “Were you listening in on our conversation?”

“Nothing in these halls escapes my notice, my son.” Mother turned away and avoided my gaze. “Train with all your heart, and then one day you will grow strong enough to protect those you care for.”

Like you did? The question died on the tip of my tongue. Mother’s words carried no hint of disdain and patronizing contempt, only grim factuality. Father insisted that I should treat her more with an open mind. I guess it doesn’t hurt to try.

“Is that why you fled?” I asked her. “Because you didn’t feel you were strong enough to protect us?”

“I do not feel—I know.” Mother angrily crossed her arms, her nails sinking into her flesh. “If I could break the curse on your heart-fire and destroy the Nightlords with a snap of my fingers without fearing retaliation, my son, then I would.”

Her fury sounded genuine enough. It still made me bitter that she wouldn’t put her own safety at risk, but I appreciated her concern.

“Enough prattling,” Mother said before changing the subject. She didn’t like anything that reminded her of her weakness. “Even if I manage to complete my soul transfer spell, it would be a temporary measure to gain time until we reach godhood; and we would need to remove the Nightlords’ hold on your soul first anyway. If you truly wish to lift the vampiric curse, then collect the First Emperor’s codices and gather the dead suns’ embers.”

“That, I shall,” I promised. “Before we begin our lesson, however, I would like your opinion on a few subjects. I have been trying to recruit allies and bolster their powers.”

Mother didn’t hide her contempt. “Your magical training should take precedence over those petty surface intrigues.”

“I intend to join both.” Now was the time to question Mother on her esoteric knowledge. “I will put recruits through the Mometzcopinque ritual.”

“You wish to create a witch coven dedicated to you, my son?” Mother shrugged. “I know of that spell, though I have never bothered to cast it. Sharing power dilutes it.”

I expected as much. “So far, I’ve learned that only women born on the first day of the Rain month can partake in it."

“You assume wrong,” Mother replied with a snort. “The Mometzcopinque ritual is associated with the five western trecenas: the first days of the Eagle, Deer, Monkey, House, and Rain months. Any woman born then can be subjected to the transformation.”

Interesting. I folded that bit of information away for later use. “Can I have more than one sworn to me?”

“You can have as many as you can support, in theory at least,” Mother conceded. “However, you would be wise not to dilute your power too much. You cannot use magic that you loaned in a pinch. Four servants should be your maximum if you insist on this foolish path. Four is a magical number strong in the occult. It will help mitigate your loss of power.”

I already had half that number's worth of candidates in mind, though one issue remained. “I have learned of the ritual’s”—I struggled to find the right euphemism—“specific steps. Is there no way to skip them?”

“Not that I know of.” Mother squinted at me in judgment. “You of all people should know more than anyone that magic should be earned through blood and sweat, my son. If these would-be witches are unwilling to risk their lives for our power, then they never deserved it in the first place.”

I supposed there was some truth to her statement. However, that meant that I would need to consider the logistics involved. Testing the ritual on Lahun required that I isolate her for a while with no interruption, and a way to dispose of the corpse should it fail.

“You should be able to bind one Mometzcopinque to yourself, but you would need more embers if you seek to increase your coven’s numbers,” Mother advised. “Even then, I suggest you reconsider. Allies aren’t worth weakening yourself.”

“Quantity is a quality of its own, Mother,” I replied. My mind was set. I would put Lahun through the ritual at the first opportunity. “But let’s move on. My other question concerned the Nightkin.”

Mother tensed up and raised an eyebrow. “Go on.”

At least she seemed concerned. “What would happen if a Nightkin consumed part of my body?”

“Like your blood?”

“Like my enchanted bones,” I corrected her before providing more details. “A Nightkin unknowingly ingested two skulls marked by my Legion spell. The chances that they track the incident back to me are slim, but I wondered if I could somehow exploit it. Do you think this incident would let me cast the Ride spell on him without alerting the Nightlords?”

“An interesting query.” Mother stroked her chin and thoughtfully pondered my question. “The Ride spell won’t work on a creature that lacks a Teyolia to subsume, but the Legion allows specters to see through your eyes…”

“We think along the same lines.” With luck, I hoped to turn Fjor’s intervention into a blessing in disguise. “You mentioned that feeding my blood to an animal familiar would eventually allow me to see through their eyes, and that the Nightlords use a more potent version of this process to bind their priests.”

“And by ingesting bones marked with your Legion spell, your Nightkin has made them part of his body.”

A smile spread on my lips. “So do you think that I could see through his eyes with the Legion?"

“You would need to modify the spell slightly, and that version will likely require your direct intervention rather than offloading it onto the skulls, but yes, I believe it is possible.” Mother pointed at her pools. “You may use this room to practice at your leisure.”

I graciously accepted her offer with a sharp nod. Being able to see through a Nightkin’s eyes—even if I couldn’t control their movements—would certainly be a boon to my efforts.

Afterward, Mother had me showcase my spells. I summoned Bonecrafted arm-blades, breathed fire with the Blaze, wove Veils on the purple mist, shaped Curses with my vile words, and lifted stones with the Doll to showcase my strength. Mother studied me attentively and provided advice on minor things, such as focusing on density over length when creating bones or small tips to improve my Veils by targeting underused senses such as smell and taste. Overall, though, she had little to say on my technique.

“You possess a strong magical intuition, my son,” she complimented me. “Your grasp on spellcasting borders on the instinctual.”

I couldn’t help but chuckle. “Are you proud of me, Mother?”

“Why wouldn’t I be?” she replied with a shrug. “You are now ready to learn stronger spells.”

“You could have taught me a few earlier,” I pointed out. I would have gladly learned Bonecraft without sacrificing a toe to the Rattling House’s biting cold.

“I couldn’t.” Mother glanced at her reflection in one of the pools’ waters. “The Lords of Terror fetched a high price for their knowledge and sanctuary. I have sworn oaths preventing me from passing on certain spells without their express permission.”

Ah, of course. The Lords of Terror wanted to train demons and dangerous sorcerers who would use their gifts to sow the fear that fueled their existence onto others. Why allow their knowledge to spread to good-natured individuals who would offer less harmful alternatives? Restricting access to their spells forced ambitious visitors to pay them homage. I’ll likely need to swear a similar oath to escape Xibalba.

“I wouldn’t have taught you everything anyway,” Mother said. “Sorcery is more than pretty spells; it is a mindset. I will not spoil you with free gifts. You must earn and take everything that you have. Only then will you grow strong and clever.”

I scoffed, “Have I earned the Cloak spell, then?”

“You have.” Mother joined her hands and gathered her breath. “Whereas the Yaotzin is fueled by curses and associated with the cruel Tezcatlipoca, the Ehecatl is fueled by kind words and beholden to wise Quetzalcoatl. Casting the Cloak requires an exchange of blessings.”

“Can it blow in this den of nightmares?” I asked in skepticism. Besides Xibalba being a realm of immortal terrors, Mother’s sanctuary was located deep underground.

“The winds reach everywhere, but some places require more effort. If you succeed in casting the Cloak in my home, then you will be able to do so anywhere.”

“Very well then. I’ll bite.” I imitated Mother’s hand gestures. “Must I spill my blood like with the Augury spell?”

Mother shook her head. “Unlike the Yaotzin, the Ehecatl does not crave violence. Swear an oath to the wind to protect and make another person happier. Deliver on it, and the wind shall reward you with its protection.”

“That’s all?” That sounded quite lenient compared to the Yaotzin’s toll in blood and information.

“Trust is what happens when words meet action,” Mother replied. “Stay true to your oaths, and the Ehecatl shall give you the benefit of the doubt.”

I narrowed my eyes at her. “What did you promise the wind back when you first showed me the Cloak spell?”

“Can’t you tell, my son?” My question amused Mother. “I swore that I would teach you magic.”

Of course she would extract payment for something that she would have done for free. Her sheer moxie drew a smirk out of me. I took a deep breath, considered a few oaths that wouldn’t bind my hand too much, and then quickly came up with a good option. The one I already intended to proceed with.

Like mother, like son.

“I swear I shall one day tell Nenetl my true feelings, oh divine Ehecatl,” I swore under my breath. “So that our friendship may rest on secure foundations.”

That was something I wished to do anyway, and “one day” should give me a lot of leeway. True feelings didn’t mean the full truth either; simply reminding her of my guilt would suffice in satisfying the promise’s wording.

A tension arose in the air for a brief instant, a subtle current like a faint jolt of lightning coursing through the chamber. An invisible pressure built up underground, and a sharp silence fell upon us.

Then a storm blew inside the vault.

A mighty gust blew into the chamber, snapping open its doors and dissipating the purple haze in the blink of an eye. So great was its strength that it pushed Mother back and nearly caused her to stumble into one of the pools.

I recalled the last time I’d seen her cast the Cloak. The faint breeze Mother summoned back there couldn’t compare to the tornado coiling around me. A heavy storm with the strength to shatter a house formed around me, repelling Xibalba’s curse-ridden air and blowing away the dust over my clothes. An impenetrable wall of wind shielded me from harm.

I was the heart of a hurricane.

I expected to be thrown away like a ragdoll too, but the eye of the storm proved kind to me. The wind gently flowed over me with a parent’s loving embrace. It whispered kind words in my ear with a thousand voices.

“Praise be the Dawnbringer…” they sang.

“Bless the Godspeaker, Master of the Universe…”

“Thank you, Emperor Iztac…”

A storm of sincere prayers overwhelmed my ears. A million words of gratitude became a wind that could shake the world. I breathed the very essence of zeal and worship made air.

The tornado gently carried Mother’s words to my ears.

“I don’t understand…” For the first time since I’d reconnected with her, her voice shook with utter disbelief. “How is it so powerful?”

“Can’t you guess, Mother?” I laughed as the wind gently coiled around me. “They think that I will save the world.”

The Nightlords had fed their people a steady diet of imperial propaganda after the New Fire Ceremony debacle. What had been a failed attempt to raise a sulfur sun had become a heroic tale of a Godspeaker pleading with the heavens to spare mankind from punishment for their sins and succeeding.

Millions of voices besieged by darkness now thanked me for sparing them an even worse fate. However fake the debt they owed, their gratitude was pure and true. This wind was their praise given form.

It was intoxicating to be so praised after a lifetime of scorn. My joy at this flow of positivity was only matched by my amusement at the deceit from which it sprang. My heart swelled with confidence. Listening to prayers and worship made me feel invincible. They believed that I could do anything, and so I did.

I could get used to this.

“Go on, Mother,” I said, my quiet words strengthened into a thunderous boom by the storm. “Strike this faithful shield of mine, if you dare.”

Mother hesitated for a brief moment, then answered my challenge. She summoned the Doll’s talons of darkness and attempted to pierce through my hurricane. The wind formed an impenetrable wall into which her claws tried to sink. She pressed with all of her strength and barely progressed an inch. Her growing frustration amused me. I didn’t doubt that she possessed other spells that could pierce through my Cloak, but brute force alone wouldn’t suffice.

“You wondered why I spent time on petty intrigues instead of focusing on magical knowledge alone,” I reminded her. “But as you can see, both feed into one another.”

“An impressive display,” Mother conceded after recalling her talons in defeat. “Neither arrows nor swords will get past this wall. Stronger projectiles might, but it will weaken them nonetheless.”

That detail alone could make the difference between life and death.

“Can this spell be used for offense too?” I pondered out loud. I raised a hand at a wall and tried to blow it with a strong gust, yet the Cloak refused to bend my way.

Mother quickly crushed my hopes. “The Ehecatl is the wind of fortune. It does not harm, unlike the Yaotzin. It only protects.”

“All I hear is that you can use the Yaotzin to attack someone.”

“In theory,” Mother confirmed. “Though I have never succeeded in earning more than cruel knowledge from the Augury. The winds of chaos would exact far too great a toll for the potential reward.”

“For you, mayhaps,” I replied. The Yaotzin was born of hurtful words and curses. Many praised Yohuachanca’s emperor, and quite a few loathed him.

If Yohuachanca’s prayers of gratitude fueled my Cloak, would the Sapa Empire’s curses give birth to a new spell? The thought gnawed at me. My intuition told me that there was a possibility to exploit, an untapped well of power waiting to be uncovered.

As for the Ehecatl, I pondered if its inability to harm only applied to direct attacks. Summoning it did push Mother back, so I suspected the existence of a loophole of some kind.

I wonder how this spell would synergize with the rest of my repertoire. An idea crossed my mind, and my heart-fire burned with delight. How about the Blaze?

The wind had a terrible habit of strengthening infernos, after all.

I breathed fire from my mouth and watched on as the Cloak’s air currents carried the flames away. A bright purple blaze coiled around my body and forced Mother’s shadow talons to take a few steps back. A flaming tornado soon formed around me, creating a barrier of smokeless balefire.

When at long last both the flames and wind died out, a scorching circle of ashes and molten obsidian surrounded me. Mother studied the mark with a look of both fascination and concern.

“Have you ever tried to do the same?” I asked her. I couldn’t believe that the thought of combining these spells never crossed her mind.

Mother’s lips twisted into a scowl. Was that a glimmer of jealousy that I detected in her gaze?

“My flames didn’t take,” she whispered under her breath.

She never managed to summon a Cloak strong enough to sustain her Blaze, and part of her resented the fact that I could succeed where she had failed. It didn’t take me long to understand why.

Mother had made a crippling mistake on her sorcerer’s journey.

Much like my captors, I now understood the power of symbols and belief. The Nightlords cleverly used their divine image to reinforce their sorcery because the act of worship itself carried its own weight. The image of strength was almost as important as its reality.

Mother spent her life running and hiding from the world. The dead in Mictlan spoke her name in fear and mistrust, but they carried no breath nor fueled the fires of life. Most of them faded into the long sleep and carried their faith to the grave.

The living world knew nothing of Mother’s deeds and importance. Only the Nightlords had any interest in her, and they neither feared nor appreciated her. No cult paid homage to her. Her name didn’t inspire terror in millions. She downplayed her power instead of showcasing it.

A true Tlacatecolotl thrived in infamy, and Mother’s caution had condemned her to oblivion.

She possessed an edge in knowledge and experience, but my power dwarfed her own. I could achieve world-shaking feats simply because thousands believed that I could. It seemed inevitable that I would surpass her given time.

How far could I take this relationship between symbolism and sorcery? Could I create new spells from nothing? Or could I harvest the trappings of superstitions to turn false rites into rituals with genuine power?

The more I delved into the abyss of magic, the more bottomless it seemed.

Mother recovered her composure while I was trapped in my thoughts. “Exploring the synergies between your current spells will serve you well,” she said. I could tell that relying on her authority as a teacher soothed her wounded pride. “You are ready for your next trial. When slumber shall claim you again, you will find yourself outside my sanctuary.”

“So soon?” I asked, bristling at her suggestion. “I barely spent time with Father.”

“Then it should provide you ample motivation to succeed,” Mother replied sternly. “You may return to my nest after you complete the fourth house’s ordeals.”

Mother clearly didn’t want me to become a freeloader. I was about to argue when I sensed the pull of the waking world. I didn’t have time to argue.

“I must go now,” I warned Mother. “But I shall return."

“I know.” Mother’s expression softened slightly in concern, which raised all kinds of alarms. “Use the Cloak spell well. It may yet save you from a gruesome fate.”

Why did I have the feeling that my next trial would be my most difficult yet?
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I knew something was wrong before I even opened my eyes.

I barely had time to reincorporate my predecessors’ skull before I woke up. I couldn’t even say a word of goodbye to Father, though I wasn’t too worried. I expected to return to the House of Owls soon enough.

My hopeful mood lasted until I sensed a moist object on my face. Something thin and featherlight, yet strangely warm. A smooth weight that perfectly espoused the form of my face, leaving holes for my mouth, eyes, and nose. I heard Itzili the Younger making muffled noises near my bed, and my hands under the coverlet encountered a void where Chikal should have been.

“Did you sleep well, songbird?” Iztacoatl whispered in my ear.

My eyes snapped open, sending blood dripping down my visage. My hand instinctively moved to my forehead to wipe it away and quickly brushed against the thin layer covering my face. I immediately recognized that soft texture under my fingers.

Fur.

Tetzon’s fur.

I swept the bloody thing off my face to the tune of Iztacoatl’s cruel laughter. A spotted mask of fur fell onto the bed and stained it with blood. They had flayed Tetzon’s headless corpse and turned his bloody skin into a night mask, then placed it on my face while I slept soundly.

Iztacoatl sat along the bed, laughing with cruel glee. Her masked guards held back Iztili with leashes and muzzles. My pet raged fruitlessly against his bindings, but his inhuman strength folded under the weight of our captors’ numbers.

“What a shameful display, Your Majesty!” Iztacoatl mocked me in between fits of dark laughter. “Can you fathom how difficult it was to skin that cat before you woke up? The tense hours your beloved staff spent peeling the fur off his flesh, all while ensuring that the blood would remain warm enough to smooth your beautiful skin?”

I was sorely tempted to burn her own with the Blaze. How sweet it would feel when I finally turned her laughter into screams of distress.

“You’ve…” My outrage was genuine, but my surprise wasn’t. “You’ve killed my pet?”

“So quick with the accusations.” Iztacoatl pinched my cheek, which caused me to recoil in disgust. “Poor Tetzon wandered where he shouldn’t have, and I had to teach him the cost of trespassing. As a lawmaker and judge of men, I’m sure you understand.”

My hands clenched into fists. I didn’t even have to fake anger. The very sight of this snake inspired me with nothing but disgust.

When I failed to answer her cruel joke with words, Iztacoatl took my head in both of her chilling hands. Her forehead pressed against mine in an iron grip.

“I’ve heard that you speak to your animals. I thought it was a joke of some kind, but now I am starting to wonder…” Iztacoatl studied my expression, searching for any hint of deceit. “Did you send that poor margay out to gather information on your behalf?”

She was so close to the truth, and yet so far. The fact she partly believed in my Itzili deception helped make my following snort sound all the more genuine.

“Are you so craven that a cat frightens you?” I replied, playing the fool.

Iztacoatl let out a dark chuckle, her fangs flashing under her lips. “You know nothing of fear yet, Iztac,” she said with all of her kind’s boundless malice. “But you will soon, if you don’t answer me.”

I knew she would smell a lie, so I quickly defaulted to another strategy: blind her mind with rage and anger so she wouldn’t think straight. Twist the knife in an open wound and keep her guessing.

“Was this punishment for our last encounter?” I smirked ear to ear, savoring the quick look of humiliation that passed over her face. “If you wanted my attention, you only had to ask for it.”

“Punishment? Of course not.” Iztacoatl moved her lips close to mine, her eyes shining with burning hatred. “I have a far, far worse fate in mind for you, songbird.”

She began to lick Tetzon’s blood off my skin. I shivered in disgust as her tongue slithered on my cheeks with the coldness of ice. A reaction that only amused Iztacoatl.

“You will have to wait until Acampa for the surprise,” she said. “The lash loses its sting if you know when it will strike… but I suppose I can give you a taste of what is to come.”

She leaned in until her lips brushed against my ears, where she whispered five words. Five words, so simple and yet so ominous.

“We have found your mother.”


7
THE PRICE


My mind was exploding behind a face of stone.

My body froze like a deer sensing a hunter, each of my muscles tensing up tighter than ropes around a hanged man’s neck. My thoughts swirled inside my skull. A thousand worrying possibilities came up, though I had grown experienced enough to hide my concern under a mask of feigned confusion.

My first thought was, How could she have found Mother?

My second was, She’s lying.

But then I wondered if Iztacoatl was telling the truth, and if so, for what purpose. Or if it was merely a lie, a tactical move meant to unbalance me, to throw me off my game, to paralyze me with confusion like I was right now, right this instant…

No, Iztac, stay calm. The White Snake was staring at me with her cold, reptilian eyes, scanning my gaze, studying my face, smelling my breath, waiting for a critical misstep. My shocked silence alone told too much. On the off chance that she’s telling the truth, I have to feign surprise.

“My mother?” I repeated, both to fish for information and buy myself time to anchor myself in the present.

“Your mortal one,” Iztacoatl replied with a condescending look. “I know how close you were to Yoloxochitl, but most men require a mortal woman to give birth to them. You are no exception.”

“My mother abandoned me years ago,” I replied while doing my best to feign indifference. I couldn’t let her see any sign of distress.

“And as I’ve said, we’ve found her.” Iztacoatl laughed at me. “Your feelings are so painfully transparent, my beautiful songbird. ‘Is she lying to me? Is it all a trick to destabilize me?’ Why do you care so much, my dear?”

Damn it, I’d made a mistake. Merely showing surprise and tension already told her too much.

I closed my eyes, gathered my breath long enough to organize my thoughts, and then quickly settled on my strategy.

“Do what you want,” I said, my face shifting into an expression of regal disdain. “If you’re trying to use her against me, you’re wasting your time. I don’t care for a woman who would rather run away than raise me.”

Iztacoatl didn’t buy my lie. I could read it in her mocking eyes.

“Oh, Iztac, what a self-centered boy you make. Not everything is about you.” Iztacoatl tickled my cheek with her cold hand. “We intended to add her to the imperial harem years before we selected you as our puppet emperor. Your feelings toward her are irrelevant.”

I pushed her fingers away, much to her amusement. “Then why tell me?”

“Because I wanted to see your face when I did.” Her smug smirk made me want to punch her teeth out. “You are cute when you care.”

I snorted in disgust. “And what if I wanted to hang her?”

“Now, now, don’t be greedy.” Iztacoatl’s smile grew ever so threatening. “We have other uses in mind for her.”

The Nightlord leaned on the bed, her hands crawling on each side of me. No doubt she expected me to sink into the bed in fear. Instead, I remained resolute and imperturbable.

“You have shown extraordinary gifts beyond that of any emperor before you. You wield the spark of greatness. My sisters wondered if we should”—her hand grazed my navel—“focus it.”

I shivered in genuine nausea.

“Maybe we’ll have you breed with your mother to concentrate that unique bloodline of yours into a pure vessel, untainted by your father’s mediocrity,” Iztacoatl suggested. My blood boiled at the insult aimed at my family. “Or perhaps we’ll keep her for your successor’s pleasure. That woman offers so many possibilities.”

I wanted to vomit. “That is disgusting.”

“Come on, I’m sure it would excite you… the thrill of crossing a taboo forbidden to lesser men. Weren’t you practicing for it with your mother-in-law?” Then she went for the throat. “That’s why you are so fond of Nenetl too, isn’t it? It’s like kissing your mirror.”

I knew Iztacoatl was playing me. She was pressing her fingers in an open wound, trying to get a rise out of me. She pushed my boundaries the same way I did when I slapped her; she likely hoped that I would do it again, confirming that I harbored rebellion in my heart. Violence or threats would serve her well.

I had to confuse Iztacoatl. Counterattack in a way that she would never expect and yet still trouble her.

But how? The more time I wasted asking myself that, the less effective my response would be. I stared blankly at her smug face, thinking of any ideas I had to disturb her back.

One crossed my mind in a flash of lightning. Something that would take the wind out of her sails.

I remained silent an instant longer, then glanced around at the guards as if to check if others were listening in. My reaction surprised Iztacoatl, who didn’t react when I leaned in to whisper in her ear.

“I saw it in a dream,” I said, my voice soft like the morning breeze. “How your father will kill you.”

It was her turn to freeze in shock and surprise. She stared at me without a word, and I caught the briefest flash of fear in her gaze. Part of her knew that I was lying through my teeth, but she had seen me command her sire’s slaves, deliver prophecies, and perform miracles. I might be telling the truth, and it frightened her.

She knew that reacting with threats and violence would only showcase her weakness. The confident ruler didn’t let threats get to them; they instead let them slide off like waves on the eternal shore. So instead, Iztacoatl quickly regained her composure and answered my warning with fake amusement.

“You forget,” she replied, “whose property you are, songbird.”

Her lips pressed against mine before I could react.

Her flesh was softer than milk, yet colder than the coldest winter. A terrible chill overtook my body. My own burning Teyolia wavered in my chest, its flame suddenly weakened. Iztacoatl’s mouth was a gaping maw, a pit that sucked the air and warmth out of my lungs. I sensed her power, her hunger, her desire to drain me dry of my life and youth.

I couldn’t move an inch. Iztacoatl could have sucked the soul out of my body as easily as the Nightchildren consumed their victims. I gazed at the darkness inside Eztli whenever we made love, but it couldn’t compare to the pitch-black void festering inside a true Nightlord. A bottomless abyss hungered where her Teyolia should have been, and it paralyzed me.

And to my horror, I didn’t want to move. A shiver of unearthly pleasure followed the revulsion. Her lips tasted better than any food and gave greater bliss than the act of sex. My soul fought back against my body, trying to force it to move away from Iztacoatl, but she refused to let me escape her icy grip.

It wasn’t a kiss of pleasure, warped affection, or anything so quaint. It was a serpent’s venomous kiss, which promised only death—the bite of a predator marking its meal. A contemptuous display of power.

Iztacoatl had found a weakness, and it delighted her.

Little warmth remained when her lips broke away. I shivered in the bed, my breath short and my body weaker than before. Iztacoatl licked her lips as if she had just finished a fine meal.

“Interesting,” she said. “Your sweat tastes like the sun.”

Thankfully, I was too disgusted and nauseous to show fear. “Try that again, and you may taste sulfur.”

“You make it sound like I should be afraid of him.” Iztacoatl smiled with all of her overbearing arrogance, though I still sensed the worry beneath it. “Neither of you will escape your respective cages. I shall see to it.”

Iztacoatl lost interest at this point and stepped away from the bed. I wiped away the taste of her lips on mine with my hand, much to her amusement.

“Put on your feather dress, songbird. Your home’s ruins await you.” Iztacoatl contemptuously scratched Itzili’s head on her way out of the room. My pet growled at her with hatred, though the guards kept him from biting the Nightlord as he wanted. “I will be sure to visit you tonight. I cannot wait to see your little family reunion.”

My fists clenched under my coverlet as I considered my options. I needed to visit the Reliquary. Ask my predecessors for advice, assess the situation, formulate a plan⁠—

“Oh, I almost forgot,” Iztacoatl said, her words halting my thoughts. “The Reliquary will be closed to you from now on.”

My head snapped at her in surprise, which proved a terrible mistake. Iztacoatl chuckled in sinister glee.

“You were thinking of going there to lick your wounds, weren’t you?” she asked mockingly. “I’ll deny you that pleasure.”

“Why?” I could only rasp. Did she notice something suspicious back there in spite of all of my efforts?

“Because I’ve noticed something interesting about you humans. Whenever you are threatened by stress or danger, you must retreat to a sanctuary. A hideout where you feel safe from the world. No refuge is perfect, of course, but you need that delusion to feel a measure of peace.”

She sent me one last smile filled with fangs.

“Deep inside your heart, you never forget that you are our prey.”

The guards closed the door behind her, but I heard her laughter long after she left.

[image: ]


The imperial carriage prepared to depart for Acampa within the hour.

As befitting of an emperor’s historical tour of his dominion, I would travel with all of Yohuachanca’s might and splendor behind me. Hundreds of trihorn cavaliers, servants, musicians, priests, and warriors would escort me across my realm, carrying dozens of banners emblazoned with the Nightlords’ four symbols.

Since an emperor shouldn’t rest under a tent on the road, a trio of longnecks would form the core of a moving miniature palace. One of them would bring the imperial palanquin, which once brought me to the Blood Pyramid, so that I may wave at my people whenever I visited their cities; the other two carried large, multi-tiered houses of wood that would house my consorts, harem, and guests.

Ingrid and Tayatzin, who had organized most of the expedition, proceeded to give me a brief rundown of these moving facilities, though I barely listened to either of them.

“As you can see, Your Majesty, each of these longneck houses carries two floors, one split on the animal’s sides and one on its back,” Ingrid explained. “These longnecks were specifically bred to carry heavy weights.”

These towering and serene beasts made for quite the impressive sight, and their loads had been intricately designed. The wooden buildings that they carried reminded me of a cross between small rustic mansions and treehouses, with balconies, windows, and staircases. Each of them sported amenities worthy of an emperor, according to Ingrid, with bedchambers, drug rooms, and even baths created by clever architecture and plumbing.

Did Iztacoatl hide within one of these buildings? Would she travel deep inside one of these devices, her torpid corpse sealed in a coffin somewhere? My hopes were slim, but the idea of somehow dragging her into the sunlight gave me life.

“Each longneck can house around a dozen guests each,” Ingrid said. “I have taken the liberty of inviting our handmaidens and Lady Necahual to travel with my lord on the first longneck and set a room apart on the second for Lady Zyanya and her future husband Tlaxcala. The other rooms can welcome any guest who strikes my lord’s fancy on the road.”

“I must remind Your Divine Majesty that the harem’s women are forbidden from associating with any males except your loyal eunuchs,” Tayatzin added. “As such, to avoid any risk of a daring male befitting your properties, your consorts and concubines will travel in a different longneck than the one carrying dignitaries.”

I hardly paid attention to their explanations. Ingrid and Tayatzin did their best to retain my attention, but all of my thoughts focused on my mother and the danger threatening her.

“Time is the world-killer,” the wind whispered in my ear. “Night heralds the end of yours.”

And that damn breeze’s taunts didn’t help either.

Was Iztacoatl lying? Did she simply invent that story out of thin cloth after investigating my past and reaching the conclusion that my mother’s departure left a gaping hole in my heart? Did she assume that the unresolved nature of her disappearance would provide a method to pressure me?

It could be a trick for all I knew. Maybe Iztacoatl would introduce an impostor to me tonight—a woman with Mother’s face meant to exploit my compassion and then infiltrate my inner circle. I couldn’t put it beyond the White Snake to use such an elaborate trick.

I could be overthinking everything. But if Iztacoatl had indeed told me the truth, then how and why did she find a lead on Mother after failing to find her for years? The answer struck me like a bolt of lightning.

They’d found Mother because of me.

Father mentioned that Mother witnessed Smoke Mountain’s eruption. She saw Eztli and I escaping its flames, which meant that she had to be in the region a few weeks ago. A Nightkin could have seen her, investigated, and then reported her presumed location to Iztacoatl.

The Nightlord’s tale was credible.

But even if they truly knew Mother’s current location, could they capture her? I would have immediately known if they already had, and I descended from a mighty sorceress. No red-eyed priest nor warrior could hope to defeat Mother in battle. She would dismember them with the Doll, trick them with the Veil, and deflect attacks with the Cloak. Only the Nightlords and Nightkin could clip her wings.

Hence Iztacoatl’s mention of tonight. She intended to capture Mother herself come sunset, and she would likely succeed. Mother wouldn’t be so desperate to avoid the Nightlords’ notice if she could take them on.

But why warn me? To feed on my despair? I immediately concluded against it, for it would have been crueler and more effective to show me Mother in chains. The White Snake was too clever to give me the slightest chance of affecting an already decided outcome.

Unless…

Unless she wanted me to try?

She wants me to investigate, I realized. Or to contact Mother.

Mother was ultimately irrelevant to the Nightlords’ plan. Adding her to the harem would strengthen their horrific breeding system, but it would neither secure their ritual’s success nor strengthen their hold on Yohuachanca. They could easily ignore or kill her. It wouldn’t change anything about Iztacoatl’s plans.

I, meanwhile, represented an existential threat to the sisters’ regime. I, who had begun to build a power base and wielded power that they didn’t truly understand. Iztacoatl was too careful to act against me without gathering more information, so she designed this plot to tip my hand.

Did the First Emperor truly whisper prophecies in my ear? How deep did my spy network run? Who worked with me, who could be turned against me? Could I truly speak to animals and use them against my foes?

No matter how I responded to the crisis at hand, Iztacoatl would learn something about me. Even informing Mother in my sleep would tip her off that I had a way of communicating with others that didn’t leave any obvious trace. Depending on what information Iztacoatl had already gathered, this might lead her to uncover the existence of the Underworld.

What should I do?

“My lord?”

Ingrid’s voice drew me out of my thoughts. My head perked up at her, and I realized that both she and Tayatzin stared at me in embarrassment. They must have noticed me dozing off for a while and been too polite to interrupt me.

“I haven’t slept all too well,” I replied without apologizing, as it would show weakness. The lie came easily to me. “You have done well organizing this, Ingrid.”

“My lord flatters me, and I am pained to hear of your sleeping troubles,” Ingrid replied with a smile that wasn’t entirely genuine. “I was asking if you wished us to bring any other concubines or pets from your menagerie with us?”

Her question sounded innocent enough, but the glance she sent me made me realize that she wasn’t only talking about our planned tour.

“Are all other preparations completed?” I asked.

Ingrid gave me a sharp, knowing nod. “We are only waiting for you, my lord.”

I immediately understood her hidden message: the stars had aligned when it came to destroying Yoloxochitl’s lab tonight. I only needed to do my part and do it fast.

How long would this window of opportunity remain open? I couldn’t deal with both it and the threat to Mother’s life at once.

I crossed my arms and pretended to think over Ingrid’s question. Iztacoatl would no doubt keep me under close observation today. Any action, no matter how subtle or inane, would be scrutinized. Casting a spell while awake was too risky, and calling upon my allies risked exposing them to danger.

I needed a smokescreen. A catspaw.

I was deep in thought when a priest approached Tayatzin and whispered in his ear. My attendant’s frown immediately worried me.

“What is the matter?” I asked with a scowl.

Tayatzin cleared his throat before answering. “Your Majesty, Lady Ingrid, I bear a message from the goddess herself. She insists that Lady Astrid join us on our journey to Zachilaa.”

Ingrid’s face drained of all colors in an instant. A pallid veil fell upon her, while my heart skipped a beat. My consort stared at me and immediately confirmed our common surprise.

“Why?” Ingrid inquired immediately, her poise and composure briefly shaken by the unspoken threat to her family. She immediately corrected her expression, though her voice lost some of her confidence. “Why would the goddess honor us so?”

“The goddess didn’t see fit to inform us of her reasons,” Tayatzin apologized. “Though she will no doubt find a use for Lady Astrid.”

A vision of Lady Sigrun’s blood staining the temple floor flared in my mind, closely followed by Fjor’s crimson gaze.

A similar thought must have crossed Ingrid’s mind too. She stared at me with a blank expression, searching my gaze for support and reassurance. I immediately grabbed her trembling hands and gripped them tightly.

I could hardly offer her more than warmth. My words would have sounded hollow. How could they not, when I was equally afraid myself?

First Mother and now Astrid. Was that a coincidence? A veiled threat to Ingrid that assisting me would cost her her sister’s life? Another attempt to put pressure on me?

Focus, Iztac. She’s making you overthink everything, and she isn’t even in your presence. My predecessors forewarned me that Iztacoatl would seek to destabilize me until I tripped up and made a fatal mistake. I can’t let her succeed.

A simple plan formed in my mind. Mother spent most of her time in the Underworld nowadays, so she was likely still asleep somewhere. I would pretend to be tired to nap during our trip to Acampa, conquer the fourth house of Xibalba if I had to, and then inform her of the threat.

All the while, I would cover my tracks with a misleading clue. A false hint that would distract Iztacoatl.

“Astrid will travel with us under my personal care,” I declared. Keeping her close might let me protect her from whatever fate Iztacoatl had in store for her. “Ensure that she will want for nothing.”

“Thank you, my lord,” Ingrid replied. My words and support, meager as they were, reassured her a bit.

“Meanwhile, my Necahual and the handmaidens shall satisfy my body’s needs,” I informed Tayatzin. “I will need songbirds to soothe my ears and a set of swift prey. It would be a shame to travel across the fair lands of Yohuachanca and not stain them with blood.”

Tayatzin raised an eyebrow. “Prey, Your Majesty?”

“My Itzili needs to gain a taste for battle, and I must practice trihorn riding,” I explained. “Hunts will both provide practice and entertainment, so you shall bring quarries that we can chase to our heart’s content.”

Iztacoatl already suspected that I could talk to animals and had somehow ordered Tetzon to spy on her on my behalf. Perhaps I could lean on this misinterpretation. That would help sell my Itzili distraction and provide an alternative. I would give Iztacoatl a bone to choke upon.

Once preparations were complete, I ascended to the second longneck’s back house. Its insides were as opulent as an emperor’s carriage would suggest, with thick layers of animal hides insulating its wood walls. A large and well-lit living room with jaguar fur rugs for a floor, a central table, and a separate bath for cleaning formed the upper floor’s core. Four bedrooms belonging to my consorts and their handmaidens surrounded it, and a fifth—the largest—belonged to me and was the one closest to the longneck’s head.

Ingrid and Tenoch arrived first, followed by Chikal and Lahun. The priests transported Eztli inside a closed coffin to protect her from the sun until nightfall, with Atziri taking care of her. The latter was frighteningly pale, though her neck wounds had vanished. Seeing her like this made me uneasy, but I kept my mouth shut. Necahual and Astrid followed closely after them. Nenetl arrived last with her own maid, whom I did not recognize. I truly needed to find her a companion I could make use of.

Thankfully, young Astrid proved quite enthusiastic about enjoying a longneck ride.

“Look, sister!” Astrid rejoiced upon finding a door to a balcony near the longneck’s tail. “We can see the walls from there!”

“Beware, young woman,” Necahual lightly chided her. As the only mother onboard the longneck, she understood how to handle children the best. “Do not move too close to the edge, lest you fall to your death.”

“Listen to Lady Necahual, Astrid,” Ingrid said, though her sister’s enthusiasm lit up her gloomy mood somehow. “You must behave once we leave the palace so that you do not shame His Majesty.”

Her words were gentle enough, but they immediately turned Astrid’s smile into a gloomy face.

“I… I won’t.” Astrid looked at her feet. “I won’t disappoint him like… like our mother did.”

Ingrid flinched as if she’d been slapped, as did Necahual and I. Being reminded of Lady Sigrun remained a sore spot for all of us.

Of course she was happy to leave the palace, I thought. It stinks of her mother’s blood.

I did my best to lighten the mood.

“If you behave, Astrid, then I shall let you feed the longneck,” I said before patting Astrid’s head with my hand. “I may even allow you to ride my brave Itzili. A mount worthy of an emperor.”

“The feathered tyrant?” My suggestion lit up the flame of joy in Astrid’s heart. “He’s so fluffy.”

The suggestion amused Chikal enough for her to comment on it. “This child will look fearsome atop a feathered tyrant’s back.”

“She will,” Nenetl replied with a giggle as a maid began to serve breakfast in the living room. “Would you like to play tumi with us, Astrid? I could teach you the rules while we eat.”

“Enjoy yourselves,” I declared with a yawn. “I will recover my lost sleep this morning and join you in the afternoon.”

Ingrid joined her hands together. “We should reach Acampa by then, my lord. Will you need a song to help you sleep?”

She wanted to speak with me in private, and I quickly indulged her. “I would appreciate your company, Ingrid.”

I took Ingrid’s hand in mine and gently led her inside my sumptuously appointed bedroom. Though very small compared to my palace’s quarters, it was better polished and adorned than the rest of the longneck house. A bear fur rug lay before a large bed with a cotton coverlet, next to a desk for work and a small space for Itzili the Younger to sleep on. A birdcage holding a great-tailed grackle hung from the ceiling next to an open window. The songbird’s sweet, tinkling notes echoed through the room.

I didn’t see any snake hidden under the rug, but I bet Iztacoatl had means of spying on anything happening within these walls.

“My lord looks very troubled today,” Ingrid said. “What concerns you so much?”

She probably thought that I was worried about tonight’s operation. And I was, in a way. I hoped that I could inform Mother without wasting a precious opportunity to destroy Yoloxochitl’s garden and wipe her twisted legacy off from the face of the earth.

“It has been so long since I left my home village,” I replied upon examining the birdcage. The grackle briefly stopped singing when I approached but quickly returned to its chatter. It had grown used to the presence of man. “I do not relish the thought of visiting its ruins.”

“I see, though I will not pretend to understand.” Ingrid stared at the palace through the window. “I have never seen the world beyond these walls.”

“Are you afraid of what lies outside?”

“Not at all.” Ingrid crossed her arms and gazed at the sun. “I wanted to see Winland once, a long time ago. Mother said it is covered in ice and snow at this time of the year.”

“We could visit the mountains on our way to Zachilaa, if you’d like,” I suggested. “Some of them are blanketed in snow during the Crocodile Month.”

Ingrid briefly turned to smile at me without a word. Her lips didn’t reach the eyes.

I cursed my lack of wits. Ingrid desperately needed a distraction, and I couldn’t even provide her with good small talk.

Small tremors put an end to the awkward silence. The call of battle horns resonated outside alongside the beats of war drums and other instruments. Our longneck began to walk at a steady pace as our convoy finally began its journey west.

I didn’t join Ingrid at the window immediately. I first opened the grackle’s cage and then seized the bird with my hands. The poor animal stopped singing in fear and surprise, though it was too small to escape my grip.

Its feathers were so smooth and clean. All the animals in my menagerie had been pampered since the day of their birth. They never wanted food or care. Yet I wondered… if granted a chance to leave, would this bird take it or would it meekly return to its servitude?

Time to find out.

I whispered nonsense into the bird’s ear, so low none could hear it. If anyone did anyway, they would only listen to strange strings of words without context. The paranoid might mistake it for a code.

Afterward, I joined Ingrid at the window. Our longneck walked past the open gates of my palace. We left behind my own birdcage and entered the streets of the capital, where foolish crowds gathered to catch a glimpse of my imperial person. Their cheers and claps filled the air, generating the winds fueling my Cloak spell. The city’s buildings looked so small from so high above.

Ignoring my citizens, I instead stared at the cloudless sky and gently placed the grackle on the window sill. The bird stood there for an instant in confusion, its eyes darting from my person to the world outside. I wondered if, like Ingrid, it never saw anything outside its cage’s bars. Its simple mind quickly assessed its situation and the unique opportunity I’d offered it.

It turned to face the sun, then flew away without turning back. The grackle’s jet-black wings dropped a few feathers as it escaped to the distant skies, carried away by the cheers of thousands.

In spite of all the danger ahead, the simple sight of this bird flying toward the sun filled my heart with hope.

“Why did my lord do that?” Ingrid asked with a look of surprise.

“Because every bird deserves to be free,” I replied. As we will be one day.

“True freedom is never granted,” the wind whispered in my ear. “It must be won by guile or strength for each day of life.”

Ingrid’s gaze trailed the grackle’s flight until it vanished beyond the capital’s walls. I leaned behind my consort and pulled my arms around her waist. She didn’t resist. “Ingrid⁠—”

“Will Astrid survive this trip?” she whispered under her breath. Such was her concern that she didn’t bother with double meanings and hidden messages.

My grip tightened. “I will make sure she does,” I promised her. “One way or another.”

“Swear it.” Ingrid looked over my shoulders, her eyes wet. She was struggling to hold back tears of fear. “Swear it to me.”

My jaw clenched. If I fulfilled her demand, then Iztacoatl would cruelly do everything in her power to see that I broke my oath. She couldn’t resist the temptation. “Ingrid…”

“Swear it.” Her trembling hands gripped my arms, her nails sinking into my skin. “I need it.”

Ingrid had already seen one family member slain by the Nightlords and unknowingly lost another to them in another way. Astrid was the last of her kin, and the mere prospect of losing her sister terrified my consort.

Ingrid knew that my promise wouldn’t be worth much beyond the strength of my commitment, but it was better than nothing.

I didn’t have the strength to deny her wish.

“I swear,” I whispered in her ear, though I knew I would regret it.

I’d already promised I would do my best to defeat the Nightlords and protect her sister. I couldn’t guarantee Astrid’s safety, no matter how much I wanted to, but I would do my best to make that lie true.

“Thank you, Iztac.” Ingrid accepted my promise with a suppressed sob, then wiped the tears forming in her eyes with her finger. “Can I stay with you? For a time?”

“You can stay as long as you wish, Ingrid.” I lightly kissed her on the cheek. Her skin tasted of salt and stillborn tears. “I’m here for you.”

Ingrid’s hand held onto my arms while her head turned to face mine. Unlike Iztacoatl, her lips were as wet as the kiss was clumsy. It tasted of anxiety, weakness, and of a desperate hunger for human warmth. The same kind that animated me.

We both needed an escape from our fears.

I began to kiss her neckline, her skin shuddering lightly at the contact of my lips. One of her hands seized my hair while the other traveled down my imperial robes in search of my manhood.

“Everything will be fine,” I promised Ingrid as I lured her to the bed. “Don’t worry.”

We both knew it was a lie, but we wished to believe it nonetheless.
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I woke up at the crossroads.

Four doors surrounded me, each of them breathing a pale miasma onto Xibalba’s streets. I ignored them and instead called upon the Doll. Talons of darkness tore out the stones under my feet and dug up at lightning speed.

I only found dirt.

The hole that I used to access Mother’s home a few nights ago had disappeared. The path was closed. I expected as much, but it still frustrated me.

I moved on to my next plan: casting the Ride spell on Mother herself. Although my magic would likely fail to affect her, she would likely detect my attempt to possess her and hopefully investigate. If it somehow worked against the odds, then I would write her a message.

I carved Mother’s name on my bones and expanded my consciousness upward into the waking world, searching for her mind and soul in a sea of darkness. My spirit searched a trail to its destination. A few paths opened to me, each pointing to a different Ichtaca. I focused on the unbreakable bonds that bound us together, our kinship in blood and sorcery.

All paths vanished in thick shadows.

The Ride spell had failed.

I returned to the Underworld dejected. Mother was either still sleeping or she had somehow protected herself against possession. This plan wouldn’t work.

With few other options left, I used my dark talons to carve out a brief message on the stone warning Mother of the plot against her.

This is a message from your son: Iztacoatl knows where you are and intends to hunt you down. Run and hide before sunset. I will do my best to delay her.

On the off chance that Mother visited this spot in her sleep, then she should hopefully panic and realize the danger threatening her.

So far, so good. I faced the nearest fog gate next. I hope I can complete the trial in time.

I mustered my courage and resolve, then stepped through the mist on my way to the fourth house of Xibalba. Purple vapors coiled and enveloped me, shrouding my sight and overwhelming my mouth with the sick taste of rot. Whatever awaited me, I would beat it. I would win.

I stepped on ancient dirt under a gray sky. The mist slowly cleared, revealing a small plaza of overturned stones and crumbling archways. A simple message was crudely carved on the floor in modern Yohuachancan.

Mine.

No.

No, no, no, that was a trick. I had stepped into a house of lies and been deceived. The Lords of Terror overseeing this trial had to embody the fear of jokes and trickery.

I activated the Gaze spell to pierce through any illusion and found none. I then hastily stepped under the archway to my right, wading through thick fog and fighting the gnawing unease rising inside my heart. My footsteps echoed through the mist and into the crossroads beyond.

My own message now felt like a cruel taunt.

At my wits’ end, I immediately shaped four skulls with the Legion spell and imbued them with my power. I then threw them through a different door each.

All of them rolled back into the crossroads, much to my horror.

“Are my eyes deceiving me, my predecessors?” I asked in disbelief.

“We fear that they do not,” they replied with grim consternation. “The doors are barred.”

The Fourth House was closed to me.

Half expecting the path to have changed, I quickly shapeshifted into an owl and attempted to fly out of this four-faced open prison. I flapped my wings with enough strength to whip up a storm and hardly moved an inch. Xibalba’s magic refused to let me escape this trap.

“Why?” I pondered in disbelief upon landing back on the ground amidst my predecessors’ skulls. “Why can’t I progress?”

The city deigned to answer me. A sinister sound reverberated across its dead gray streets and walls of wicked fog.

A cruel cackle.

I finally figured it out.

Xibalba fed on the fear and nightmares of humanity, including mine. The city denied me entrance to the next house so it could dine on my dread and tension. The path to Mother’s sanctuary would remain closed to me.

“No…” I struck the nearest archway with enough strength to crack its stones. “Stop mocking me!”

The cackle only grew louder.

“Calm down, our successor,” the skulls spoke as one. “We still have time and options.”

“Which ones?” I snapped back. “Which ones?!”

I couldn’t focus. Doubt and paranoia overwhelmed me as I examined various possibilities and rejected each of them.

If I asked the priests where Mother was, not only would Iztacoatl force them into silence, but it would be tantamount to confirming that her capture would indeed help the Nightlords pressure me further.

Should I ask Ingrid and Necahual to investigate on my behalf? I immediately decided against it. Not only did I doubt that they would discover much now that we’d left the palace and most of our spy network behind, but it would also alert Iztacoatl. She would mark anyone caught helping us for death, and Astrid’s head would roll first.

What other options did I have? Seidr would let me assess Mother’s location but not contact her. She might hole up in a coffin in the middle of nowhere for all I knew. Should I cast the Augury instead? No, no, what if Iztacoatl used magic to observe me? What if she picked the slightest hint of sorcery?

If only Mother’s disastrous first impression had convinced my predecessors to leave a skull in her house, then they could have warned her. But no, she couldn’t make things easy for us!

If only I’d had time… Time to plan and figure things out…

“Will you let the White Snake’s whispers torment you so easily?” the Parliament of Skulls asked sternly. “This is unlike you, Iztac Ce Ehecatl.”

Yes, it was. I hadn’t reacted this way since the Jaguar Woman forced me to choose who between Sigrun and Necahual would perish. I tried to tell myself that I only felt that way because Mother was my main supporter in the Underworld, but the concern overwhelming me ran deeper. It was instinctual.

Could part of me possibly care for her safety?

Now I understand how Eztli and Ingrid felt when they brought their mothers to the altar. It was a disquieting thing to see one’s family threatened with death and worse. Father will never forgive me if I let the Nightlords capture her either.

What would happen to him and Mother’s other captured souls if anything happened to her? Would Xibalba let them go? Somehow I found it more likely that they would suffer at the Lords of Terror’s cruel whims without protection.

“What about the Cloak?” my predecessors suggested. “If the Ehecatl is the wind that protects, then you may call upon it to shield Lady Ichtaca from incoming danger.”

I had little to lose, so I decided to try it out. The Ehecatl answered the call of my Cloak spell in an instant. The praises of my citizens swirled around me in a mighty current stronger than Xibalba’s malicious air.

“Oh great Ehecatl, can you warn my mother of Iztacoatl’s threat?” I pleaded with the wind. “Do so, and I shall bless a hundred souls in need.”

A chorus of voices answered my plea.

“Glory to our emperor!” they sang. “Please protect us, oh Godspeaker!” “May thou be blessed for bringing the dawn!”

My plea fell on deaf ears, and I quickly understood why.

The Cloak summoned words of gratitude into a mighty shield of air. Mother harnessed general prayers without a specific target in mind while I gathered the praise of millions. And there lay its weakness.

The spell only worked one way. It brought the wind to the spellcaster but wouldn’t allow them to send a message outward. Unless Mother cast the Cloak spell on her own, any word I sent her way would never find its way to her.

But there was another wind I could call upon. One with malicious intelligence and that would easily blow in this den of nightmares. A force born of curses that kept intruding upon my thoughts without my authorization.

What did it cost to question it?

I canceled the Cloak and bit my hand until my burning blood dropped onto Xibalba’s floor. I cast the Augury, dedicating my blood to the darkest of winds.

“Yaotzin,” I whispered. “Should you warn my mother of the danger that threatens her before sundown and help her avoid it, then I shall reveal to you Yohuachanca’s most sinister secret: the fate of the emperors’ sons.”

A grim gust answered my declaration: one that did not banish the miasma-ridden air of Xibalba but instead fed on it. It swirled around me like a black whirlpool and answered my offer in my own voice.

“Secrets alone cannot purchase a life,” the wind replied. “A greater price you must pay for this service.”

I shuddered in anticipation. A cruel merchant always extracted a heavy toll from desperate souls. “State your terms.”

“The last breaths of a hundred human beings, delivered before the Wind Month’s first dawn.”

The Yaotzin had heard my proposal to the Ehecatl wind and twisted it to its needs.

I pondered the offer before glancing at my predecessors’ skulls. The previous emperors stayed true to their promise of treating me as an equal by remaining silent as ancient stones. The decision would be mine alone.

Once upon a time, my first instinct was to refuse the proposal outright, for I had shed enough innocent blood as it was.

Months of trials and cruelty had beaten that naivety out of me.

I instead assessed the proposal with the cold rationality of my current situation. I put in the balance the odds of a hundred souls perishing now against the tragedies that would befall millions if I failed to destroy the Nightlords—an objective that Mother’s support would make easier to achieve.

I recalled the Jaguar Woman’s “lesson” back in my palace’s temple: human life had value, but it was up to the emperor to determine it.

“I refuse.”

My words echoed at the crossroads, followed by a deep inspiration as I carefully chose my next words.

“That’s not enough,” I declared. “I want more for this price.”


8
THE OLD DEAD PAST


Isealed a pact with the winds of chaos to the triumphant tune of demonic applause.

Xibalba’s streets rejoiced over my counteroffer with the soft sound of clapping hands echoing in the distance. Whether this place of nightmares meant to congratulate or mock me didn’t matter. I let the sound wash over me like waves on the eternal shore, all of my attention focused on the negotiation at hand.

“A life never exists alone in the void,” I argued with the Yaotzin. “If I take a soul, I prevent the potential birth of hundreds that they could have sired. My mother’s life is precious to me, but I demand more for a price which only an emperor may satisfy. I want another benefit.”

The Yaotzin blew among the dead city’s towers, blanketing my feathers with its malice. “What do you seek?”

“Power,” I replied immediately. “I give you the death of hundreds and ask only for the death of the few in return. I want a spell to slay my foes with.”

“Your bargaining position is highly dubious,” the wind replied coldly. It knew I wouldn’t have called upon it had I any other alternative. “You sought our assistance beyond the bounds of the Augury spell, and we agreed to provide it for a price.”

“A price which only I may pay,” I retorted. I had dreamed of becoming a merchant, and I had haggled many times with gods and demons since I ascended to the obsidian throne. Resistance no longer frightened me. “Now that I know that you can provide the service I asked for, we can negotiate.”

“A fair price we asked. A price you will pay.”

“My mother’s life is not enough to satisfy my greed.” I was done begging for table scraps. “I demand more.”

I detected a hint of amusement in the wind’s answer. “It is in the nature of man to desire what they cannot have and be found wanting.”

“And it is in your nature to spread chaos and suffering, as it is in mine,” I replied. “You have goaded me on the dark path of the Tlacatecolotl, and now I walk it with purpose. I have cursed millions with fire, disease, and devastation. I have reminded the Nightlords what it is to fear death. Have I not fed you well?”

“We owe you nothing.”

“I call not upon your gratitude, for I know you feel none,” I replied. “I speak to you not as a supplicant but as a business partner. You asked for much, and I could yet offer you more in the future. Support me in my quest, and I might call upon you with more than scraps of secrets to offer.”

The Yaotzin coiled around me like a hurricane around its eye. I sensed its power, its hunger, and below both, its calculating and ancient intelligence. The wind of chaos possessed greater foresight than any man; it had tried to goad me down the path of destruction long before I became emperor. Though it was the enemy of all sides, it was in the Yaotzin’s nature to prosper in times of war; and for my conflict with the Nightlords to escalate, I had to grow stronger.

I sensed a shift in the pressure around me as the Yaotzin considered my proposal. When it spoke up again, it did not address me with cryptic words or taunts meant for children, but with a tone full of solemnity.

“Then a bargain is struck,” the wind said grimly. “We grant you command over the last breaths of those whose lives you have taken, heavy with despair; and with them, you shall craft the sword of the Slice. Use it however you wish.”

The Yaotzin blew between my fingertips. I heard voices and whispers coiling inside my palms, a chorus of final curses and death wails. The souls whose hopes I’d silenced with Smoke Mountain’s flames and the sting of my murders spat at me, their condemnation fueling a wind beholden to their killer. I let this current guide me and waved my hand at the nearest wall. The cold wind formed a blade that sliced through the stone with the depth of an obsidian sword.

It was true what they said. Words could cut deeper than any blade.

“We shall forewarn your witch-mother of the enemy that threatens her, child of the wind, but we offer a warning,” the Yaotzin said. “Those who mistreat their slaves are bound to one day suffer their wrath. Chaos stings both ways.”

“I know,” I replied, though I didn’t care at all. I would bear any reproach sent my way. If others complained about the prices I’d paid, then they should have rebelled against the Nightlords in the first place and not made these bargains of mine unavoidable.

Though I remained worried for Mother and Astrid, my heart briefly swelled with pride. I’d bargained with otherworldly forces and for once earned more than what it had asked for. I was gaining true power inch by inch.

The winds of chaos swiftly reminded me of my tenuous position.

“Remember the price we asked, for we shall suffer no delay and answer betrayal with blood.” The Yaotzin’s final warning silenced Xibalba’s applause, the wind’s whispers now cold and threatening. “We shall meet again in the depths of faithlessness.”

I answered the threat with silence and waited until the winds of chaos no longer blew. I next turned to my predecessors’ skull medium. The past emperors offered neither reassurance nor condemnation.

I would have to live with the consequences of my own decision.
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With little else to do in Xibalba and the city keeping its doors closed to me—a state of affairs that would likely last until my uncertainty over Mother’s fate ended—I forced myself awake and returned to the world above.

Ingrid rested in my arms, her eyes wide open. She didn’t find sleep.

I couldn’t blame her. Beneath her wits and confident exterior, Ingrid remained a young woman who had seen far too much for her young age. She didn’t wield magic that could offer her a measure of comfort, nor spirit her sister Astrid away from Iztacoatl’s grasp. She was a plaything dancing in the palm of greater forces.

“Everything will be fine, Ingrid,” I whispered in her ear. The wisest part of myself didn’t truly believe it—the Nightlords’ cruelties had cured me of this naivety—but part of me wanted to make it true nonetheless. “Your sister will enjoy a nice trip across the empire and return home safely.”

I’d promised a hundred souls for the mere hope of shielding my mother from incoming danger. At this point, I would likely slay ten times that number if it meant keeping Astrid safe.

When Ingrid turned to look at me, I could tell that my words had failed to reach her. “My lord is kind, but our true home lies far beyond the sea.”

Of course she didn’t consider that prison of a palace any more of a home than I did.

“Do you wish to see Winland one day?” I asked while stroking her hair. “See the snow?”

She stared back at her pillow, though I’d caught a flicker of hope in her eyes. “It is a foolish dream.”

“Not for an emperor,” I insisted. I couldn’t promise her to send her there—the Nightlords would never allow it—but I might be able to bring Winland to her. “I could build a new one for you.”

My bold proclamation caused Ingrid to stare at me in genuine confusion. “A new Winland, my lord?”

“Say the word, Ingrid, and I will have servants fetch enough snow from the mountaintops to cover the garden,” I declared. “I will have workers dig a lake in the courtyard, raise an island in its midst, and cover it in snow. I will create a second Winland for your eyes alone.”

Ingrid scoffed, then covered her mouth to suppress her laughter at my eccentric proposal. I took it as a good sign. “It would be quite the expensive and logistical ordeal,” she pointed out. “Snow melts, my lord.”

“Haven’t you heard?” I teased her. “There is no problem that enough manpower cannot solve. If my runners can send a message across the empire in a day’s time, then they can bring you snow before it melts.”

It would be a foolish and extravagant waste of resources, the kind of whim worthy of a mad emperor. To create a snow island that would melt at the first rays of dawn wouldn’t help me defeat the Nightlords.

But for a moment, such an island would allow Ingrid to dream of a better future: a tomorrow where she could see snow elsewhere than on palace tapestries, where she could visit lands beyond the reach of our jailers, and where her sister could grow without an executioner’s axe hanging above her head.

Ingrid shifted places in the bed and leaned against my chest, her hand caressing me in a way that sent jolts down my navel. “My lord is promising me much.”

“There is nothing beyond my power,” I replied. Not even your sister’s safety. “Especially not your happiness, Ingrid.”

“My lord is very kind, as always.” Ingrid hesitated an instant, then lightly kissed me on the lips. Her touch was clumsier than usual and rife with tension, but sincere nonetheless. “I count myself lucky to have been blessed with such a good man for a husband.”

My heart pounded in my chest as I held her. The same gentle warmth that I felt in Nenetl’s presence and that of Eztli coursed through my body. A deep and profound affection that let me forget my troubles for a brief instant.

Brief being the keyword here.

Tenoch soon entered the bedroom and bowed before my bed. “We have reached your hometown, Master,” she informed me. “I was told that the goddess Iztacoatl herself left a gift for you at the site.”

As usual, the Nightlords’ schemes never failed to find a way to spoil my mood. Funny how the mere promise of a gift from them made me fear the worst.

Tenoch dressed me and Ingrid just in time for our convoy to reach Acampa. I stood by the balcony alongside my consorts and concubines—save for Eztli, who still had to hide from the daylight—to witness a wasteland of ashes and debris under the midday sun.

Little more than blasted ruins remained of my hometown and its surrounding region. The eruption had ravaged the forests and fields near my home, snapping pines like twigs and burning everything until only ashes covered the land. A desert of dust blanketed the world, as it did in its beginning. I saw black soot everywhere I looked where grass used to be. The few houses that remained had their roofs blasted off, their crooked walls standing amidst the eerie silence. No one spoke; no one had survived. Even the river where Eztli and I used to play had dried up, its bed devoid of water.

How many souls used to live in Acampa’s region at its height? Three hundred? How many of them had managed to escape the region before the flames and quakes consumed them?

“Behold the wasteland that you have created,” the wind taunted me. “A grave fit for burned men.”

“What a dreadful sight,” Nenetl commented with a horrified expression. She glanced at me in concern. “I am so sorry, Iztac.”

“I’m fine, Nenetl,” I replied with a shrug. Harsh as it sounded, the sight of this blasted village gave me a measure of peace amidst the melancholia. “I expected such desolation.”

My composure cracked when I finally caught sight of Iztacoatl’s “gift.”

In spite of this disaster’s magnitude, a single building appeared untouched by the chaos: the very house in which Necahual and Guatemoc once welcomed me. This was a mere illusion: familiar cracks in the dry mud walls were missing, and the fence looked better than before Smoke Mountain’s rage came crashing down.

The very sight of this cursed place unsettled my mother-in-law and caused my lips to twist in annoyance. There was no way the house miraculously survived the eruption. Iztacoatl must have ordered it rebuilt to better taunt me.

“Was this your home, my lord?” Ingrid guessed, her arm coiled around mine to support me.

“It was my house, once,” I replied with a scowl. I’d lost my true home alongside my father.

“Our Lord Emperor lived in a shack,” Chikal commented. “Good. There is greater nobility in rising from nothing than in being born into wealth.”

There was no nobility in being Yohuachanca’s emperor at all, but I knew Chikal was only playing along. Unwilling to let Iztacoatl rattle me so easily without retaliating, I ordered the longneck to stop near the village.

“Necahual, come with me,” I ordered. “The goddess wishes us to say goodbye to our old lives, and we shall indulge her.”

“As Your Majesty wishes,” Necahual replied with an utter lack of enthusiasm.

“She does not mourn the old days,” the wind whispered in my ears. “Though the cold nights ahead are no better.”

I snorted. She only regretted these times because she had Eztli for herself and power over me. I didn’t miss them in the slightest.

I climbed down from my longneck alongside Necahual and Itzili the Younger, who growled at the house. I patted him on his feathered head and gave him free rein to hunt down any of Iztacoatl’s snakes, should he find any.

“Welcome to the ruins of your former life, Your Divine Majesty,” Tayatzin welcomed me on the ground below with a deep bow. He had seen my agitation and sought to reassure me. “Pay no mind to these embers of mortality. You are a god incarnate now, and the earth shudders in your presence.”

“Who ordered this place rebuilt?” I asked Tayatzin with a cold, dead voice as we inspected the area.

“Lady Iztacoatl,” he replied, confirming my suspicions. I’d expected another one of her cruel jokes. “An emperor’s old house should stand on stronger foundations than those of peasants.”

“She is right, of course,” I said without meaning any of it. She will pay for this. “Were there any survivors?”

“I’m afraid your hometown of Acampa was entirely wiped out,” Tayatzin confirmed. “However, a few of your classmates at the region’s school managed to evacuate in time, alongside their families.”

Classmates?

The word only brought back troubled memories: the smell of trash down the sanitary pit, the sensation of my fingers clawing at walls of dung, the mocking, the shunning, and the beatings. A well of buried scorn swelled to the surface of my soul and overwhelmed it with filth. I thought I had left these memories in the dust, but the past always found a way to cling to me.

Nonetheless, this turn of events provided a grim opportunity for me to seize. Wicked souls shouldn’t survive cataclysms that slaughtered the innocent.

I briefly glanced at the longneck holding my roaming palace and consorts. Nenetl, Ingrid, and the others were luckily too far away to hear what I was about to say. I would at least spare them an awful truth today, at least until Iztacoatl inevitably revealed it to them.

“How is the school?” I questioned Tayatzin.

“Damaged, but the facilities can be repurposed.”

“Gather my former classmates at the school’s ruins.” I marked a short pause as a small part of me still hesitated, only to be swept away by the unrelenting tide of pragmatism. “And bring ropes.”

Necahual flinched at my side, her eyes wide open with horror. Tayatzin didn’t show half of her moral qualms, but he clearly guessed what I had in mind.

“All of them, Your Majesty?” he asked me.

“At least a hundred,” I replied off-handedly. “If you can’t make the count, grab refugees that would be a burden to the state. The old, the criminals, the useless ones who have no place in our empire of faith.”

“We shall gather them within the hour, Your Majesty.”

I deigned to dignify his answer with a nod, then stepped toward Guatemoc’s house and pushed open the small wooden door. Necahual meekly followed me closely without a word while Itzili began to patrol the area around the house to ensure no one would listen in on us.

The insides of her home hadn’t changed in the slightest; the maize-woven mattresses used by the family lay in a dark room right next to a small central room and its hearth. A near-perfect recreation of Necahual’s herb reserve stood along a wall. Either the red-eyed priests recorded the position of every object in the house when they came to capture the family on Yoloxochitl’s orders, or Iztacoatl used magic to obtain this information.

This place and its associated memories filled me with quiet fury. I should have been beyond this by now, but it was stronger than me. This house reminded me of my greatest fear.

Powerlessness.

Frustrating memories assaulted me the moment I glanced at Necahual. I recalled the kiss of the stones she threw at my face, the sensation of her hand on my cheek, the noise of Guatemoc drinking pulque as he had me work his fields. I wanted to burn this house like I did the beasts of Xibalba.

My eyes lingered on the herbs first. I immediately recognized some of the pots that Eztli switched around. Did Iztacoatl put them there as a joke of some kind?

“What are those for?” I asked Necahual. “I remember seeing them on your shelves.”

My concubine scowled and looked away. “Contraceptives.”

I thought I’d misheard for a second. The word hit me like a wave and left me shaken in disbelief. I blinked at Necahual as my mind struggled to accept what my ears had just heard.

Contraceptives?

Necahual’s contraceptives?

There has to be a mistake. She wouldn’t have dared, my heart insisted, though my head knew otherwise. The old Eztli wouldn’t have sunk so low, but the new one’s vampiric nature stripped her of shame and much of her human empathy. She can’t do this to me. To her own mother.

But then doubt began to gnaw at me. I recalled how Eztli once tried to dissuade me from practicing Seidr with Ingrid and subtly encouraged me to get intimate with Necahual. I saw all the tiny hints that I’d blinded myself to behind a veil of nostalgia.

I knew Eztli was on our side. She supported me in our secret war and did her best to protect us both, but her deception filled me with a deep nausea and lurched my stomach. My oldest friend—or rather, her shadow—had betrayed me and her own mother in the most deplorable way possible.

Why would she even think this was a good idea? Bearing my children was Necahual’s worst fear, and the thought of my child becoming either a vampire or breeding stock sickened me to my core. Did she think in her undead madness that a child would bring us closer together?

My fists clenched at the betrayal. Eztli was sick. Evil had infected her since the night I saw her kill her own father, but it was only now that I fully fathomed how deep the vampiric curse corrupted her. Yoloxochitl sucked out her soul alongside her blood.

I sensed the weight of Necahual’s gaze on me. I opened my mouth to gasp for air, suppressing the sickness overtaking me. Though I couldn’t hold my tongue, I retained the presence of mind to stay vague in case Iztacoatl could somehow listen in on us. I opened the bottles and pretended to check their contents.

“Someone sabotaged yours,” I said without explaining how I reached this conclusion. I hoped that Necahual could fill in the blanks on her own, and I didn’t have the heart to mention Eztli.

As it turned out, I didn’t need to.

“My daughter,” Necahual replied with a grim look. “She switches them while I sleep.”

My eyes widened in shock and horror. “You knew?”

Necahual sneered at me. “You thought it would change anything if I didn’t?” she asked me. “After all they’ve done to us, you think they would let me have control of my own body? That they would let me keep those herbs if they did anything?”

I froze in place. “What are you saying?”

“The cooks put enough fertility herbs in our food to quicken any barren womb,” Necahual replied in disgust at my ignorance. “Eztli hasn’t noticed because she doesn’t eat with us, but I recognized the taste instantly.”

“Then your contraceptives⁠—”

“Gave me hope.” Necahual crossed her arms and stared down at the ground in defeat. “Little else.”

Her words sank in my mind, and for a brief instant I felt compassion for her. Neither of us had any choice in the matter. Necahual’s guess was likely correct, as much as it disgusted me. The Nightlords would never allow concubines access to effective contraceptives when their only purpose was to give birth to new generations of vampires.

They never gave us a choice.

But though it might not have changed anything, I still couldn’t come to terms with Eztli’s actions. They clashed so much with the memory of the sweet girl she used to be that I simply couldn’t reconcile the two.

Necahual looked away in shame and regret. “All my daughter wanted was a simple life,” she whispered. “Find a husband, run her own household, and raise a family of her own. First with Chimalli, then you. I denied her that gift.”

“You did not,” I replied, though Necahual silenced me with a glare. We both knew that Yoloxochitl wouldn’t have given her a thought had she not spent my childhood throwing stones at me.

“My daughter can’t have any of that anymore, so she hopes to experience it through me,” Necahual muttered under her breath. “Use me as a surrogate for the child she wanted to have herself.”

I struggled against nausea. “That is sick.”

“My daughter is sick.” Necahual squinted at me. “You haven’t noticed.”

“Noticed what?”

“My daughter’s flowers.” Necahual clenched her jaw. “I’ve seen her water them with her blood.”

My heart skipped a beat as I recalled Yoloxochitl’s garden. Pieces fell into place and recontextualized past events to form a horrifying picture.

The signs became clear to me. Eztli’s sudden obsession with forcing a child on Necahual; the way she treated her handmaiden Atziri; and her decreasing humanity.

Taking on the role of the First Emperor allowed him to speak through my mouth. So great was the occult weight of the Nightlords’ rituals that it allowed Eztli to stand in her vampiric sire’s place. To embody her.

To become her.

Eztli, my oldest friend and the love of my life, was slowly transforming into the very thing that robbed her of her life. Taking on traits from the late Yoloxochitl and growing to fit her role.

And for now, I was powerless to stop her change.

My hands began to shake on their own. I stared at my trembling fingers in disbelief and tried to clench my fists to stop them, to no avail. My breath grew short and weak.

How long has this been going on? Since the moment Yoloxochitl perished? After the First Emperor’s proclamation? Before? I tried to recall every little hint that could inform me when Eztli began to change, every comment that could enlighten me, but I failed to pinpoint an exact start. How long until she becomes Yoloxochitl reborn?

Eztli was slipping into darkness before my eyes. I hadn’t even noticed, and even after doing so, I still couldn’t protect her from herself.

My pact with the Yaotzin didn’t fully reassure me either. Warning Mother of incoming danger wasn’t a promise of ensuring her safety. I couldn’t rule out the possibility that Iztacoatl prepared countermeasures to capture her, and even if she failed to catch Mother, she would likely interrogate me tonight.

Not to mention whatever she had planned for Astrid. My gut told me it would end in tears.

This is too much. I hit the nearest wall so hard it scratched my knuckles. I can’t deal with this right now.

“She knew,” I whispered under my breath, my heart seized with horror. “She knew.”

“Whom?” Necahual asked with a frown.

“Iztacoatl, who else?” I snapped at her, my teeth grinding against each other. “She knew about Eztli. She had to.”

Was she truly blind to my spy network, or did she expect Ezti to spill the beans when she was gone far enough? Was that part of her plan? Did Eztli know something about what the Nightlord had planned for Astrid? Did she already betray us? Would she betray us?

The more I thought about it, the more anxious I became. I held my head with my hand as I furiously tried to figure out how to handle Eztli. She already knew too much, and if she said the wrong thing to Iztacoatl…

“Can’t trust her anymore,” I mumbled under my breath, my mind a storm through which I couldn’t see any ray of light. “Can’t. Too risky, too dangerous…”

“Iztac,” Necahual whispered in concern. “Iztac?”

I was too far gone to listen. “Is this all part of her plan?” I muttered to myself as I attempted to figure out how far the snake’s reach extended. “Mother might have been a smokescreen, a trick…”

Necahual studied my clenched fists for a moment, pondered how to proceed, and then said the one thing I never wanted to hear.

“Brings back memories, cursed child?”

My blood ran cold. She might as well have slapped me out of my confused state.

“What did you say?” I asked with a venomous glare, my panic replaced with rising anger.

“I asked if this place refreshed your memories, cursed child,” she replied while stressing the last two words. “You are still the same weakling as you were back then, cowering at the first sign of trouble.” Then she spat on the ground. “My daughter deserves better than you.”

I slapped her before I realized it. She didn’t flinch, though my hand left a scarlet mark on her cheek.

“Do you like this caress of mine?” I replied with anger, my hand grabbing her hair and pulling her closer. “Do you want to feel it again?”

Necahual sneered at me. “As if you could make me feel anything.”

I briefly thought that the sight of this cursed house awakened Necahual’s worst instincts until I saw the steely resolve in her eyes. The truth suddenly dawned on me.

My mother-in-law was smart. She had seen my agitation today, and she knew that Astrid’s presence meant nothing good for this expedition. She was trying to break me out of my dark mood the same way she managed to after Lady Sigrun’s death: through anger and control.

She offered herself to me so I could regain a measure of power. She gave me a visceral way to exorcize my troubled memories in the very place that birthed them, to give me back my confidence by offering herself as a sacrifice.

And as sick as it sounded, I needed it. She soothed my wounded pride and reminded me that I held the power of life and death over others. That I could hurt her as much as I wished.

“Something has been bothering me for a while,” I retorted with a malicious smirk. “Guatemoc needed a son to help him take care of the farm, but you never gave him one.”

Necahual’s eyes widened in genuine, unbridled anger.

“Yet you fear bearing my child, so it can’t have been infertility.” My hand brushed against the shelves of medicinal plants. “Though he raised a daughter that he knew might not have been his own, you used these herbs whenever he took you to bed, didn’t you?”

I guessed correctly. Her guilt was written all over her face.

“You say you loved Guatemoc, but your actions say otherwise,” I taunted her. “He was just a placeholder. A consolation prize meant to take care of you until my father finally set my mother aside and took you for a bride.” I studied Necahual head to toe, my gaze lingering on her slim waist. “You couldn’t bear the thought of raising a drunk’s son.”

Necahual slapped me on my left cheek with all of her strength; the noise of her hand hitting my skin echoed through the house like the sound of a whip. I didn’t flinch.

“The funny part is, my father didn’t dislike you,” I chuckled in dark satisfaction. “He never held a secret grudge that caused him to deny your affections. He simply never noticed them. You never registered as a partner in the book of his mind.”

She tried to slap me on the other cheek. I caught her arm in midair, the same way I did when she tried that in the gardens weeks ago. I pulled her close to me, my other arm wrapping around her waist.

“But don’t worry,” I said as my lips closed on her own. “You’ll forget both men by the time you’re done screaming my name.”

I planted a ferocious kiss on her, my tongue forcing its way past her teeth. Necahual hit me on the chest to push me back, but I held her by the waist and slammed her against the nearest wall with such force that the medicinal herbs nearby fell to the ground. She moaned in pleasure as I began to kiss my way down her neck. My hands fondled her thighs and worked their way under her dress…

“No,” she suddenly whispered in my ear.

I abruptly stopped. Had I gone too far? “No?”

Necahual met my gaze, then glanced at the cotton bed in the other room.

The one she used to share with Guatemoc.

A thrill of pleasure and arousal coursed through me, barely held back by my sheer disbelief at her boldness. “Are you sure?”

“Are you so craven?” Necahual pushed me back and then began to undo her sash. “You were right about one thing. I deserved better.”

Her robes dropped to the floor with a soft thump, her lustrous body wearing only a necklace and a sheet of sweat. My clothes soon followed. Necahual soon lay on the marital bed with her back pressed against the cotton, her legs spread apart and inviting me to claim her.

“You dreamed of this, didn’t you?” she taunted me as her hand went to knead at her breast.

I blushed. The truth was, she was right. Dark dreams often visited me in the nights after she abused me during my adolescence, where I would rape and beat her as revenge for past humiliations. I never expected that they would come true one day.

Satisfied with my awkward response, Necahual dared me to go further. She turned to crawl on her knees and hands, her back turned on me.

“Come, coward,” she said as she beckoned me. “Make me forget my husband, if you can.”

A rush of arousal took me over, and I soon crawled over her. My cock was so hard I didn’t even need preliminaries.

A memory of Guatemoc briefly crossed my mind when my hands gripped Necahual’s hips. Making love to his widow in his own bed felt like the ultimate insult, but I felt no guilt. Quite the contrary. The transgressive nature of this play filled me with overwhelming desire. The thought of pulling back never even crossed my mind.

Necahual moaned my name as I filled her and pried her open. Each inch of progress sent jolts through me, and a pulse thrummed between my legs. An overwhelming feeling of conquest erased my lingering doubts. One stroke caused our hips to finally meet. She was wetter than a swamp and softer than cotton.

I had never taken Necahual from behind. Not like this, with my hands gripping her quivering hips so firmly that they would leave marks. Her own fingers grabbed the cotton bed while I began to pound into her with animalistic fury. She convulsed with each movement, her inner walls sucking me deeper after each thrust.

“This is better, isn’t it?” I grunted, pinning her down. “Better than with Guatemoc.”

“Who?” Necahual groaned in my ear in between moans of pleasure. Somehow, that sounded even better than yes.

Coupling with Necahual never failed to provide me pleasure, but something was different this time. I could tell in the way my hands roamed over her body and how our conjoined bodies quickly settled into a perfect rhythm. Her knees shuddered when she came for the first time, but it hardly stopped anything. I continued to plunge into her.

She moaned about how good I made her feel, how Guatemoc never compared to me, and how I was a real man worthy to take her. I couldn’t tell how much of it was lies or words she truly believed in, but it only heightened my passion. My fingers ran through her hair, and my lips nipped at her ears.

“You are home, Iztac,” she whispered. “Everything here is yours.”

My heart swelled with confidence with each of my concubine’s whispers. But it wasn’t enough to take her like this.

I wanted to see her.

She gasped when I pulled out just long enough to turn her over and pin her on her back. The mere look of the sweat dripping between her strands of hair. She smiled at me, and for a brief instant, she became the most beautiful woman in the world.

I finally understood Necahual’s deviousness. This house of sorrow had now turned into a victory site. I felt like a warrior returning home after earning glory and wealth. This place no longer inspired memories of shame and defeat; the present triumph washed away the past.

It is one way to bury bad memories, I pondered as I spread her legs apart with my hands, under new ones.

Sinking inside her came easy to me by now, but it was her kiss that drove me wild. Necahual was giving me back the confidence Iztacoatl tried to rob me of, and I rewarded her with pleasure. I kissed her, squeezed her breasts, sucked her neck, and kneaded her navel until her eyes and teeth clenched. Her moans grew louder the longer our tryst went on. Her chest bounced against mine.

My heart threatened to burst in my chest. I was close, and so was she. The last vestige of my reasons brought me back from the brink. We didn’t need to practice Seidr today—and doing it now might alert Iztacoatl—so an exchange of body fluids was unnecessary.

“I’m…” I groaned as I sensed the pressure building up. “I’m gonna pull back.”

Her eyes met mine. Countless emotions crossed them in an instant. Fear, most of all. Desire as deep as the sea. Doubt laced with excitement. And finally, that strange determination she had shown in her darkest moments.

“No,” Necahual decided.

I thought my ears had deceived me for a moment, but her legs soon tightened around my waist. They held me weakly at first, her knees shaking, and then tightened further. My pulse pounded in my head as my lust-addled mind struggled to make sense out of her demand.

Was she asking me… I slowed down in surprise.

“Do it,” she confirmed.

Had she lost her mind? Was that a trick meant to further bolster my confidence? She didn’t need to go that far, and the risk of impregnating her was real. My mind told me it was mere roleplay, but I found no deceit when I studied her face.

My gods, she is serious.

“Why?” I could only whisper in disbelief.

“Because if it is to happen either way… I wish to be my choice.” Necahual snorted with pride. “Not hers… not yours.”

I couldn’t tell whether she referred to Eztli or Iztacoatl. It didn’t matter. I could easily break out of her embrace if I pushed hard enough. Spill my seed on her belly and be done with it.

But I didn’t.

It was stupid. I knew it all too well. But the rush of euphoria proved too strong. This woman, who had loathed me with all of her heart for years and whose greatest fear quivered between her legs, dared me to cross the final line of our twisted relationship—to knowingly violate our final taboo.

I came.

My vision went white as I unloaded my seed inside Necahual. Gasps and convulsions coursed through our bodies while they joined in a deep union of flesh and soul. I avoided using Seidr, but I had visions of our Teyolias nonetheless. Our heart-fires had joined together so often that our connection had grown intimately close.

I saw my flame dance with her own in the inferno of our lust and hatred; mine a sun and her a growing fire whose meager strength I had fed one Seidr ritual at a time. They joined together in a bond as old as the Fifth Sun, melding together and separating.

I couldn’t tell when I returned to reality. When I did, I found myself panting and sweating over Necahual. Her eyes widened in shock and surprise. The enormity of what we had just done slowly dawned on us once the waves of pleasure receded.

Necahual had asked me to impregnate her in her late husband’s bed.

And I’d obliged. For all I knew, I’d even succeeded.

My mind was still addled with surprise when I pulled out of her. I gathered my breath as I tried to regain my composure.

“It’s not inevitable,” I finally said.

“It is,” Necahual replied softly.

“It doesn’t have to be.”

She looked at me as if I were a naïve child, which I probably was. I’d made this inevitable the moment I chose her as my favorite and Seidr partner. Necahual needed to play both roles in order to secure her daughter’s freedom and obtain the magical power she craved.

She was indeed willing to bear any price for both. I admired her resolve.

“Did you do it for Eztli?” I asked her. “To stabilize her?”

“For me,” Necahual insisted. “I did it for me. At least this will be on my terms.”

“But—”

Necahual silenced me with a glare. “I’m not afraid of you,” she snapped at me. “I know what I signed up for the first time.”

Her mind was set.

My hands suddenly found themselves roaming Necahual’s belly. My touch startled her, but her fingers didn’t push mine back. An idea wouldn’t leave my mind.

My own mother-in-law. My favorite. Pregnant with my child.

The thought sounded as absurd as it was terrifying. Any scion of mine was bound to grow into a horrible fate, and siring one on this woman of all people… I waited for a surge of nausea that never came.

I’m not against it, I realized, much to my own surprise. I should have been afraid, but somehow I wasn’t. What’s happening to me?

“You were right.”

Necahual’s words woke me up from my trance. Her eyes were filled with tears.

“You were right,” she repeated, her eyes darting at the room around us. “I wanted more than this. This…” She bit her lower lip. “I loathed this life.”

And like me, she tried to forget it today.

“I didn’t love my husband,” Necahual confessed. “I had… affection for him after years of marriage, and he didn’t deserve to die, but…”

“But you would have cast him aside for another in a heartbeat,” I guessed.

Necahual nodded slowly. “He didn’t love me either, or else he wouldn’t have forced you on me, or would have stopped drinking when I asked him to.” She avoided my gaze. “By the end of our marriage, it sickened me to feel the pulque on his lips. I put draught in his drink so he wouldn’t have the strength to crawl into my bed, and I cleansed myself the one time his seed took hold.”

The confession of her treachery should have sickened me as yet another proof of her rotten heart. Somehow, though, I didn’t care all that much. I had come to accept her for what she was.

“Why?” I asked.

“Because I thought I deserved better than him.” Necahual let out a deep, sorrowful sigh. “I wanted to be your mother. I wanted her man and those powers she had. The things I would have done with them…”

“Of my mother and you, you were the better person.” Not by much, but still enough to be commended.

Necahual snorted in disdain. “What good did it do?”

“More than you think.” I stroked her hair. “More than you think.”

Necahual was an awful person. A bitter hag who had betrayed her own husband, abused a child who had the misfortune to look like a woman she envied, and brought much of her own misfortune on herself.

But though it wounded me to admit it, she had shown a few admirable qualities since. She was brave, far more than my own mother, though she had none of her supernatural powers. She possessed a deep sense of loyalty for the handful of people she loved and a willful ambition great enough to defy the Nightlords themselves. She was willing to bear the child of a man she hated for the sake of saving a daughter who had betrayed her.

I loathed her as much as I loved her.

“My daughter is all I want to keep from those times,” Necahual said, her hands brushing against my chest. “I want to start anew with everything else. Forget these years.”

“So do I,” I replied. “You gave me everything as I’d asked once, so I will grant your wish. I will give you a new and better life.”

Our relationship had changed so much, from enemies to difficult lovers; our union was built on loving and hurting one another, but it had grown like an old oak and had become something far more intense than an alliance of convenience. She had become my mistress, confidant, and most trusted accomplice, for better or worse.

I kissed her on the lips and sensed her resolve. We’d both decided to move on from our past and begin anew. Our relationship was far from healthy, but it gave us both strength.

“I hate you,” Necahual whispered once I broke the kiss. “I want you. I hate that I want you.”

“Me too.”

“I will never be your slave,” she warned me. “Never.”

“I know,” I replied softly. “But you will be my favorite.”

Somewhere along the way, the lie had become the truth.

Necahual studied my expression for a moment, then nodded slowly. We both rose up afterward and put on our clothes in a somewhat awkward silence. When I looked at the house around us, I felt none of the rage and frustration from earlier, nor even a hint of nostalgia; just a distant feeling of closure.

Necahual had freed me from those days in her own way. I’d fully avenged my past humiliations, and I was now ready to move on toward the future.

“Will you truly do it?” she asked with some concern in her voice. “The school?”

“I must,” I replied firmly. “For my own sake."

These feelings carried on from my old life—hatred, nostalgia, powerlessness—were weaknesses. Open wounds that allowed the likes of Iztacoatl to gain an advantage over me and that blinded me to the future. They made me close my eyes on Eztli’s behavior and enslaved me to my anger.

I had to expel this frailty from my heart like gangrene. Burn the shackles of my childhood so I could truly fly free, the way Necahual and I exorcized our past demons today.

Iztacoatl meant for this place to weaken me with past burdens, but she had given me an opportunity to claim my freedom instead.

“I see,” Necahual whispered. She pondered what to do next before holding onto my shoulders. “I wish to witness it, if you will let me.”

“You don’t have to.”

“No,” she conceded, “but I want to.”

I agreed to her demand with a slow nod. Of all the women inhabiting my harem, Necahual was the only one who saw the true me. I didn’t have to hide anything from her.

We were both equally ugly on the inside.

We exited the house to find Tayatzin and Itzili waiting for us alongside a trihorn. If my priestly advisor hadn’t guessed what happened between us with a glance, the way Necahual adjusted her messy hair likely confirmed his suspicions.

“We are ready to proceed, Your Majesty,” he informed me while glancing at my concubine. “Shall I have Lady Necahual return to her quarters?”

“She will come too,” I replied before climbing onto the trihorn and inviting Necahual to join me. She moved to sit behind my back without sparing Tayatzin a glance. “She knows the way.”

So did I.

By law, all Yohuachancan schools were located less than an hour’s walk from any population center. Outside large cities like the capital, these facilities were built to house the children of multiple nearby villages.

The House of Youth that I attended was no exception and welcomed hundreds of students at its height. The blasted ruins that remained were a ghostly silhouette facing an ashen wasteland. The place once echoed with the shouts of young men training to become scholars, merchants, and warriors. Now, only an eerie silence ruled its crumbling walls. The great stone buildings bore deep cracks, and sections of the roof had caved in after the quakes, leaving gaping and ash-filled holes where classrooms used to be. The air was choked with dust and the lingering smell of sulfur.

Necahual and I triumphantly rode into the central courtyard with Itzili rushing on foot after us. Red-eyed priests and masked guards had gathered a hundred souls on the broken pavement near the sanitary pits amidst volcanic debris. All of them were men—young students my own age or older warriors who gave us lessons, alongside strangers grabbed from nearby villages. Their hands and feet were bound with ropes, forcing them to kneel in ordered lines.

They reminded me of a flock of turkeys bound for the slaughter.

I climbed down from my trihorn alongside Necahual and then surveyed the sacrifices. I remembered a few faces well. Students who had thrown me into a sanitary pit in my first weeks in this very school until I clawed my way out, beaten me during training, or scorned me. Now they trembled with fear at my feet. A few opened their mouths to plead for my mercy, only for my guards to silence them with punches to the face. Others cowered at the sight of Itzili stalking them with hunger in his eyes.

I would be lying if I said I didn’t feel a slight sense of malicious glee at their despair, but I mostly struggled to care at all. Their old schoolyard bullying was a pale shadow of the Nightlords’ cruelty and the trials I underwent in Xibalba. I’d gone through far grander ordeals.

Their lives weighed frighteningly little in my mind.

“They shall spend their last moments cursing your name,” the wind whispered in my ear. “Your cruelty shall be renowned among the living and the dead.”

I could live with that. In this harsh world, I would rather be seen as cruel than weak.

“Kiss the ground before His Imperial Majesty Iztac Ce Ehecatl!” one of the red-eyed priests shouted to the crowd. “Emperor of Yohuachanca, Godspeaker, and master of all he sees!”

My men forced the doomed thralls to hit the ground with their foreheads in supplication. I heard cowers, whispers, and quiet prayers. For each man who faced his incoming demise with stoicism, ten more shivered and trembled.

Priests could teach us men the arts of war, but not bravery in the face of death.

I let the tense silence hang in the air for a moment, with Necahual standing beside me without a word. The sun shone behind me and cast my dark shadow on those closest to me.

“Thou hast once shown me scorn because the gods marked me as special,” I said. “You thought me cursed and weak, but here I stand as the savior of the Fifth Sun.”

I extended my hands, hoping that word of my declaration would reach Iztacoatl’s ears and inspire fear in her heart.

“Your faithlessness invited the First Emperor’s wrath upon us,” I lied through my teeth. “Though my words spared this world from utter destruction, the heavens will not give us a third chance. My rule shall be one where weakness won’t be tolerated. It is by my hand that your sorry lot, who has dared to disappoint the gods, shall find redemption.”

I snapped my fingers, and a masked guard bound a rope into a hangman’s noose. He moved behind the closest of my former classmates. I didn’t remember his name, though I recalled his mocking laughter when he pushed me into the dung pit well enough. He whimpered at my feet like a coward.

Did his childish prank warrant execution? Clearly not, but I did not waver. I’d killed better people for far less than my mother’s life.

That was what it meant to live in my world: growing numb to death, one tragedy at a time.

“The Gods-in-the-Flesh demand blood, but the Gods-in-Spirit crave a higher commodity.” I raised my chin, my eyes looking down on the first condemned. “Silence.”

The masked guard coiled the noose around the student’s neck and pulled. His inhuman strength let him lift the victim with one hand until his feet dangled above the ground.

I watched the scene without a word, listening to the man’s final struggle with cold composure. Necahual seemed quite disturbed, but to her credit she didn’t try to look away. Itzili squealed with animalistic hunger and anticipation.

The gods made us resilient. It took seconds for the man to pass out from the lack of air, but minutes for his body to grow stiff and cold. The masked guard let the corpse hit the ground with a thump, the victim’s final breath escaping his lungs soon after. Though I let Itzili eat his fill of human flesh, the man’s life belonged to the wind.

The scene repeated time and time again. My soldiers were strong and experienced; they had done this before on behalf of Nightlords and past emperors. They carried out the mass sacrifice in hardly half an hour with ruthless efficiency.

It wasn’t this quiet massacre that disturbed me the most, or the fact that I ordered it, but the fact that it left me devoid of guilt. My mind was clearer than a cloudless sky. Even the sight of Itzili dining on a corpse failed to affect it.

If anything, murdering my past brought me a measure of peace. Of detachment.

“The debt is settled for us both,” the wind whispered in my ear once I delivered the last sacrifice’s breath. “The man is dead, and the demon remains.”

The wind was wrong for once. The man I used to be died when I plunged that knife into my heart. Everything afterward had been an overdrawn death rattle.

“Burn them all,” I ordered the priests. “Then throw the ashes to the wind.”

I would carve many names on my bones tonight.


9
BURNED BRIDGES


After slaughtering my former classmates and having their ashes join those left by Smoke Mountain’s eruption, I went to visit the rest of the refugees.

I found it eerie how easily I went from one to the other. I’d committed a brutal massacre and switched to charity work in a heartbeat without guilt or remorse. My mind was clear and devoid of doubt.

I’d grown numb to killing my fellow man.

“By the will of the heavens, Emperor Iztac shall now listen to your grievances!” Tayatzin announced to the line of visitors waiting for me to bless them. I counted hundreds of them, from families in tattered clothes to wealthier individuals. “Prostrate yourself in submission, and know his divine wisdom!”

Smoke Mountain had ravaged the region, but my imperial bureaucracy took care of the waves of refugees that resulted from it. They did a pretty good job at it, setting up camps of animal hide tents and wooden shacks to house them. The eruption’s victims carried all their belongings in bags of cloth or wagons filled with salvaged food, housewares, and what little wealth they had left. Turkeys and dogs lingered among my people, all of them desperate for food and shelter.

My men set up a makeshift audience chamber for me to welcome visitors. I sat on a palanquin throne backed up by smaller chairs. Only Nenetl would advise me today, alongside Necahual; Eztli still hid from the sun, whereas Ingrid and Chikal attended to other duties. We had received messages related to our upcoming war with the Sapa, and I would rather have them review those documents on my behalf.

Itzili rested at my feet, his hunger satiated on the flesh of my former classmates, and a bonfire set behind me cast a bright light upon my improvised court. A large escort of guards and priests ensured that no one could get close enough to me with a weapon. With the upcoming war with the Sapa and the Nightchildren’s depredations, it didn’t hurt to be on the lookout for disgruntled assassins.

It felt so strange to see rolling hills rather than walls around us. Birds soared in the clouded sky above my head, while the sun approached the horizon with each passing minute. I only had hours until twilight and the upcoming operation.

Yoloxochitl’s garden wouldn’t survive the night, and I hoped that my mother would.

“Your Majesty won’t have time to hear them all,” Necahual noted upon seeing the line. “I suggest distributing tortilla bread to those who will have waited in vain.”

“You should distribute food to everyone, Iztac,” Nenetl replied with surprising firmness. “These people need all the help they can get.”

Nenetl had little confidence when it came to herself, and plenty when defending the interests of others. Her unrelenting kindness soothed my heart after this noon’s mass sacrifice.

“You speak true, Nenetl: an emperor’s magnanimity should be renowned,” I said before waving a hand at Tayatzin. “See that these people receive a portion of our supplies on my consort’s behalf.”

“As Your Majesty demands,” Tayatzin replied with a bow before addressing the crowd. “By the will of Godspeaker Iztac, ruler of the earth, and his beloved consort Lady Nenetl, all of you shall receive a gift of food and drink as a reward for your faith!”

A chorus of prayers, thanks, and supplications erupted in response. Its power paled when compared to that of Nenetl’s smile, however, which filled my heart with warmth.

“If only she knew the fiend beneath the guise of humanity,” the wind taunted me. I ignored it.

We began the audience afterward. Imperial protocol demanded that priests and nobles come first, to my distaste. Giving preference to the Nightlords’ servants kept reminding me of my own servitude.

First came the local high priest, Mahuizoh, who served the Jaguar Woman. That alone did not endear him to me in the slightest, and his demands proved quite the annoyance.

“Our community’s temple was destroyed in the eruption, and the loss of Lady Yoloxochitl’s priesthood diminished our manpower,” he explained while bowing at my feet. “The people have lost their spiritual haven and are now left adrift in a sea of uncertainty. I humbly petition Your Imperial Majesty for a new temple, where our citizens can properly worship the gods.”

The idea of investing resources in a temple dedicated to the Nightlords sounded like an utter waste of time, but Necahual swiftly offered me an amusing alternative.

“Your Majesty should dedicate it to Lady Yoloxochitl,” she said with solemn gravity that hardly hid the thin smile at her lips’ edge. “So the people can pray for her safe return among us.”

I suppressed a chuckle of my own. While the suggestion appeared innocent at first glance, rebuilding a temple dedicated to Yoloxochitl near the site of her death would fiercely annoy Iztacoatl. The fact that Necahual was officially unaware of the truth offered me plausible deniability too.

I was just keeping up appearances about our lost Nightlord’s supposed survival, after all.

“My favorite speaks true,” I declared. “I shall allocate materials and labor for the temple’s facilities under two conditions: I will dedicate it to the goddess Yoloxochitl first and foremost so that she may one day bless us again with her presence, and its facilities will offer free lodging to our homeless citizens.”

“Your Majesty’s faith is only matched by their magnanimity,” Mahuizoh replied as he prostrated himself. Tayatzin sent me a strange glance but didn’t comment on my decision.

Next came a council of elders representing local communities overseen by a local noble, whose entire family had been decimated by the eruption. The ownership of his lands and remaining possessions remained in question.

“If these lands have no owners left, then they belong to everyone, Iztac,” Nenetl suggested before quickly catching herself for her overt familiarity. “I mean, Your Majesty… Your Majesty is free to distribute them as he wishes, but I suggest having them divided among the people.”

“Agreed,” I replied, much to Nenetl’s relief. “Our country will benefit more from thirty of our displaced citizens gaining a plot of land than a single man monopolizing them all. In the absence of a living next of kin, I order this man’s inheritance to be fractioned and distributed evenly to the poorest members of the local communities.”

This did not seem to entirely please the farmer collective. “Your Imperial Majesty is kind,” their representative said with the utmost respect, his eyes set on the ground so he wouldn’t meet my gaze. “But most lands are covered in ashes and debris. It’ll be years before crops can grow.”

“It will be a blessing in disguise over time,” Nenetl said without thinking, her cheeks turning scarlet when she realized how insensitive it must have sounded to the refugees. “I, uh, I’m not saying that the eruption wasn’t a tragedy, but in the long term… in the long term, it will make the land more fertile.”

“The imperial administration will oversee unusable areas until they become cultivable again,” I declared. “Those that are still fertile will be distributed immediately, and our late lord’s belongings will be sold off so that his peasants may each earn a monetary compensation.”

The farmers thanked me for the gifts and wisdom, then left. Next came a group of wealthier locals who had caught a man stealing two maize bushels this morning. Though he admitted to the crime, the thief argued that he did it to feed his two children, having lost his livestock in the eruption.

“I sympathize with the reasons behind your crime, but it cannot remain unpunished,” I said. Allowing refugees to steal from one another without consequences would encourage rampant robbery. “I shall show you mercy and give you an opportunity to redeem yourself. You shall be conscripted into my army as a porter until your debt is repaid.”

I would have likely spared that man early on in my reign to foster chaos among the people, but I’d since switched my strategy to portraying an image of divine foresight and infallibility—a facade that would strengthen my sorcerous power in due time.

“This man will die all the same,” the wind taunted me. “His blood will stain the battlefield rather than the gallows.”

A kinder death than the one I’d given to so many already.

Next came a mother of two called Xochitl. I could immediately tell that this case would prove difficult. She held a sickly-looking babe in her arm and guided a child of three by the hand—a boy who clearly hadn’t eaten his fair share of food lately. She stared at me with abject fear and intimidation.

“Prostrate yourself before the emperor!” one of my priestly escorts ordered, much to my and my advisors’ annoyance. How could this woman be expected to kneel while holding a babe against her bosom?

“Then you shall help her,” I said sharply. The priest recoiled at my reproach, and a glare from Tayatzin encouraged him to behave. Xochitl was clearly reluctant to let go of the babe, but she eventually surrendered it to my men and knelt alongside her older son.

Necahual, whose gaze had been lingering on the baby for a while, ordered it brought to her. Her expression darkened the moment she took a closer look at it.

“This boy is sick,” Necahual whispered with a grim expression. “He needs food and immediate medical attention, or else he will die within days.”

“Your Majesty, I…” Xochitl rubbed her forehead against the dirt, tears falling from her eyes onto the earth below. “I came begging for the lives of my children. I do not produce enough milk to feed my Teiuc, nor do I have food to give to his elder brother.”

“That’s awful,” Nenetl replied, her cheeks pale as chalk. “Can you save the baby, Lady Necahual?”

“Maybe,” my favorite replied. I could tell that it would be a long shot from her uncertain tone.

“I have faith in your abilities,” I encouraged her before setting my gaze on Xochitl herself. “Children are the seeds of the future. I shall have my dear Necahual, my favorite and personal physician, tend to your youngest son and have his brother taken care of.”

I expected more tears of joy and kind words from that woman and received shivers and whimpers in response. My nails sank into my throne’s armrests. This reaction didn’t bode well.

“Your Majesty…” She gulped in fear of speaking up and then mustered her courage. “When… When will my husband return? My brother Zolin was slain by the bats for his faithlessness, but my husband…” Her voice died in her throat. “Tlachinolli… he always prayed on time…”

I frowned at her in confusion before the truth hit me. I exchanged a glance with Tayatzin, who confirmed my guess with a small movement of his chin.

My guards had strangled that woman’s husband to death a few hours ago.

Though Necahual guessed the truth on her own, Nenetl’s gaze wandered from that woman to me in confusion. I knew the news would inevitably spread sooner or later, but I couldn’t suppress a pang of guilt.

No, not guilt, I realized. Fear.

It wasn’t my crime’s discovery that I dreaded, but Nenetl’s judgment and reaction. She had been my kindest friend and confidant, choosing to see the good in me rather than the growing darkness I carried in my heart. I’d done my best to preserve her innocence and avoid staining her hands with my dirty deeds. The idea of losing her respect and adoration bothered me more than committing the crimes themselves.

I can’t lie to her forever. Nenetl said she wished to see the true me. I might as well show it to her now. Better she learn the truth from me than from Iztacoatl, who will twist it.

I gestured at Tayatzin to come closer, then whispered in his ear. “Why was this Tlachinolli on the list?”

“Your Imperial Majesty asked me to gather burdens to the state,” Tayatzin reminded me. “That woman’s husband suffered grievous wounds in the eruption and could no longer work. He wouldn’t have been able to feed his family, nor provide useful labor.”

But he could still offer his shoulder to his crying wife and guidance to his sons. My heart sank in my chest when I stared at the two boys, whose father would never see them grow up. I took one of their parents away to save one of mine.

The weight of Nenetl’s horrified gaze soon became unbearable. She had overheard Tayatzin’s words, and she was smart enough to guess that something terrible happened to Tlachinolli.

“Your sins are yours to bear,” the wind warned me. “You will choose how to carry that weight.”

I’d promised I would own up to my crimes, and I shall honor that promise.

“I cannot return your husband or brother,” I declared as solemnly as I could. “Both belong to the gods now.”

Xochitl remained quiet for a brief second, then began to sob. A floodgate of tears opened all of a sudden and stained the earth with its salty waters.

While my heart had been unclouded before, the skies of my soul now darkened. The consequences of my choice cried at my feet. It had been so easy for me to take so many lives, and it would be so hard to make up for it.

Nenetl didn’t speak a word. She stared at me in disbelief, her voice dead in her throat. Her heart struggled to reconcile her good image of me with reality. I sensed I had lost something irreplaceable today.

That ship had sailed.

“Know that Tlachinolli perished to save your brother’s soul from the damnation his sins condemned him to, alongside many others,” I lied through my teeth. I had opened this woman’s wounds, and while I couldn’t close them, I might at least soften the pain. “Both shall now rest in Mictlan with the Gods-in-Spirit, where they shall feast until the Fifth Sun comes to an end.”

I expected my words to fall on deaf ears, but they did lessen the flow of Xochitl’s tears. I was the Godspeaker, who had carried the First Emperor’s words to the untold masses of our capital. She saw the prophet in me and mistook my lies for divine truth.

“The gods forgave Zolin?” she asked, no, pleaded.

“They did. His ashes will be returned to you in time.” Once we found the Nightchild, he had no doubt become. “Carry this pride with you and see that your sons inherit it. I shall honor your husband’s sacrifice by ensuring that you never want for anything.”

My lie and promises soothed Xochitl’s heart a little, enough that she wiped away most of her tears. I had Necahual and a handful of priests take her and her sons to receive both food and medical attention. Nenetl remained with me, her hands bound in silence, her expression forlorn.

I sighed and decided to cut this farce short. “I’ve had enough of these audiences, and the sun shall set soon,” I told Tayatzin. “I shall now return to my quarters to rest.”

Tayatzin offered me a deep reverence. “Would Your Majesty allow me to present one final petitioner first?”

I raised an eyebrow. Tayatzin rarely insisted on such things. “Whom?”

“As you may expect, many of our citizens know that they owe our world’s survival to Your Divine Majesty’s bravery and wisdom.” To his credit, Tayatzin appeared to at least believe part of this propaganda. My many miracles had made a believer out of him. “Enough that they would offer their wives and daughters to join your harem.”

I scowled in disgust, but Tayatzin hurriedly finished saying his piece before I could shoot the idea down. “Knowing your tastes, I denied most of their requests, but I believe that one candidate warrants your personal appreciation. She claims to have known you in your mortal life.”

This caught my attention—enough that I allowed the audience to proceed.

My guards soon introduced a brown-haired girl of sixteen to me. She was pretty in a common sort of way, but nothing compared to the beauties that populated my harem. Her face seemed familiar to me, though it took me a while to remember her.

“Ciceptl?” I blinked in genuine surprise. “You are alive?”

“I am, Your Majesty Iztac, though only by the skin of my teeth,” the young woman replied with an awkward bow and a shy smile. “I am pleased that you remember me and to hear that Lady Necahual is safe and sound. I owe her very much for saving my life all those years ago.”

“You whispered her fiancé’s name to us once,” the wind whispered in my ear, “and you gave us his breath.”

Cipetl was the fiancé of Chimalpopoca, a classmate whose sexual indiscretions I’d shared with the Yaotzin when I first used the Augury. He had been one of the hundred souls sacrificed to the wind today. Although she lived in a village away from Acampa, Necahual once cured her of a strong fever in her childhood.

Did Cipetl come to inquire about Chimalpopoca’s fate? She did look quite anxious, biting her lips and keeping her hands joined to hide her unease.

“It has been many moons since we last met, Cipetl,” I said with the full solemnity of an emperor. “Last time we met, Chimalpopoca and you planned to wed.”

“Chimalpopoca?” To my utter surprise, Cipetl responded to the name with a face of genuine anger. “That boy cheated on me with another boy! When my father heard of it, he had our marriage pact immediately canceled!”

A light breeze blew on my face. The Yaotzin used its payment to harm others, and it made good use of mine. This farce would have been halfway amusing if I hadn’t put Chimalpopoca to death hours earlier.

“He has never touched me, Your Majesty,” Cipetl insisted as if that would have made a difference. “My maidenhead is for you alone to take.”

You know not what you ask for. “Why offer yourself to me?” I asked her. “This world owes me its life, but your submission is gratitude enough.”

“I… It’s a bit shameful…” Cipetl shyly avoided my gaze. “My father lost everything in the eruption, Your Majesty. Everything. His house, his lands, and with Chimalpopoca’s affront, his hopes of seeing me wed to a good party. He is too old to rebuild his life, so I want him to retire comfortably.”

“You hope to secure your father’s prosperity by becoming my concubine?” I asked Cipetl, who nodded in confirmation. “Blessed are those who sacrifice everything for their kin.”

Truth be told, I was halfway tempted to take her up on her offer. Cipetl was pretty, educated, and somewhat kind based on the few interactions we had in the past. I didn’t remember her mocking me about my cursed birth. Nenetl needed a handmaiden of her age who could help her fight her loneliness, and I owed Cipetl for destroying her family farm in the eruption.

Nonetheless, becoming an imperial concubine wasn’t a fate I wished on anyone with a good heart.

I glanced at my advisors, whether real or imagined. Nenetl was too concerned about what she had learned earlier to focus on the audience; as for Itzili, my feather tyrant had grown forebodingly quiet. His reptilian eyes glared at Cipetl and sized her up in tense silence. I took it as a dire warning.

Am I truly letting Itzili’s reactions affect my judgment? I suppressed a scoff of amusement at the sheer irony of it. The joke had gone on long enough to become true. Well, he has proven twice wiser than Tayatzin time and time again.

I decided to test the girl first.

“A pity my dear Eztli is currently asleep,” I said before setting up a subtle trap. “She would have loved to meet you again. The two of you played patolli more times than I can count, though she’s still sore over your last victory.”

She shyly smiled at me, a brief flicker of uncertainty in her gaze. “That takes me back, Your Majesty. I fear my skills have dulled since those days.”

A chill traveled down my spine, though I hid my true feelings behind a veil of affability. She had misplayed there. The real Cipetl and Eztli were never close, nor did they ever play patolli together.

The fact that Necahual saved Cipetl’s life in her infancy and her issues with Chimalpopoca would be a matter of public school records. The priests had selected the perfect disguise: a girl I was familiar with, but not close enough with for me to notice any discrepancies.

My predecessors’ warning rang true. This Cipetl was a fake. One of Iztacoatl’s spies meant to infiltrate my bed and inner circle through an elaborate scheme.

This was too perfect of a setup, I soon realized to my utter annoyance. The nice, pretty childhood classmate, wronged by my “failure” to light the Sulfur Sun and who now required a protector to save her loving family from financial ruin. She pulled all of my heartstrings. Moreover, Tayatzin skillfully moved her audience right after Xochitl’s, which was sure to leave me emotionally devastated. The real Cipetl must have died in the eruption. What a vicious trick the snake whore played on me.

Then again, this offered me a golden opportunity to turn Iztacoatl’s trap in on itself. I could let her believe that she had successfully infiltrated my spy network and feed her false information.

“It would be a shame for a flower such as yourself to wilt this way,” I said as I pretended to examine her closely, mostly as a way to buy time to think. “Truly a shame…”

Cipetl smiled at me as she awaited my decision. I quickly chose against making her Nenetl’s handmaiden. Iztacoatl would grow suspicious if I fell for the first trap she set on my path. I needed to play hard to get—to become the wily fish who avoided all the hooks, so she would feel a sense of triumph once she finally caught me in her net. Victory would blind her to my own deceit.

Should I take the fake Cipetl as a concubine anyway? I had no regrets about condemning a Nightlord’s servant to slavery, and I could easily play with her for a bit before losing interest. Denying her outright would raise suspicions…

A snarling growl drew me out of my thoughts.

Itzili had risen, his claws out, his lips unveiling his fangs. He threateningly snapped his jaw at Cipetl, growling all the while. His plumage extended to make him look bigger. I recognized this as a posture of intimidation.

And it worked too. Cipetl took a step back in fear, and the guards kept a hand on their weapons. Itzili paid them no mind. His snarls grew louder and more threatening. His reaction caused Nenetl to snap out of her gloomy thoughts too.

“Itzili?” I called out in surprise. I’ve never seen him so agitated. “Itzili, what’s wrong?”

Itzili answered with more growls, his muzzle pointing at Cipetl, who could only shiver.

“Your Majesty…” she whispered. Itzili took a step forward with murderous aggression, much to her horror. “Your Majesty!”

“He’s going to attack her…” Nenetl muttered under her breath, her hands covering her mouth. “Iztac!”

“Guards, take that woman out of my sight!” I ordered before things could degenerate any further. “She is unworthy to stand in my presence!”

My soldiers grabbed Cipetl without ceremony and dragged her away from my audience plaza in spite of her protests. Itzili didn’t calm down in the slightest. He continued to glare at Cipetl, his body tense, his feathers on full display, his tail straighter than an arrow. I immediately recognized the tension coursing through him for what it was.

Fear.

That girl disturbed Itzili enough to register as a threat.

What’s going on here? Itzili wouldn’t have reacted so dramatically for a mere human infiltrator. Something doesn’t feel right.

I took a good look at Cipetl before she vanished. I caught a brief glimpse of her brown eyes, and then I saw it: a glare of pure, undiluted hatred; a well of malice and seething malevolence whose depth rivaled the Nightlords’ blackened souls. I recalled Chamiaholom’s immense cruelty and briefly gazed at its earthly reflection.

The impression lasted less than an instant, but it left me shaken until Cipetl vanished among the crowd of refugees. Itzili stopped growling soon after. He remained on his guard, however, and my own hand was shaking on its own.

“Do you not see it?” the wind whispered in my ear. “The faceless knife that stalks your steps?”

My first thought was to have the fake Cipetl hanged from a tree. I took all of my composure to decide against it. Whatever game Iztacoatl played, I couldn’t afford to show any weakness.

Tayatzin quickly begged for forgiveness. “I apologize for my foolishness, Your Majesty. The thought that your feathered tyrant would dislike her so much never crossed my⁠—”

“This shall not happen again, Tayatzin,” I interrupted him as I rose from my throne. “Do you understand me?”

Tayatzin paled at the barely veiled threat and quickly prostrated himself in penance. “I swear to Your Majesty… I shall not disappoint you again.”

I returned to the longneck with Itzili and Nenetl in short order, my mood fouler than ever. We were preparing to climb back into our quarters when my consort finally mustered the courage to ask me a burning question.

“What…” Nenetl gathered her breath and dared to face me. “What happened to that woman’s husband?”

“He died.” I didn’t deny it. “I had him sacrificed, alongside many other souls.”

Nenetl flinched. She had guessed the truth already, but to hear it from my own mouth came as the final nail in the coffin. “How many?”

“Enough.” A tense silence fell between us, which I quickly broke. “Don’t be naive, Nenetl. This is the heavens’ will, whispered to me by the skies above.” Which wasn’t even a complete lie. “I was granted the freedom to choose who would die, but not how many.”

“Did you choose these people at random?” she asked me, her voice lower than before. “Or because they hurt you in the past?”

“Both.” As usual, she was more insightful than I gave her credit for. “The truth is that the goddesses taught me a harsh lesson: not all lives are equal in an emperor’s eye.”

Nenetl’s expression twisted into one of utter sadness and disappointment. I didn’t think it was the fact I had to order that sacrifice that broke her heart—the Nightlords had already forced me to do it in the past—but the fact that I showed no guilt over it.

“Were there any alternatives?” she inquired. Even after what I told her, she hoped to hear one last excuse.

“Yes,” I confessed, “but none were satisfactory.”

I could have let my mother die and Iztacoatl triumph or surrendered on the first day of my tenure instead of rebelling. I always had the choice to lie down and die. I simply couldn’t stomach it.

“Do you want another eruption to wipe out thousands, Nenetl?” I asked her. “For plagues to take sons and daughters away from their parents? For death to triumph? For these refugees to become the norm among our subjects rather than an unfortunate exception?”

Did she want the Nightlords to kill her by the year’s end? For their cruelties and oppressive rule to continue uncontested for six more centuries? For Eztli to slowly turn into the very monster who had corrupted her?

Nenetl lowered her head. “No.”

“Then you must understand my position. I’ll dirty my hands in the name of a greater cause.” Father had suggested that I lay hints of the truth to Nenetl in the name of honesty. Perhaps now was the best of times. “This war with the Sapa was my choice to wage too, Nenetl. The first stepping stone on the path of a better future.”

Nenetl blankly stared at me. She was smart; smart enough to figure it out. I could see the slow realization creeping on her. Now that she knew what I was capable of, the truth wasn’t hard to glimpse. She reassessed every tiny detail and recontextualized them into a darker picture.

I must have looked exactly the same when Necahual revealed the truth about Eztli’s descent into madness. A veil had been lifted off our eyes, and we both began to see a loved one for what they truly were.

But much like Eztli still loved me in spite of her curse, I bore great affection for Nenetl and wished her only the best.

“You are precious to me, Nenetl,” I swore to her after taking her trembling hands into my own. “If I had to choose between your life and that of another, I would gladly sacrifice the latter. Remember this.”

“You… I understand, Iztac, but…” Nenetl removed her hands and stepped away from me. “That is not a choice I would like you to make.”

And I hoped I would never have to face it myself.

“You will,” the wind warned me. “True tests never end."

We climbed aboard the longneck in a tense and awkward silence. There was nothing more to say. Nenetl needed time to digest the truth, and I had to accept that our relationship would now suffer from it. Father argued that mutual honesty would strengthen the bond between us, but I couldn’t muster the strength to believe in his advice at the moment. I felt I had instead opened up a fresh wound.

The truth was a sword without a hilt. It cut both ways.

Chikal, Ingrid, and their respective handmaidens welcomed us back. Eztli was still asleep in her coffin. Good. I wasn’t in the right state of mind for that particular discussion. Not to mention that I only had a few hours until Iztacoatl inevitably came to wake me up. Either she would parade my captive mother in chains in spite of all my efforts to avoid that scenario, or she would confront me about her escape.

I expected trouble in either case.

“Welcome back, my lord.” Ingrid intertwined her fingers, her green eyes alight with cunning. Burying herself in her work helped her avoid thinking of her sister. “We have received two messages from the Sapa Empire. An official one and a secret counteroffer.”

“The self-proclaimed Emperor Manco agreed to your offer of a wide-scale battle of four thousand warriors, and he will increase the number of fighters accordingly,” Chikal explained. “This Flower War shall be the largest in half a century and a welcome distraction for our plan.”

“And as I expected, one of Manco’s brothers, Ayar Cachi, has secretly contacted us,” Ingrid continued. “He has sent a messenger with a gift for my lord, since his words are too precious to be committed to writing.”

“A euphemism for treachery,” I guessed.

“Ayar Cachi wouldn’t need this secrecy if he acted on his country’s behalf,” Ingrid confirmed. “In all likelihood, he will offer us a secret alliance to remove his brother from power.”

I’d hoped that the Sapa imperial family would pull through and unite against the external threat that I represented, but blood mattered little nowadays. It saddened me that greed proved stronger than kinship so often.

My father’s warning came to mind: some people didn’t want to be free.

I quickly moved from disappointment to quiet acceptance. I wasn’t losing anything from listening to Ayar Cachi’s messenger and could always figure out a use for him.

“Arrange a meeting as soon as you can, Ingrid,” I ordered my consort. “I will hear what this messenger has to say.”

“As my lord wishes.” Ingrid’s head leaned slightly, a knowing look on her face. “Will my lord retire to rest?”

“I will meditate alone,” I replied. “I must ponder the future in solitude.”

This next task demanded all of my concentration.
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My vessel’s steps resonated through Cuetlaxtlan’s hospice.

Riding a human woman’s body proved to be an interesting experience. I would rate it somewhere between using a male body and my brief time inside Tetzon; the humanoid shape was comfortably familiar, but the breasts and other anatomical details filled me with a subtle sense of wrongness. It was like wearing a sandal with the wrong measurements.

No one paid me any mind when I walked between the rows of sick beds. The patients wheezed and moaned in beds as diseases tormented them, while the nurses and midwives counted me among their numbers. I was Xiloxoch to them, one of the head healers in charge of the facility. My presence, even so late in the evening, was nothing to fuss about.

The small barrel that I carried on my back hardly warranted a glance from them.

I walked all the way into my vessel’s office. Its collection of herbs, potions, and medical scrolls put Necahual’s to shame. I lacked the expertise to identify a tenth of them, nor did I care to do so. I moved behind a desk of carved ashwood and assessed the wall behind it with my pristine hands. I pushed and scrambled about until I sensed a small contraption answering to my touch. I heard a faint clicking noise, and the stones fell back slightly to reveal a hidden passage.

So far, so good.

Ingrid provided me with my current vessel’s name and Necahual’s Seidr ritual with the layout of the place. My spy network, carefully groomed and pruned like a garden, yielded the tools I would use to set this place ablaze and placed them in a hidden spot where my current body could easily recover them. I wouldn’t have been able to launch this operation without my many allies.

All my efforts were finally paying off. My heart overflowed with satisfaction.

However, it was too early to rejoice. I put on a pre-prepared mask of cloth around my mouth and nose before venturing into the secret passage. Unlit torches lined the dark corridors. I grabbed one, set it alight, and progressed by following my carefully rehearsed mental map of the tunnels. Combining my Seidr visions with the official map of the complex gave me a rough but reliable idea of the place’s layout.

I didn’t encounter any guards. Most of them protected the hospice above, and the treasure they protected was so toxic that nobody could visit it for long. Only Nightkin could survive its touch, and they wouldn’t transport their weapon until the war to avoid the risk of mass contamination.

The deeper I went, the more decorated the tunnels became. Lurid murals of crimson flowers, cavorting skeletons, and vampires soon plastered the stone walls. The sight of Yoloxochitl pictured among them like a goddess of pestilence overseeing her grim work filled me with disdain.

Just you watch. I hoped Yoloxochitl could see me from whatever hell lay in her father’s stomach. Observe how I spit on your grave.

Fewer torches lit up the deepest levels of the tunnels to avoid threats to the Nightlords’ secret weapon. Mine provided all the light I required. A fetid smell hung in the air—the stench of fungi and corpses. I followed the black staircase down and reached a promontory.

Yoloxochitl’s red garden sprawled below me in all of its horrifying glory.

Nestled in a vast cavern large enough to house a full village within its earthly bosom, the monstrous forest of fungi was a terror to behold. A sea of green and red growths covered every inch of the primeval stone. They were mushrooms in the loosest sense of the word; their tumorous bulbs had no place in the gods’ natural order and wouldn’t stand the sun’s kiss. Pale white trees hung from the walls, their roots legs, their arms branches, their heads crimson flowers of unnatural beauty. I counted over two dozen of them. Their petals blossomed in spores seeking to spread to all life on earth, while their stomachs bore fruits filled with nutritious blood.

A throne of obsidian stood alone amidst these flowers, its owner long dead. Yoloxochitl must have witnessed countless murders from it with a mad smile on her lips. This garden was her masterpiece and inheritance: an orchard of murder whose seeds would soon be unleashed upon the Sapa and the people of the world.

By my will, this poison would never see the light of day.

I descended down the stairs, my pale mask turning redder with each breath. This paltry protection wouldn’t preserve my vessel for long. I only had minutes before the spores worked their way into her lungs, and her body joined the ranks of Yoloxochitl’s forest. That would be more than enough.

I opened the barrel once I’d reached the bottom and drenched the fungi in pitch-black oil. I doused the human-trees while promising that I would soon free them of their misery. Death would be their deliverance. By the time I completed a trail crossing the entire garden, my host had begun to wheeze out loud. I felt the poison taking hold of her lungs.

I had no regrets. This woman deserved as much for helping hide this abominable place under a hospital.

“I always liked my mushrooms well cooked,” I mused out loud before throwing the torch into the oil.

A great fire erupted like Smoke Mountain and spread in an instant. A golden trailblaze spread through the cavern along the line I’d traced. The mushrooms shrieked as the flames began to devour them. They wailed with the voice of men, only for the fire to silence them forever. The blood fruits boiled in the womb of tree-candles and the cavern’s darkness receded under a tide of cleansing light.

No one would douse these flames. By the time the rising smoke alerted the hospice staff, it would already be too late.

I ascended to Yoloxochitl’s throne and sat to better observe the devastation. The sea of fire looked so beautiful to me. Red, orange, crimson, blue, and white in some places… I found it wonderful to see so many colors reflected in the flames.

They warmed my heart.

This spectacle reminded me of the time I burned the House of Jaguars to the ground. I felt at home among the flames, even as they began to consume my host’s flesh. The pain of burning alive paled before the joy of watching the last of Yoloxochitl’s legacy go up in smoke. I was the light that banished the darkness, like the Fifth Sun in the sky, and none would deny my dawn.

I laughed to death.
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I woke up with a smile on my lips, and a cold hand pressed against my chest.

“Eztli?” I blurted out on pure instinct.

Iztacoatl’s laugh resonated through my bedroom. “You wish, songbird.”

My eyes snapped open without any surprise. Night had long fallen and blanketed my room in shadows, but Iztacoatl’s eyes remained fully visible even in the thickest darkness.

“Why are you smiling, my pet?” Iztacoatl asked with a tone that could pass for amusement. “Is it the thought of frustrating my efforts that delights you so?”

I played coy. “What efforts, oh goddess?”

“I woke up to capture your beloved mother, only to find her hideout empty and the spies I’d posted around the area dead.” Iztacoatl gently pinched my cheek, as if I were a misbehaving child. “It seems someone warned her of my coming.”

“I am truly sorry to hear this,” I replied with complete and utter insincerity. Thank the gods, Mother received my message. “Your pain wounds me, oh goddess of my heart.”

“I know,” she retorted with the exact same tone. I didn’t sense any anger from her. She had planned for this outcome and gleaned information from it, so she probably considered it a minor victory. “But worry not. Tales of your brave slaughter of innocents soothed my wounded heart.”

She leaned on me to better stare down at me. “I’m impressed, Iztac. I didn’t think you’d be so ruthless as to sacrifice your entire class to us. Did you get a kick out of it?”

“The death of those who have wronged me never fails to bring me joy,” I replied with a smirk.

“No doubt,” Iztacoatl whispered with a snort. She could see my veiled threat. “I think you’ll like the spare entertainment I prepared for you tonight then. A hunt.”

“A hunt?” A chill traveled down my spine as a frightful possibility formed in my mind. “Who’s the quarry?”

“A human, of course. The smartest, hardiest beast of them all. Your mother would have been my pick of quarry, but I prepared a spare in case she slipped through our fingers.”

Iztacoatl leaned over me, her lips twisting into the most despicable of smiles.

“Why do you think,” she asked, so softly, “I brought dear Astrid along?”


10
THE CHILD HUNT


Icame to the hunt dressed for war.

Iztacoatl had me clothed in the emperor’s fabled scarlet Tlahuiztli, as if I were about to lead my armies to glory rather than to attend an unjust execution. This lightweight armor put those worn by my warrior lodges to shame. Its laminate layers of cotton, leather, and scales formed an impressive protection, coating my chest, legs, and arms. Each of them had been bathed in secret spices and sacrificial blood to give them a crimson coloration. I sensed the latter’s viscous texture on my skin, though this costume did not reduce my speed in the slightest.

The higher-ranked a warrior, the more ornate his equipment; and none should look more fearsome and ostentatious than Yohuachanca’s emperor. A small cloak of flayed skin belonging to ancient warriors slain by my predecessors adorned my shoulders, alongside shining rubies and pitch-black obsidian crystals. The damn jade bat mask that I had worn when the First Emperor last spoke through me served as my helmet, its back adorned with a crown of quetzal feathers.

I’d heard tales that enemy warriors often fell to an emperor’s feet in fear when they took the field of battle, and I understood why when I took a look at myself in a mirror. I had become the very image of a bat warrior god rising to claim a tribute of blood and fear.

Wearing the mask unsettled me too. Iztacoatl no doubt forced me to wear it because she disguised this cruel execution as a religious ritual, but it also possessed a strong connection to her dreadful sire. The thought of that monster speaking through me again did not enchant me in the slightest.

Did Iztacoatl intend to study how it would impact me? Or how much her father dearest influenced me? Or was she playing a larger game that I couldn’t see yet?

Whatever the case, Iztacoatl had selected a halfway intact forest spared by the eruption for her hunting grounds. Smoke Mountain loomed in the distance under the glow of crimson moonlight like a great black fang. Lightning wracked the skies in blood-curdling bouts of thunder as dreadful clouds began to blanket the stars.

A host of at least twenty Nightkin and over a hundred red-eyed priests gathered in these dark woods for the cruel ceremony, with the latter wearing sinister wooden serpent masks and scaled cloaks. They welcomed me with a maddened dance to the tune of wailing obsidian flutes, hunting horns, and war drums. Each and every one of them carried a weapon themed after their patron: scythes shaped like a snake’s fangs, barbed lashes, serpentine bows… The dulled edge of some blades told me that this hunt wasn’t a one-time occasion.

How often did these madmen gather in the dark to hunt down their own citizens?

Tayatzin and my four consorts were gently “invited” to witness the hunt’s grand opening. Ingrid was weeping in fear and had to be restrained from embracing her sister by a Nightkin in full bat form. Nenetl covered her mouth in horror and powerlessness. Chikal alone appeared to retain a cool head in this situation; she had come dressed for battle, like myself.

As for Eztli, she glared at the Nightkin with malice and hatred that rivaled mine.

The sight gave me a little measure of hope in this dark moment. No matter how much my love had changed under the ritual’s influence, her heart remained true to itself.

However, it was poor Astrid who retained most of my attention. The poor girl had been dragged to this awful site with her hands bound, her mouth gagged, and her legs forced to kneel in submission. I would have loved to say that she stayed brave in this awful moment, but life didn’t work that way. Tears of panic poured down her cheeks instead. Her emerald eyes, so much like her mother’s, pleaded with her sister to come and save her.

The cultists’ song grew in volume into a maddened cacophony, while the Nightkin settled on hushed meditations. A mighty thunderbolt struck a tree near the congregation’s center and set it ablaze. A female figure appeared in the midst of the blinding flash in all of her terrible beauty, her magnificent feather dress fluttering before the pyre’s light.

I had to give it to Iztacoatl; she had a sense of theatrics that her sisters lacked. Even the wind had grown awfully silent, offering neither taunts nor support.

“Welcome to this year’s Hunter’s Moon!” Iztacoatl declared to her congregation. A priest gave her a goblet of fresh blood to dine upon, and she soon beckoned me to join her. “Please acclaim tonight's champion, our very own emperor!”

The cultists’ maddened cacophony of cheers and claps filled me with revulsion. I silently prayed for a second eruption to bury this lot under fire and smoke or for the thunderbolts above to strike them all dead. Nonetheless, I confidently walked up to Iztacoatl with all the confidence my hatred could inspire in me. I wouldn’t let her rattle me.

“I want you to know, songbird,” Iztacoatl said as she sipped from her bloody cup. “That everything happening tonight shall be on your head.”

Was she too much of a coward to take responsibility for her own cruelty? She would have run this hunt whether or not Mother escaped her clutches. Only the quarry’s identity would have changed.

“Are you that frustrated about my mother’s escape?” I taunted her back, the cultists’ song muffling my words. “Or is this about Cipetl? Your scheme was painfully obvious.”

“Cipetl?” Iztacoatl raised an eyebrow at me. “What are you talking about, songbird?”

Did she think playing coy would throw me off my game?

Ingrid’s voice cut through the cacophony. “Take me! Take me instead!”

Her panicked words, fueled by desperation, drew both my and Iztacoatl’s attention. Ingrid had collapsed to her knees, her forehead hitting the grass so intensely that I thought she might start bleeding.

“Please…” she begged Iztacoatl with trembling hands. “Not again…”

She had already seen a parent die before her eyes. Her heart wouldn’t survive the loss of her last sibling.

“Take me instead…” Ingrid looked up at Iztacoatl, her tearful eyes full of despair. “I will give you my life.”

“Ingrid, Ingrid… I already own your life…” Iztacoatl wagged her finger at her chosen consort. “Could you be under the misconception that I will execute your sister? Do you mistake me for Ocelocihuatl?”

I clenched my jaw. Those two sisters were equally matched when it came to awfulness.

“Unlike my dear elder, I do not believe in taking lives without giving them a chance,” Iztacoatl said. “Where’s the sport in a foregone conclusion? The uncertainty? The challenge?”

The challenge in what, hunting a child not even a decade old? My eyes lingered on Astrid, who had run out of tears and was now covered in the shadow of a Nightkin clutching her. That one felt vaguely familiar to me, though I couldn’t tell why. I have to take her to safety somehow.

But how? Revealing my powers now would be suicide. I wasn’t yet strong enough to take Iztacoatl in battle, let alone her Nightkin hunting party. No distraction would last long enough for the girl to escape, and even if she did, there was nowhere in Yohuachanca for her to hide.

“I am giving your sister a way out…” Iztacoatl smiled at me, her fangs flashing under the moonlight. “If our emperor proves a good enough protector.”

Here it was, the true reason for this sick game. It was yet another way to torment me and gauge my abilities. Iztacoatl had slowly increased the pressure since last night until it led to this moment.

“Be honored, for the grandest of rites is now upon you!” Iztacoatl declared to the crowd. “Our great emperor will now put his warrior skills to the test before the heavens and earth! Should he succeed, the gods above and below shall bless his campaign with eternal glory!”

The maddened crowd of cultists roared in religious frenzy like the beastly fanatics they truly were. The Nightkin, however, were as silent as tombs. Their eyes oozed hunger and bloodlust.

“And should he fail…” Iztacoatl chuckled to herself. “Well, he will learn the cost of not giving his all!”

I will not settle on half-measures the night I slay you, snake, I thought, my teeth biting my tongue so I keep my venom to myself. That, I promise you.

“Six hours separate us from dawn,” she explained, her gaze lingering on Astrid and me. “I will give our quarry and her champion a two-hour head start, after which I will send my pets to chase her; first my red-eyed flock, then my spawn. Finally, I shall join the hunt myself two hours before sunrise. That should keep the chase interesting.”

Of course the coward would go last.

“If dear Astrid survives until dawn, I shall not only spare her but reward our emperor’s persistence with a gift of my own,” Iztacoatl said, though I didn’t believe in her promises in the slightest. “If one of my pets catches her, though…”

The Nightlord relinquished her bloody goblet to a priest and then moved to grab Astrid with her inhumanly strong hands. She examined the poor girl the way a buyer would check out a prospective turkey to eat.

“First, she’ll be raped.” Iztacoatl’s words were cruel on their own, but they sounded even more awful when coming out of an adult woman’s mouth addressing a child. “It would be a shame for the daughter of an esteemed concubine of Sigrun’s standing to die a virgin. If our emperor performs well, I shall let him do the honors; otherwise, my pets shall take turns first.”

I didn’t think the Nightlords could inspire more disgust in me after I’d witnessed so many of their cruelties. I stood corrected. I struggled to suppress the wave of fury and nausea that overwhelmed me. More color drained from Ingrid’s face; tears of horror formed in gentle Nenetl’s gaze; Chikal clenched her jaw, her eyes radiating with disdain; and Eztli glared at Iztacoatl with undisguised loathing. Even Tayatzin of all people looked appalled by his mistress’ words.

I suddenly realized that Iztacoatl had been right about one thing. She and the Jaguar Woman were indeed different. The latter’s cruelty was guided by her ruthlessness and served as a tool to strengthen her control over others; Iztacoatl’s malice was wild, wanton, and freely shared. Unlike her colder sister, she enjoyed hurting mortals for its own sake rather than for any productive purpose.

I swore to myself that I would give Iztacoatl a taste of her own medicine before I killed her. I imagined bending that whore of a false goddess over a stone altar as I strangled her to death. How sweet our final kiss would be…

“Then whoever catches her will earn the privilege to drink her blood,” Iztacoatl continued. “Finally, I will have her head mounted on a wall inside our emperor’s bedchamber so he never forgets the price of failure.”

Ingrid’s fear and sorrow suddenly turned to intense anger. When she realized that begging and pleading wouldn’t work, she must have remembered the Jaguar Woman’s warning when she had Lady Sigrun murdered; that obedience was expected and service would go unrewarded. The Nightlords saw all life as their playthings, to toy with and dispose of as they chose.

It was said that the failure of diplomacy always resulted in war, and when reason went unheard, anger always swelled back to take the lead.

“Your heart is more rotten than a festering corpse!” Ingrid spat at the Nightlord in full defiance of her congregation. “You are nothing but a soulless monster!”

“Are you doubting my generosity, Ingrid? After all the kindness I’ve shown you?” Iztacoatl dismissively trimmed her nails. “In that case, I will lower your sister’s head-start to one hour instead of two.”

That cruel response was meant to break Ingrid’s spirit, but Iztacoatl had miscalculated. My consort didn’t fall back weeping in prostration, nor did she beg for forgiveness; she had realized nothing she would say could save her sister. Even if she were to reveal our secrets, Iztacoatl would still kill Astrid sooner or later.

So when a false goddess failed her, she prayed to me for salvation.

Her fists instead clenched so tightly that blood began to drip between her fingers. Her eyes turned to Astrid in concern, then to me. I raised my head ever so slightly in response to her silent demand.

Ingrid had made me promise to protect her sister. And though this would be a heavy oath to keep tonight, I would do everything in my power to carry it through.

Iztacoatl hadn’t missed our short exchange, though. This exercise was meant to torment me as much as it was about breaking Ingrid’s spirit, so the Nightlord quickly decided to double down further.

“Tayatzin,” Iztacoatl said softly. “Strip our quarry naked.”

It said something about Iztacoatl’s cruelty that even Tayatzin appeared shaken by her suggestion. He failed to obey her order on the spot and mustered the courage to argue with his mistress.

“Goddess, she is…” Tayatzin gulped and carefully chose his next words. “She is the child of an emperor and a consort’s sister… Certainly her august birth and age afford her a measure of dignity…”

“Have you ever seen a hunted animal wearing clothes, Tayatzin?” Iztacoatl’s tone harshened noticeably. “Strip her naked. Now.”

Though I considered Tayatzin my enemy, the fact he remained silent a few seconds instead of immediately following through earned him a sliver of my respect. When he obeyed the loathsome order, it was with a scowl of shame and efficient speed. He cut through the back of Astrid’s dress in a single stroke with an obsidian dagger, revealing her pale skin and underdeveloped body. The poor girl tried to cover herself with her bound arms in shame and humiliation. Ingrid tried to reach out to her sister, but a Nightkin quickly grabbed her by the shoulder before she could reach out to her.

I contained my anger, waited for Tayatzin to step back and Iztacoatl to smirk in cruel triumph… and then dramatically grabbed my cloak and draped it on Astrid to warm her up without a word. She immediately clutched its fabric tightly and covered herself with it.

Iztacoatl’s unbearable smile quickly faded away, and the cultists’ song grew quieter. I didn’t care. Ingrid’s look of gratitude more than made up for it.

“Emperor Iztac, have you not heard my order?” Iztacoatl asked with a dangerous edge to her tone. “I asked that this girl be stripped naked.”

“You did, beloved goddess,” I replied with false confusion. “Is the cloak not made of skin? Surely you have never seen a human without any?”

The Jaguar Woman would have answered my words with wanton brutality, but Iztacoatl was more clever. She understood that answering such a small act with overwhelming violence would signal insecurity rather than strength. Unlike her sister, she knew how to deal with humor.

With derision.

Iztacoatl wisely answered my clever retort with a small chuckle, the way the truly powerful would snicker at an amusing jester. Better to treat my meaningless defiance as part of the farce than a hurdle. She let my act of defiance slide, and in doing so, diminished it.

“Now, Emperor Iztac…” Iztacoatl traced a line along my scaled and padded chest. “Due to the great esteem in which I hold you, I shall allow you to pick four weapons to protect this poor animal; one for each of us Nightlords. No more, no less.”

I suppressed the urge to grab her hand and break her fingers.

In spite of Iztacoatl’s attempts to infuriate me, I managed to assess the situation rationally—both because all of my ordeals had strengthened my mind and because I might indeed have a chance to save Astrid.

Iztacoatl had no honor, but she hated losing face. She feared it so much that she avoided informing her sisters of the slaps I gave her in private, even though it would prove to them that my rebellious spirit remained unshaken. Having sworn to spare Astrid and give me a gift before her core congregation, she couldn’t back down anymore.

Iztacoatl would cheat, of course. She would use loopholes and traps to sabotage the hunt because she was a cowardly, spiteful bully behind her grandiose façade of divinity.

But if I managed to protect Astrid until dawn, then she wouldn’t be able to execute her without losing face before her own followers. She would instead make a public show of “mercifully” sparing Astrid’s life, forget about her, and instead turn her anger onto me. Her so-called gift would no doubt be another form of punishment.

And this was intentional. Iztacoatl knew I wouldn’t try anything if I thought I had no slim hope of victory, so she intentionally gave me a way out—one so difficult to fulfill that I would have no choice other than to reveal some of my secret weapons to win.

Hence the current question: how could I save Astrid’s life without revealing too much, if at all?

Iztacoatl already suspected that I could talk to animals and that there was something wrong with my blood, so I was willing to sacrifice a few assets to give her a sense of victory. Besides the fact that I wished to protect Astrid for its own sake, it would protect Ingrid and keep our alliance intact.

Weapons… Iztacoatl’s offer was a joke, a travesty. She knew no obsidian club nor dagger would let me save Astrid. But if I coat them with my blood, I could take out a Nightkin…

No, I was thinking along the wrong lines. I was Yohuachanca’s one and only emperor. Everything and everyone within these lands was my property, a tool for me to use. I could answer Iztacoatl’s mockery with a clever loophole.

I glanced at the crowd of hunters whom the Nightlord gathered to kill a single child. If those thralls counted as her weapons in our secret war, then I would select warriors of my own.

“My first pick,” I said, my eyes observing my supporters until I settled on the obvious choice, “is you, Eztli.”

The cultists’ music grew quieter for a moment as my words echoed across the woods. Eztli immediately stepped forward before Iztacoatl could recover from her surprise and protectively moved behind Astrid.

“A wise choice, Iztac,” my dearest consort said, her hands gently grabbing Astrid’s shoulders to reassure her. “I shall be your wings, little girl.”

Iztacoatl laughed heartily. “Clever, songbird,” she commented in genuine amusement. “I’ll allow it, but she won’t be allowed to carry any weapons of her own.”

I expected she would try something like that. Chikal would have been my second choice in that case. Moreover, I knew that Iztacoatl wasn’t allowing me this choice because I’d outwitted her; letting me pick allies would let her gauge whom I trusted and who to target.

Having Eztli by Astrid’s side reassured me in many ways, though. She could fly, possessed inhuman strength, and most importantly, she was off-limits for Iztacoatl’s cohorts. Striking her risked undoing the ritual on which their fiendish plot relied. She required neither swords nor axes to kill her foes either.

I could think of another creature that would fit this description.

“My brave Itzili will be my second champion,” I declared. “His mind and fangs are sharp, and he has yet to dine on a priest’s flesh.”

Iztacoatl answered my thinly veiled threat with a laugh. “Bold of you to think that your lizard will survive the night,” she said mockingly before snapping her finger at Tayatzin. “Fetch him his pet.”

“As you wish, oh goddess,” Tayatzin replied as he bolted away. I could tell from his hastiness that he was more than happy to seize any excuse to sit this gruesome mess out. The man was no true fanatic, unlike his predecessors.

Perhaps I could use that one day… But not tonight.

My third and fourth picks demanded greater consideration than the previous two. None of my options available were ideal. Chikal would have been my obvious pick had she been allowed to use weapons, considering her experience, killing instincts, and strength. Selecting her meant I would have to sacrifice the fourth spot to maximize her effectiveness.

My other picks were hardly any better. Ingrid’s natural talent wouldn’t make up for her lack of experience or weapons. And Nenetl…

“I would choose quickly if I were you, Emperor Iztac,” Iztacoatl taunted me. “Every minute you waste on indecision is one poor Astrid won’t spend running.”

I ignored the Nightlord, but she had a point. None of my options would be ideal, and time wasted now would diminish Astrid’s chances of surviving the night. I glanced at my consorts and met Chikal’s fearless gaze. Unlike everyone else, she trembled in anticipation at the prospect of this hunt.

“Chikal shall be my third pick,” I decided. Her experience, bravery, and tactical acumen would outweigh her lack of spears or obsidian clubs.

“Our Lord Emperor chose wisely,” the Amazon queen replied after joining Astrid’s side. The way she strode forward told me that she never doubted that I would pick her.

“Will our emperor give her a toy to play with?” Iztacoatl mused.

“I won’t need one,” Chikal replied confidently.

Others would have mistaken it for bravado, but I’d been on the receiving end of her blows often enough to know she was merely stating a fact. Moreover, Chikal’s words carried a hidden message: that I shouldn’t think of her when selecting my fourth pick. She would adapt either way.

Which left me with a final and critical choice. I had one optimal pick in mind whose strength and ferocity could match any Nightkin, but it would require me to use a one-time resource I’d hoped to keep hidden up my sleeve for later. Choosing her would be a gamble.

Unfortunately, I had few other options. An obsidian weapon wouldn’t help too much, and I could always take one from our pursuers. I had no other obedient beast of battle of Itzili’s strength among my menagerie.

“My fourth pick”—I took a deep breath as my eyes settled on my final choice—“is you, Nenetl.”

A short, shocked silence followed my declaration, which Iztacoatl’s roaring laughter quickly broke. Nenetl froze in place, gobsmacked, and even the likes of Ingrid and Chikal stared at me as if I had gone mad.

“M-me?” Nenetl asked, trembling like a leaf. “Iztac, I…”

“Bold choice, songbird,” Iztacoatl commented. She kept a hand over her mouth to contain her amusement. “Do you think the dog will become a wolf when pushed into a corner?”

I don’t think, I know. I had subtly subverted the Jaguar Woman’s tattoo to allow me to trigger her transformation at will. With proper positioning and trickery, I could make it seem that she transformed by her own willpower instead of mine. But this will be a one-time use.

Nenetl herself had no idea, though, nor the required confidence to believe in her own totem.

“Iztac, I… I don’t know how to fight,” she protested. “I… you should pick someone else…”

I didn’t let her finish. “There is no better choice, Nenetl,” I declared with the confidence she lacked. She didn’t believe in her own power, but I did. “You have shown great strength and defended me once in the past.”

I waved a hand at Astrid, who gripped the gruesome mantle of skin I’d given her to protect her nakedness. What a pitiful sight it was to see an innocent child forced to rely on such a thing for warmth.

“Will you do the same for this girl?” I asked Nenetl. “Will you step up for her?”

If I had learned anything about Nenetl, it was that although she was afraid of standing up for herself, she never lacked bravery when it came to defending others. Her fear was written all over her face, but it wasn’t directed at herself; rather, she imagined what awful fate would befall Astrid should we lose. Her concern for the child—the sister of Ingrid, whom she had grown to consider a friend—overwhelmed her own apprehension.

Nenetl nodded meekly, then stepped up to the task. My party was complete. Ingrid’s fellow consorts had gathered to protect her kin. The irony wasn’t lost on me. If we prevailed tonight, we would grow more united than ever.

If.

Tayatzin soon returned with Itzili. My feathered tyrant stomped the ground with his feet and bared his fangs at the gathered Nightkin, his fighting spirit stronger than ever. His boundless fury echoed mine, though it took a mere touch from my hand on his neck to force him to focus.

Chikal, as befitting of her experience as a warlord, immediately started assigning roles to our party. She had Eztli grow wings—as she did when she carried me away from Smoke Mountain’s eruption—and then carry Nenetl. Poor Astrid would ride Itzili, if I could call feverishly hanging on to his neck from behind “riding.” Chikal and I both had the endurance and speed to run quickly on our feet.

This would be the longest night of our lives.

“Please…” Ingrid all but begged us, her hands joined in prayer. She would have hugged Astrid if she could, but the Nightkin denied her even that small comfort. “Please, my lord…”

“We will protect her, Ingrid,” I promised her. This would be a tough oath to keep, but I would do everything in my power to pull off a miracle. “She will live to see the dawn.”

“I would tell you good luck with that, Emperor Iztac,” Iztacoatl said with false sweetness, “but we both know you won’t have any tonight.”

She was right, of course. I didn’t believe in luck. I believed in wits, strength, and determination. And more than anything, I believed in overcoming impossible odds.

As we prepared to leave, I took a moment to face the crowd of dancing cultists and hungry Nightkin. This hunting party would have inspired fear in many a warrior’s heart, but their malice and ferocity paled before the raving horde I’d fought in the House of Jaguars.

“Anyone who dares cross my path tonight will suffer for it,” I warned the cultists with a deep, menacing tone. “Remember that.”

Iztacoatl scoffed, “Is that a threat, songbird?”

“No, Goddess,” I replied as I turned my back on her. “It is a prophecy.”

One which I would fulfill myself.

We fled into the forest without another word. Eztli flew between the zapote trees with Nenetl while the rest of us followed on foot. Astrid clung to Itzili with all of her strength. My loyal pet didn’t seem to mind, and in fact slightly adjusted his posture so she wouldn’t fall off his back.

The canopy grew thick with intertwining branches and thick foliage the further we advanced. The pale moonlight struggled to pierce through the dry blanket of leaves. The cultists’ music faded into the background while the noise of cicadas and frogs grew slightly louder. I took the latter as good news: frogs meant water and, hopefully, a stream or a river.

More ominous signs followed, though. I heard the flutter of bat wings as they darted between the trees and the glow of animal eyes observing us in the shadows of towering ceiba trees. Thick moss and red vines smothered the noise of my footsteps, and I saw that Chikal briefly paused at some point to cover our shallow tracks with leaves.

The wind rustled between the leaves, but it remained eerily silent. Itzili was tense, as was Eztli above us. We’d all sensed it the further we progressed through uneven ground.

Something sinister prowled the night. I could feel it in my bones. I recognized the familiar miasma of evil alongside the rusty smell of dried blood. My thoughts were confirmed when Itzili began to bay and led us to a deer’s carcass. The beast had been exsanguinated until nothing but a dried husk remained. Chikal had us briefly stop to better examine it.

“Nightkin?” I asked Chikal, though I knew better. The smell of blood remained strong around this carrion.

“Bats,” Chikal replied while pointing at the countless biting marks on the animal’s back. They were too small for Nightkin, and too numerous too. That beast had been slain by a swarm’s worth of killers. “You know which kind, Iztac.”

Yes, I did. I sensed them around us, always out of sight yet forever present. My mask tightened slightly each time I sensed their gaze on my back. There was only one force in this world that could compel the wind’s silence.

The First Emperor’s servants haunted these woods. Bats and Nightchildren both.

It didn’t reassure me in the slightest. I could compel the latter to obey my orders, but these malevolent creatures hungered for life and feared no man. I suspected that the only reason a swarm hadn’t attacked Astrid and the others yet was because of my presence among them.

“Stay close,” I warned everyone. “They will strike the moment you leave my protection.”

“Can you order them to strike our pursuers?” Chikal asked.

“They won’t need an order to do so.” Not that it would offer us too much respite. “They will kill the cultists, but the Nightkin won’t have anything to fear from them.”

“That should at least impair them,” Eztli said as she landed near us with Nenetl, the latter immediately rushing to console Astrid. We had put enough space between us and our pursuers to discuss our options. “How do we proceed? I helped my mother gather herbs in this forest once in a while, so I know of a shallow river to the west. The water will smother our scent.”

“After we make decoys,” Chikal replied. My consort quickly browsed through nearby plants, then searched for something hidden under her cotton armor. “Cut that carrion to pieces and disperse them away from our trail, Eztli.”

“Why?” I asked curiously.

“The smell of blood coming from it will distract them,” Chikal replied. “We need to split up too. One group is too easy to track, and forcing our enemies to disperse will increase our chances of success.”

“This will invite attacks from the bats,” I warned her.

“Hence why we will split into two groups once we reach the stream,” Chikal replied after she found what she was looking for: a hidden obsidian knife, which she used to cut leaves off a plant. “One led by you and another by Eztli, who can fly away from them.”

Nenetl paled at the sight of the blade. “Y-you brought a weapon? But the rules⁠—”

“This is no weapon,” Chikal replied with a snort. “This is jewelry.”

I couldn’t help but scoff at her response. I supposed that from an Amazon’s perspective, a knife was no different from a necklace. Besides, we could always lie and say that we found it on a corpse or stole it from one of our pursuers.

Eztli completed her task first, severing the deer into pieces and dropping its severed limbs in multiple directions. Chikal collected a collection of leaves and swiftly cut parts of Nenetl’s dress to use the linen as an improvised pouch.

“What’s that?” Nenetl asked as she pinched her nose at the pungent smell. Itzili let out an annoyed noise. “It smells awful.”

“Allspice,” Eztli recognized. “Clever. The smell is strong enough to mask our scent from hounds.”

“They won’t use hounds,” Chikal replied confidently. “I didn’t see any dogs with the cultists, and the smell of Nightkin drives most animals mad with fear. Nor do they need them. Nightkin have excellent senses and can catch a whiff of blood from leagues away.”

“Hence the carrion,” I guessed.

“We’ll need more than a dead deer to trick them.” Chikal tossed me her knife. “We’ll need your blood, Iztac.”

I blinked in surprise, my eyes settling on the knife. Chikal didn’t wait for me to respond. She immediately had Nenetl help her crush the leaves and apply the resulting paste to both Eztli and Astrid.

“This should cover your scents for a while,” Chikal replied before addressing Eztli. “You’ll go into that stream of yours with Astrid, swim downstream, then exit it and fly away while we flee in the other direction.”

“Just the two of them?” I asked in surprise. “We won’t come with them?”

“If you want to save that young girl, no, you won’t,” Chikal confirmed. “Our pursuers will hunt Astrid’s scent first and yours second, Iztac, because they will assume that you will try to personally ensure her safety. Iztacoatl will never expect you to entrust to another, since you swore to Ingrid that you would protect her, and she’ll be confident that her agents can recover Eztli once she’s forced to hide from the daylight. She won’t be a priority.”

She’s right, I thought as Chikal’s plan dawned upon me. Iztacoatl was clever, but she didn’t think I fully trusted anyone with something so important, and the whole hunt’s goal was to torment me personally. Her followers would prioritize hunting me, and by the time they realized their mistake, Eztli might have covered enough ground to win us the dawn. She knew these woods, and she was fast enough to outpace the bats should they track her down. It’s risky, but doable.

However, that plan relied on us acting as decoys long enough for Astrid and Eztli to fly away. We would have to run for our lives, hope our pursuers would fall for the trick, and buy enough time.

I stared at the knife for a moment and then exchanged a knowing glance with Eztli. Following Chikal’s plan meant shedding blood to create a false trail for the Nightkin to follow. Iztacoatl already suspected something was wrong with it, but this would expose its true nature without a doubt.

As much as I loathed it, I briefly weighed the worth of Astrid’s life against the loss of that particular bit of information. Revealing the secret of my blood would lose me a surprise weapon once I turned against the Nightlords, but backing out now would lose me the trust of my consorts and Ingrid. Moreover, it was only a matter of time before Iztacoatl found out anyway, either by herself or when I would fight in the Flower War.

The best I could do was to play the discovery as an accident.

“There is something you must know about my blood,” I said as I raised the knife over my palm. “Observe.”

I slashed my own hand and let my blood burn. Without any Veil to hide its true nature, my veins erupted with a burst of golden flames lit with sunlight. Nenetl let out a startled noise, while Chikal’s eyes widened in genuine shock. Astrid alone stared at the fire with what could pass for genuine wonder, the reassuring glow and surprise strong enough to briefly overpower her fear.

“What”—Nenetl coughed in astonishment—“are these… flames? Iztac, you’re burning!”

“My blood runs with sulfur flames by the First Emperor’s grace,” I lied. “When Eztli and I survived Smoke Mountain, we realized that my bodily fluids could harm her.”

Chikal immediately understood the implications. “How much?” she asked, ever the tactician ready to seize any advantage. “How long will it burn?”

“Not enough to kill a Nightkin by itself,” I warned her. “But my blood will burn their flesh so long as it doesn’t dry.”

Chikal crossed her arms, her expression thoughtful. “I’ve fought Nightkin in the past,” Chikal informed us. “Short of sunlight, the best way to kill one is to either behead them or bleed them to death. They will recover from almost anything else, no matter how severe the injury.”

“Interesting,” Eztli noted with a flicker of amusement. She clearly relished the thought of killing other vampires as much as I did. “Good to know.”

“To think that you turned what vampires desire most into a lethal poison, Iztac…” Chikal rarely smiled, and when she did, it always had a ferocious edge to it. “The irony is not lost on me.”

“This will light the way to victory,” I replied with confidence, mostly to help motivate them. I coated the knife with my blood until it became a blade of sunlight. “We shall not wait for the dawn, no. We shall bring it to our enemies instead.”

My bold words inspired my more forlorn allies. Nenetl’s eyes sparked up with hope, and Chikal quickly proceeded to grab stones off the ground and coat them in my holy blood. We would drop them off on our trail to make it look to our pursuers like we were trying to divert their attention. This ought to make them focus on my personal trail and lose track of Eztli’s.

“Stay downwind as much as possible,” Chikal advised Eztli once we reached the stream and prepared to split up. “Cover the two of you with mud once you exit the water, then fly without looking back. It doesn’t matter where, so long as it’s away from here.”

“Those fools will never catch me,” Eztli replied with vampiric confidence. “Kill a few of them for me, if you can.”

Chikal smirked in anticipation as she took back her knife. My blood had dried up and stopped smoking, but the obsidian’s surface had grown terribly hot. “With pleasure.”

Once we were ready, I took a moment to reassure Astrid. Nenetl managed to calm her down enough for her to stop crying, though her eyes were red and her skin was pale. The poor child continued to tremble like a leaf, but when I knelt to better face her, her expression briefly warmed up.

I had shown her light in the darkness.

“Eztli will take you to safety,” I said. I hoped. “You must do everything she tells you to do. Obey her, and you will see your sister again. Can you promise me this?”

Astrid gulped, but bravery ran in her blood. “Y-yes,” she whispered after wiping away her tears. “I… promise.”

I kissed her on the forehead, her skin smooth and warm, then entrusted her to Eztli. My consort draped Astrid in my cloak like a babe about to be delivered, then entered the stream and swam away westward.

I’ve gathered capable allies and advisors, I thought once Eztli and Astrid vanished into the darkness, leaving me with Chikal, Nenetl, and Itzili. I would never have thought of this plan alone, let alone been able to pull it off. I am no longer fighting alone.

“Let us leave now,” Chikal advised. “The more ground we can cover, the better.”

I nodded sharply and then glanced at my pet. “Itzili, let’s go.”

My feathered tyrant ignored me. His gaze remained focused on the dark woods, his tail straight as an arrow. His reptilian legs were tense and his claws ready for battle. He looked the same as when…

When we met Cipetl.

A shiver traveled down my spine. I couldn’t see anything in the canopy’s darkness, but I knew what to expect.

The hour of headstart had yet to run out, and yet something was already stalking us.
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The hour of grace had long passed, and the hunters’ horns resonated across the land.

Our gracious headstart had already come to an end by the time Chikal, Nenetl, Itzili, and I wandered deeper into the forest. While Eztli took Astrid downstream to the west, where she would hopefully fly the poor girl to safety, we walked to the east amidst the trees. The smell of my blood would inevitably lead Nightkin trackers to us, but the foliage, canopy, and Chikal’s measures to obscure our tracks should shield us from detection for some time.

I hoped it would prove long enough for Astrid to flee to safety; if such a thing existed in Yohuachanca.

Our group walked at a steady pace, even Nenetl. Her endurance took me by surprise. Either awakening her wolf-totem increased her physical abilities or she possessed previously undiscovered wells of resolve.

My own armor proved surprisingly light too. I would have expected these thick layers of scales and cotton to weigh on me, but it naturally clung to me like a second skin. I felt more vigorous than ever.

Perhaps a bit too much.

“You said that the Nightkin track their prey by their blood’s smell,” I said upon recalling Chikal’s words. A dreadful thought had suddenly occurred to me. “This armor is drenched in it.”

“The Nightlord lent it to you so she could track us down more easily,” Chikal replied as she bound her obsidian dagger to a thick branch with her sash and crafted a makeshift spear. “All vampire gifts are poisoned.”

“M-Maybe it will help you in battle, Iztac,” Nenetl said in a vain attempt to cheer us up. “No emperor has known defeat while wearing the scarlet Tlahuiztli.”

“That’s a lie. I’ve bested his predecessor in battle before.” Chikal snorted, her scornful eyes briefly lingering on my armor. “But the vampires did boil its scales in the blood of my best warriors to gain their strength, so who knows? Their spirits might lend us their help.”

Chikal uttered these words as a grim quip, but she might have stumbled onto something. Generations of emperors dipped the scarlet Tlahuiztli in the blood of their enemies after each successful campaign to acquire the fallen’s strength… and I had seen so many ceremonial charades take a life of their own lately.

I swept a small stone off the ground from under a tree’s shadow and pressed it within my palm.

My fingers crushed it to dust, albeit with some effort.

Nenetl gasped in joy, and Chikal’s spooked expression told me that my predecessor never showcased any such power.

Iztacoatl wouldn’t have allowed me to wear this armor if she knew either, so this must be a first. Whether I had to thank the First Emperor or my citizens’ growing belief in my own divine purpose for this blessing, I counted myself lucky. This strength will serve me well.

Would it be enough to crush Iztacoatl’s skull if she dared to confront me? I doubted it, but the irony would be so sweet.

Itzili’s hissing drew me out of my violent fantasies. My feathered tyrant snapped his jaw at the shadow behind us, his tail straighter than an arrow. He had grown more and more agitated the deeper we ventured into the rainforest’s heart, where a tangled canopy blotted out the moon and parasitic plants fearful of the sun blossomed among tall grasses.

Our stalker was growing bolder.

“Something has been following us for a while,” I warned my consorts. Neither of them appeared surprised, though only Nenetl showed any anxiousness. They must have guessed the truth from Itzili’s agitation. “One of Iztacoatl’s dogs, no doubt.”

I should have expected her to cheat. That coward said that she would send her thralls to hunt us down after one hour, but she said nothing about having one of them harmlessly stalking us to pinpoint our location.

Chikal scowled. “I do not think Iztacoatl sent that thing.”

I frowned in surprise, but Nenetl reacted quicker.

“That thing?” she asked Chikal, suddenly uneasy.

“It moves too quietly for a human and a Nightkin would have used flight,” Chikal replied with no hint of fear or concern. Her composure never failed to astonish me. “It has been stalking us since we split up with the others. It would have followed Eztli and Astrid if it had hunted on the Nightlord’s behalf.”

She had a point. It would have been child’s play for a spy to notice Astrid’s absence in our group upon taking a closer look at us retreating into the forest. Our stalker instead ignored her and failed to attack us once the headstart had passed.

From Itzili’s reaction, I assumed that our pursuer was none other than whatever creature impersonated Cipetl. Iztacoatl did seem genuinely confused when I mentioned her. I assumed she had been trying to mess with my mind, but on the off chance she was indeed clueless about this particular matter, then this hunt now involved a third party.

The woman I’d met earlier was definitely an impostor of some kind instead of the real Cipetl. What other creature could mimic a human so perfectly?

The answer hit me like a lightning bolt.

Betrayal with the face of a friend. I assumed it could have been referring to one of Itzacoatl’s tricks or Eztli’s treatment of her mother, but now I began to wonder about the wording. Who sent it, then? It couldn’t have anticipated my visit to Acampa nor learned about Cipetl’s importance without local support.

I quickly deduced the two most likely culprits: the Three-Rivers Federation, which the First Emperor’s bats blighted after the New Fire Ceremony and whom Iztacoatl threatened with an undead plague if they didn’t surrender to me; or Inkarri, who had already sent a magical monster after me in my sleep. Both had the means and motive to hire an assassin.

Itzili’s presence kept it from attacking so far, but it would likely seize its chance to strike at the first opportunity, one which the hunters would likely provide.

We heard a hunter’s horn a bit too close to our liking. Chikal knelt and applied her ear to the ground.

“Trihorns, coming from the west,” she said. “Four, maybe five.”

Iztacoatl pressed her thumb on the scale to favor her hunters. I didn’t fear human cultists and would relish killing them, but they wouldn’t have been able to chase us so far without a tracker.

“There are Nightkin above us,” I said. “The canopy blocks their sight.”

“Not for long,” Chikal warned before presenting me with her makeshift spear. “Will you do me the honor, Iztac?”

Did she even need to ask? I offered her my palm and let her cut it thinly. The weapon’s obsidian point glowed with bright flames that illuminated the dark.

A Nightkin descended upon us in an instant, screeching as it crashed through the branches and heavy foliage.

As the monster breached through the canopy with its jet-black wings and fearsome claws, it suddenly occurred to me that it was my first time fighting vampires in direct battle. These beasts could prove frighteningly stealthy when they wanted, with speed and ferocity surpassing that of any mortal creature. I’d faced worse foes in the Underworld, but I couldn’t lower my guard either.

Especially since I couldn’t afford to use magic.

The terrain thankfully didn’t favor the monster. Vines and vegetation slowed its progress, which allowed Chikal to throw her blazing spear at its throat. She trusted a Nightkin’s instincts to force it to immediately attack the moment it smelled my fresh blood and thus leave itself open for a counterattack.

The blazing tip of the spear gored through the monster’s neck like an obsidian knife through the softest of flesh. The Nightkin’s battle cry turned into a gargle as its neck erupted in a shower of blood and flames, much to Nenetl’s horror. Her scream echoed across the woods as the corpse fell at her feet, its head rolling out into the grass.

I marveled at the strength required to decapitate a creature that large with a thrown spear, even with my burning blood boiling their vampiric flesh. I knew Chikal had only shown me a fraction of her warrior skills during our training, and I had now seen a glimpse of her true might.

My gaze briefly lingered on the Nightkin’s corpse. I watched the bat shrink into the form of a beautiful young man. Wrinkles began to cover his lustrous pale skin, and his black hair turned milky white soon after. Centuries caught up to that dead spawn of the night in the span of seconds until his flesh and bones returned to the dust from which we all came.

“So long…” Chikal muttered to herself, a cruel smile spreading on her lips. The bloodlust dwelling in her heart answered victory’s call. “I’ve been waiting for this for so long!”

I would have shared her joy once, before I learned the Nightkin’s true nature. That monster used to be the misbegotten son of an emperor and a concubine, both of them slaves to cruel masters. He too had been a Nightlord’s victim.

My own son would fly in his place if I failed.

I felt no sorrow for the creature, since it tried to kill me and my loved ones… but I hoped that my burning blood and death’s kiss freed his tormented soul from the vampiric curse.

Chikal recovered her spear while Nenetl kept her hands over her face in horror. Itzili roared loud enough to wake the dead. A second Nightkin descended upon us from above while I heard the footsteps of hunters closing in on us. The foliage, the darkness, and the shadow of the trees obscured almost everything, but I could see strangely well through my bat mask. The night held no secrets from the First Emperor’s gaze.

Arrows surged from among the trees. Most of them missed due to the rainforest reducing visibility, but a few aimed straight for Itzili. My reflexes kicked in, and I leaped in the projectiles’ way. They swiftly bounced off my armor’s scales or shattered on impact.

Quite the precise shot, I noted grimly. Few hunters could aim so well in a thick forest in complete darkness. It couldn’t be mere experience alone guiding their bows. If Iztacoatl can change someone’s appearance with her magic, she could easily sharpen her servants’ senses.

I shouldn’t expect anything from that cheater.

The second Nightkin chose to target Chikal and proved too quick for her to intercept mid-flight. Realizing how the canopy limited its movements, the creature swiftly transformed into a muscled, naked bald man with elongated claws sharper than spears and a lipless mouth of fangs. The vampire landed on the ground with a loud thump and immediately lunged at Chikal.

My consort dodged the attack with a panther’s grace and struck back, her spear skewering the Nightkin’s shoulder and narrowly missing the vampire’s head. He shrieked in fury as my flames melted away his flesh, but quickly retaliated by attempting to grab the shaft with one hand. Chikal swiftly pulled back before he could succeed.

Whether the Nightkin didn’t care about harming my consorts—the older vampires must have seen their mistresses bring them back from the dead more than once—or its kindred’s death enraged it, it swiftly pursued Chikal among the trees with relentless ferocity. My consort hastily used her spear to maintain a healthy distance between the two of them, but she was soon forced to step back. She narrowly avoided a strike to the head, the vampire’s claws slicing the tree behind her down to its sap.

Iztacoatl’s hunting dogs have turned rabid, I thought while removing the arrows stuck between my armor’s layers. She must think I won’t reveal my secrets if I don’t feel like I’m in genuine danger.

“Stay behind Itzili for now!” I told Nenetl as I heard the hunters close in on us. Our best bet was to stand our ground and kill all witnesses before any of them could notice or report Astrid’s absence among us. “We’ll take care of them!”

“I can’t…” Nenetl clenched her fists in powerlessness. “I can’t transform…”

She did her best, though. I sensed it through the subtle bond I’d formed with her tattoo. The wolf inside her struggled against the leash binding its power. The Jaguar Woman’s cruel work held strong, with no effort able to shake its hold on Nenetl’s soul.

I could have loosened the chains myself, but I decided to hold on to that asset for now. I could only afford to use it as a last resort.

Itzili stomped his feet in alarm, his jaws snapping at the shadows. Our stalker lurked around the woods while using the approaching hunters to mask its presence. My feathered tyrant soon charged into the foliage with a roar, his fangs closing on flesh and bones. I heard a scream of pain in the dark, followed by the sound of my pet tearing out a man’s throat.

More arrows flew out of the canopy, and I failed to intercept them all this time. One struck Itzili in the leg. His thick scales prevented the projectile from piercing his leg, but it dug its way into his body deeply enough to draw both blood and a screech.

Anger surged within me. I glared at the source of the arrows and soon identified the responsible party lurking in the shadows: a group of five men, three archers, one warrior with an obsidian macuahuitl club, and a fifth attacker lurking at the back. I stepped into their line of fire and walked up to them with murder on my mind. The warrior with the obsidian club swiftly stepped forward to intercept me.

“Your Majesty…” The hunter wavered and hesitated to strike me. It must have been easier to let his friends fire arrows at an animal than to stand his ground against a prophet. “Please step aside. The goddess only asked for the tyrant’s⁠—”

I punched him through the chest, my fist shattering his armor and ribs.

My victim and his allies all gasped in horror, except for the fifth hunter at the back. The strength of countless men surged through my body, and my armor’s scales quivered at the touch of warm blood. A sick thrill coursed through me, followed by an all-consuming thirst. My mask’s obsidian teeth creaked on their own in hunger.

How interesting, I thought as my hand closed on a warm, beating heart. I suddenly felt like I was extracting seeds from a delectable fruit. So tough on the outside, and yet so soft within.

My hand clutched the hunter’s heart and swiftly tore it out of his chest. His corpse collapsed at my feet alongside his weapon, which I caught with my free hand. His macuahuitl was of the highest quality, a long wooden club whose sides were embedded with razor-sharp, prismatic obsidian blades. Their edges reminded me of rows of teeth hungry for death.

A hunger that I would gladly satisfy.

I ignored Nenetl’s horrified stare on my back and instead reveled in the hunters’ fear. I sensed the armor’s thirst for death flow through me, but its call paled before that of my own flaming heart. The same vengeful cruelty that I’d embraced in the House of Jaguars awakened within me.

After so many schemes and so many days hiding, I could finally slaughter the Nightlords’ servants with my own hands.

“I warned you that to cross my path tonight is to choose death!” I declared with all of my pride and malevolence as I crushed the hunter’s heart within my palm. The warm blood felt so comforting on my fingers. “Now, bow to your emperor!”

Unlike the Nightkin, these red-eyed hunters willingly sold their souls to the Nightlords in exchange for power and immortality. I would show them no mercy.

I decapitated the closest archer with a single stroke of the macuahuitl, his headless body kneeling at my feet. His two comrades reacted very differently: one dropped his bow and immediately begged forgiveness by kneeling at my feet; the other hesitantly raised his weapon at me, his fear of death stronger than his zeal. I killed them both in an instant, disemboweling one and beheading the other. In spite of the dark joy and fury guiding my actions, my hands remained steady, my movements carefully calculated.

Chikal had trained me well.

I hoped she was faring as well as I was. I heard the noise of her clashes with her vampiric adversary in the foliage, but the two duelists soon wandered away from the battle. I didn’t like this in the slightest. The more we spread out, the greater the risk of inviting an attack from both the First Emperor’s bats and our other stalker.

Worst of all, Nenetl wasn’t doing well. Her first experience with battle had left her shaken and paralyzed with fear. She cowered under a ceiba tree while the wounded Itzili roared at the tall grass.

A silent shadow bolted out of the vegetation in utter silence.

I hardly caught a glimpse of it before it pounced on Itzili. The creature was huge—at least twice the size of a man—with paws larger than my head and fangs longer than my fingers. The four-legged behemoth of muscle and brown fur possessed a dog-like jaw and nose. I had only seen the animal as a carpet adorning my palace, but I recognized it instantly nonetheless.

A northern bear.

But something was wrong with it. I saw it in the beast’s calculated movements, from the way it slightly leaned on its hind legs like a man or the quietness with which it ran. Its eyes gleamed with malevolence and cunning.

Our stalker had shown itself in animal form.

Its first act was to lunge at Itzili’s throat to tear it out with its fangs. My pet, though wounded in the leg, fought back by biting the bear’s shoulder, his feet clawing at the beast. The two animals brawled among the grass in front of a paralyzed Nenetl, who had no idea how to react.

Alas, the battle’s result was obvious. Itzili was smaller than his foe and wounded. He wouldn’t last long.

“Kill yourself and spare me the trouble,” I told the last warrior as I moved to save my pet. “I have no time for yo⁠—”

The hunter lunged at me with superhuman speed, his fingers turning into scabrous claws and his mouth into a maw full of fangs.

He would have likely slammed me to the ground in an instant had I not survived so many battles through my journeys across the Underworld. My honed reflexes let me react quickly enough to raise my club in time to protect myself. The warrior’s claws screeched upon locking with my weapon’s obsidian blades; his entire body pushed against mine with strength greater than a trihorn, but I held my ground.

I realized my mistake now that I could take a closer look at my foe. He was strong and muscular, his red-eyes gleaming through his long blond hair. His skin was etched in symbols I did not recognize, and a single loincloth covered his nakedness. His inhuman features and strength quickly let me identify his true nature.

A Nightkin.

Clever bastard. By mingling with the human cultists, he ensured that I wouldn’t see him as a true threat.

“Where is she?!” he snarled at me, his claws slowly pushing back my obsidian club. Not even the strength provided by my armor could match his raw power. “Where is the girl?!”

Was that a flash of concern I caught in his crimson eyes? How strange. His face felt vaguely familiar, but Itzili’s shrieks prevented me from focusing.

“You will never know,” I replied. I could have crushed this Nightkin in an instant with the Blaze, the Doll, or Bonecraft spells, but I couldn’t reveal hints of my sorcerous abilities yet.

I pushed him back with a thrust instead, then sliced my palm open and let my burning blood stain my weapon’s blades. “You will not live to thwart me.”

The Nightkin’s eyes widened in shock upon seeing my weapon catch fire. I had no time to waste with Itzili fighting for his life, so I went straight for the kill. I swung my club in an attempt to behead my foe, but he quickly lowered his back to dodge. His claws grazed my armor without penetrating it. He instinctively stayed out of my blazing weapon’s range and tried to skirt around me from the left.

This one had a warrior’s instinct, and he wasn’t afraid of harming an emperor.

Unfortunately, I couldn’t fully focus on him. The bear had thrown Itzili against the ceiba tree Nenetl was hiding under. My feathered tyrant limped on the ground, his pristine scales covered in blood. His opponent rose on its two feet, its lumbering form overshadowing my pet.

A small rock bounced off the bear’s nose.

Nenetl stood against the beast, her knees shaking, her hands holding a handful of stones.

I froze in panic upon seeing the bear turn its massive head in her direction. Nenetl threw another stone at the monster in a desperate attempt to drive it away from Itzili.

“Nenetl!” I shouted my consort’s name. “Back off⁠—”

The Nightkin immediately exploited my moment of inattention. He grabbed my arm with his left hand, forcing my weapon out of the way, and then gripped my throat with his right. My back was slammed against the nearest tree before I knew what hit me.

“Where is she?!” the Nightkin snapped at me once again. “Where is Astrid?!”

Astrid? His wording took me aback. He’s calling her by name?

The Nightkin pressed me against the tree, the bark cracking under the pressure, while the bear raised a paw at Nenetl. A thousand options crossed my mind in a split second until I reached a decision.

With no other choice, I mentally activated Nenetl’s tattoo.

And she sensed it. Her Tonalli howled at the contact of my own. The effect was so subtle that no one else would have noticed, but Nenetl knew. She sensed my talons loosening her leash and setting the beast inside her free for a time.

The transformation was immediate. A layer of fur grew over her pale skin, her nails turned into claws, and her gentle visage twisted into a snarling wolf’s face. The bear hardly had time to react before Nenetl pounded him with all her might. The two shapeshifters brawled in the grass while Itzili crawled away.

The Nightkin tightened his grip on my throat and forced me to look at him.

“I asked you a question!” the Nightkin snarled at me. The source of his fury confounded me. I’d learned to recognize hatred and rage well enough, but this vampire’s anger swelled from a different source—something purer and familiar.

Concern.

The Nightkin’s identity finally dawned on me. His hair, the runes on his skin, his exotic accent… The chaos of battle and the veil of bloodlust clouded my mind to the truth before, but I finally recognized the familial resemblance with Ingrid.

A smile stretched on my lips. “Do you hope to save your sister yourself, Fjor?”

The sound of his own name shook the Nightkin more than a blow to the face. “How do you know my⁠—”

His hold loosened slightly. Not much, but enough.

I wrenched my arm free and punched him in the chest. The blow would have killed a normal man, yet it hardly shook Fjor off me. I raised my obsidian club for a counterattack. Fjor instinctively raised his arms to protect his neck from a killing blow, as I expected him to.

I lowered my blazing bladed club and sliced off his legs.

My blood melted his knees and muscles enough for the obsidian to cut through them. My own inhuman strength did the rest. I cleanly severed his legs and caused him to collapse at my feet.

Fjor began to transform back into his bat form, with wings springing out of his arms. He probably expected to heal from his injuries in an instant, but my blood carried the radiance of sunlight itself. His cauterized knees wouldn’t let him grow new legs anytime soon.

“You didn’t have the courage to stand up for her when she needed you the most, coward,” I taunted him with all of my scorn. “It is only now, on the precipice of her death, that you find any resolve within yourself?”

The Nightkin, now more bat than man, widened his wings to take flight. I cut off his left one before he could even flap. He pathetically tried to grab my leg with his last arm, powering through the pain, but I easily kicked him in the chest as if he were a dying animal.

It would have been easy to finish him off. One swing and his head would roll on the grass at my feet. It would have freed the lost prince’s soul from the vampiric curse and spared his sisters further heartbreak.

Yet I stayed my hand.

I recognized the look he’d sent me when slamming me against a tree: the same worry that fueled Ingrid when she begged Iztacoatl to spare her sibling. Eztli’s transformation didn’t strip her of her affection. She never stopped loving her parents, no matter how much Yoloxochitl attempted to ruin their relationship. Fjor retained that bond with his sisters, enough that he wished to protect one from his own mistress.

Fjor was trying to save Astrid.

He hoped to get to her first so he could protect her. So great was his devotion that he was willing to fight Yohuachanca’s own emperor and Godspeaker; one of the few beyond his grasp as a Nightkin. I would have admired his resolve if he had dared to stand up to Iztacoatl when he had the chance, or perhaps he thought he would have a better chance of saving Astrid if he hid his goals from his mistress.

In any case, I decided to spare him—for an audacious plot had crossed my mind, daring in its strategy and cruel in its execution. A grand plot of the highest irony that could yield such incredible results.

I knew it the moment I identified Fjor and his reasons for fighting.

I knew how I would kill Iztacoatl.

It would require Astrid and her brother to survive the night and significant preparations, but all the pieces I required had fallen onto my lap. The Nightlord’s cruelty inadvertently gave me the tools of her own demise.

That would wait for later, however. Nenetl’s howls were turning into whines.

Leaving the beaten Fjor behind, I rushed to my consort’s rescue. The sight of her lupine body bleeding on the forest’s floor left me shaking with rage. Itzili protectively crawled in front of her and snapped his jaws like a wounded dog trying to defend his injured packmate from a predator.

The bear stood over her on its two legs, battered and bloody, its back tense with frustration. It must have hoped to slay Itzili during the confusion by passing it off as an animal attack, then maybe abduct a consort and impersonate her. Perhaps it hoped that the Nightkin would do its job for it.

My allies’ strength hadn’t been enough to overcome the monster in battle, but it was sufficient to ruin its plan.

So it dropped the act.

“Cursed wolf,” the beast hissed angrily, its voice twisting from an animal’s snarl into a woman’s malediction. “Curse your stinking jaws and silver fur!”

The Skinwalker shed its fur like a snake did with its skin.

The bear’s skull split open to reveal a grotesque horror underneath. A lurching hunchback of stitched skin emerged from within, bloated and abominable. Its emaciated figure was humanoid in shape only, with antler horns surging from its skull and arms too long for a man. Its elongated, bloody fingers yearned for the touch of living flesh.

The monster only had skin over its bones, none of it its own. Its body was a grotesque amalgamation of half-faces stitched together by strings of pulsating sinews. I saw Cipetl’s eyes and nose on the shoulder, stuck between sprouting fingers and lipless mouths wheezing in agony. I noticed a few animal body parts here and there—bird beaks, bear fangs, serpent scales—but most body parts belonged to humans. Hundreds of victims contributed to the squirming hill that served at its back’s hump.

How many screams did it take to weave this horrifying tapestry?

The Skinwalker’s only unblemished face was its own—or should I say, her own. Sunken white eyes opened on a bald skull, right above a crooked nose and wrinkled cheeks. They oozed malevolence that rivaled the Nightlords’.

The abomination met my gaze.

Lahun warned me that to lock eyes with a Skinwalker was to open oneself to their influence. Being on the wrong end of the process allowed me to understand it fully. A Skinwalker’s Tonalli was a mangled abomination, a monstrous chimera of warped skin. I caught a brief glimpse of a butchered quail-like bird forming the broken heart of the monster. It must have been her totem once, in the days before she stained it with the act of kinslaying. It lingered to this day as the crooked foundation of a patchwork tapestry of death.

The Skinwalker’s Tonalli invaded my mind and filled my eyes with visions. I saw myself hung to a hook of bone, a razor-sharp knife gently peeling my skin away until my flayed flesh shed it off. I witnessed Cipetl put on a costume harvested from my own body and wear my skin with smooth ease.

The Skinwalker showed me all the horrors it would visit upon the world upon taking my place: the mountains of corpses it would raise, the wardrobe of skins it would harvest from my harem, the rivers of blood it would shed, and the empire it would destroy from within. A gruesome spectacle of rapes and murders and tortures unfolded, each crueler than the last.

This mental assault likely left many warriors quivering in fear, their souls so broken that their minds would forever be beholden to the Skinwalker’s will. Her malevolent Tonalli would subsume their spirit and lurk over their shoulders in their darkest nightmares. A normal human would have no choice but to submit to her gaze. The Skinwalker would crush their will, the mere threat of meeting her eyes again sufficient to enslave them.

I responded the only way I could.

“Ha…” The sound came rolling out of my mouth, slow and deep. “Ahah…”

Like with Smoke Mountain, a billowing eruption followed the tremors. My laughter echoed through the vision, dark and cruel. The Skinwalker’s vicious confidence crumbled at my unrelenting scorn.

“Hahaha!” I struggled to breathe through the fits of laughter. “Pathetic!”

I had stood in the presence of King Mictlantecuhtli, the First Emperor, and the Lords of Terror. I had survived the Nightlords’ tortures, the Burned Men, vampires, and hordes of maddened beasts.

How could this human abomination hope to frighten me?

My own Tonalli rose to challenge the Skinwalker’s, its black wings enveloping the mangled tower of flesh in a predatory embrace. A colossal dark owl of shadow rose from the Underworld’s depths with a purple blaze for a heart and the shadow of a great, hungry bat looming behind it.

My baleful Tonalli overwhelmed the Skinwalker’s own. My will took the initiative in this battle of the mind, and I wrested control of the vision. To the Skinwalker’s cruelty, I answered with a memory of the House of Jaguars burning, of the Lords of Terrors dancing among the ashes of the wasteland I had created, of Smoke Mountain’s breath devastating the world.

The Skinwalker’s shadow recoiled at the sight of a greater darkness. She had sought to intimidate me with prophecies of what she would do; I answered with memories of what I’d already accomplished.

I gave her a taste of annihilation.

“What a poor fool you are, to face me with such paltry strength!” I taunted her. “You are a breeze challenging a hurricane!”

The vision collapsed on its own, the Skinwalker’s will repelled by my own. She was strong and ancient, her sorcery refined by decades, possibly centuries, of depravity.

But I alone feasted on a dead sun’s embers.

The night enveloped us, and its court answered my authority. Swarms of red-eyed bats descended from the leaves and branches to devour their emperor’s enemy. The dead rose from their forested grave to feast.

The hunter had become the hunted.
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THE THEFT


The First Emperor’s servants rushed to defend his prophet.

A swarm of thousands of red-eyed bats descended from the canopy in a great tide of fangs and fur. The cacophony of their flight resonated across the silent forest. They fell upon the Skinwalker in an instant, covering her utterly. Her screams were delightful to my ears.

Nonetheless, the smell of Nenetl’s and Itzili’s blood proved to be too much for the frenzied beasts to resist. A few moved to drain my allies of their life, so I hastily tried to stop them.

“Do not harm them!” I ordered before sparing the wounded Fjor a glance. “Not that one either, nor my red-haired consort! Slay the Skinwalker alone!”

I feared that the bats would disobey me, since I’d never tried to command them like I did with the Nightchildren before, but my voice compelled them to obey nonetheless. They joined their siblings in swarming the Skinwalker until she vanished under a hill of them.

I seized the opportunity to check on my allies. Itzili whined in relief at my approach, his tongue licking my hand. He had taken heavy blows from the Skinwalker and one of his legs limped from an arrow stuck in it, but the rest of his injuries didn’t run too deep. His young scales shielded him from most projectiles and the worst blows.

Nenetl, though…

My heart skipped a beat when I examined her. Unlike feathered tyrants, a wolf was clad with a pelt of fur in place of thick, hard scales. The Skinwalker’s claws and fangs deeply lacerated her body, some wounds reaching all the way to the bone. Red spots stained Nenetl’s fur, while her blue eyes threatened to close forever.

“No, no!” Panic seized my heart as I rushed to her side. “Hold on, Nenetl!”

Part of me knew deep down that the Nightlords would bring Nenetl back from the dead should she expire. They could bring her back from Mictlan anytime they wished as long as they held her soul in their grasp. Her pain and demise would carry no long-term consequences.

But I was too blinded by guilt and concern to think rationally.

I’d known death on the first day of my tenure and given it often enough to understand the pain Nenetl was going through. Her animalistic whines of pain and agony tugged at my heartstrings. I cared deeply for her, enough that I’d been ready to tell her the truth about myself in the hope that we could form a genuine bond. Yet I returned her kindness with betrayal, twisting her tattoo for my own use and turning her into a beast when I thought it most opportune. She didn’t deserve to suffer like this, bleeding out on a cold forest’s floor.

I had to do something.

I attempted to cover Nenetl’s wounds with bandages made from her own torn dress. The cotton absorbed the blood, but too much spilled out. I hastily covered the gashes in her skin with my hands in a foolish attempt to contain it somehow.

A jolt of energy coursed through my fingers.

I immediately pulled back my hand in surprise. Droplets of my blood burned on the surface of Nenetl’s skin. The slashes I opened in my palm had yet to heal.

This sensation… It felt pleasantly familiar, though it took me a second to recall it. I’ve experienced it many times before.

When I practiced Seidr.

My eyes widened as an idea crossed my mind. I applied my slashed palm to Nenetl’s wounds and let our blood connect.

And as our fluids joined, so did our Teyolias.

I practiced Seidr so often that I’d grown accurately attuned to my own heart-fire. My awareness sharpened each time I lay with Sigrun, Necahual, and Lahun, and the shared curse binding me to my consorts gave me a weak grip on their own lifeforce.

The bond between our Teyolias was faint and hardly noticeable, since blood exchange was a crude and pale imitation of a true Seidr’s union. The ritual of lovemaking emulated Ōmeteōtl, the first being who split into male and female at the dawn of the cosmos. It drew upon primal powers older than the Fifth Sun that a meeting of wounds could never hope to emulate. I would not receive visions nor achieve great feats of magic tonight.

Nevertheless, a bond was a bond. This was hardly the place for our first time, and Nenetl’s wolf form made the prospect unappealing anyway, but the ritual required a mere exchange of body fluids to connect two Teyolias.

I can save her! Mother said that Seidr could heal wounds and Sigrun used Seidr to steal vitality and maintain her youth by taking a fraction of my power for herself. I shall renew the flame of Nenetl’s life with my own!

Instead of taking, I gave. I sent my lifeforce flowing into Nenetl’s heart-fire. So much of it was lost because of the improper connection, like a river spilling out of its bed before it could reach the lake it was supposed to feed, but enough did reach its destination to make a difference.

Nenetl whined at the contact of my burning blood on her wounds. I half-expected it to cauterize them, but they instead began to close as I reinforced her Teyolia with my own. Lacerated skin joined back together, as did flesh and veins, while Nenetl’s dying body surged with newfound vigor. I sensed her desire to survive and used it to nurture our connection.

It’s working! Mother’s casual disdain of Seidr blinded her to its broader applications: sharing lifeforce with another helped me understand how to manipulate it. This power can save lives… or end them.

I immediately noticed two issues with my performance, however. First of all, the results were nothing spectacular. Flesh stitched itself back together, but no new bits magically appeared to fill the parts taken away by the Skinwalker’s fangs and claws. I’d done little more than accelerate Nenetl’s natural recovery.

Second, I couldn’t focus on one wound over another. My power flowed through Nenetl’s body without direction. Superficial scratches and bruises took as much energy as life-threatening wounds.

I needed more practice.

“Shush,” I comforted Nenetl. I’d stabilized her enough to ensure her survival. “The pain will end soon, I promise. I am here.”

Itzili let out a warning screech, and a roar answered it.

I watched as the hill of bats pierced the canopy, not because more beasts gathered in greater numbers, but because the creature buried beneath them grew in size. A new shape emerged under them, far different than the Skinwalker’s humanoid countenance. A tail burst out from beneath the mass of flapping wings, and I caught a glimpse of brown scales.

It seemed I’d succeeded in frightening the hag a little too much. The Skinwalker had decided to trade subtlety for overwhelming strength.

“You should have stayed put, you thief of skin!” I shouted angrily. Unwilling to let the hag complete her transformation and angered on Nenetl’s behalf, I grabbed my obsidian club, left my allies to recover, and rushed to behead the Skinwalker with a fearsome battle cry. “Agony awaits!”

I cut into the swarm of bats, my sharp blade and immense strength allowing me to cut into thick brown scales. I had little idea which part I sliced. I simply hacked with wild abandon and let the screams of pain guide my hand. But no matter how hard I hit her, the Skinwalker continued to grow.

I caught a glimpse of a reptilian eye glaring at me through the blood and fur.

Jaws closed around my chest with immense force and lifted me up in the air. Rows of sharp fangs bit into my armor, biting through the scales and blood-soaked cotton. The pointed ends of some of the fangs reached my skin, drawing blood, while the sheer pressure emptied my lungs of air. An elongated crocodilian head held me firmly within its grasp, moving wildly from left to right to shake off the bats trying to pierce its scales.

The monster was huge. Its size paled before that of a longneck, but its back reached all the way to the canopy above us. Five men standing on each other’s shoulders would struggle to meet its slitted eyes. Its body bore a worrying resemblance to Itzili’s, except larger and without feathers. I feared that the Skinwalker had transformed into a feathered tyrant until I caught a glimpse of a red, dorsal sail of flesh rising from its back.

A spineking.

Every fisherman learned to fear these aquatic behemoths. They rivaled feathered tyrants in size and aggression, though they hunted large fish rather than land animals. This fact, combined with the scarlet Tlahuiztli’s enchanted resilience, likely saved my life. The creature’s fangs and jaw weren’t adapted to properly bite through my armor. A feathered tyrant would have crushed me in a single bite, but the Skinwalker had to put in the effort to crack it like an egg.

It still hurt.

Xibalba’s trials taught me how to remain focused through unbearable pain, yet I’d rarely felt worse. An immense pressure pushed on me from two sides of my body, with fangs closing on my back and chest. My blood dripped and burned the monster’s scaled lips, but the Skinwalker was no Nightkin. It proved little more than an inconvenience as she continued to tighten her grip.

“Let me go!” I snarled as I fought back with my obsidian club. My sharp blades proved too brittle to inflict much damage. Most shattered against the Skinwalker’s thick scales, nor could the wooden handle keep up with my inhuman strength. The club snapped in half when I hit the creature too hard. “Let me go, I said!”

The monster answered by crunching my chest. A surge of sharp pain coursed through my body, my fury now only matched by my fear of being swallowed alive.

She’s crushing me! With no weapon left, I grabbed the spineking’s jaws with my hands and pushed. My arms’ muscles surged with inhuman power fueled by my scarlet Tlahuiztli. I fought back against the increasing grip, but though I held my own, I couldn’t force the creature’s mouth open. If I use the Doll… But then they'll know… I have to find another way!

An obsidian spear surged from the trees and struck the Skinwalker in its left eye.

The creature let out a roar of pain as a shower of blood erupted from its wound. I fell on my back from high, though my armor’s cotton considerably softened my landing. Strong hands quickly grabbed my shoulders and hastily helped me rise up to my feet. It proved quite arduous between my wounds, blood loss, and weakened breath.

Chikal stood by my side while drenched in blood, none of it her own. The Nightkin she was fighting earlier was nowhere to be seen.

“Can you stand by yourself?” she asked me.

“Yes, of course,” I grunted, only for a sharp pain in my chest to make a liar out of me. I nearly collapsed until Chikal caught me. “No.”

“Any plan, then?”

“Yes.” I smiled cruelly beneath my bat mask. “We watch.”

Chikal frowned at me until she noticed what I already did: her breath was turning to mist from the sudden cold.

My soldiers crawled out of the forest with smoking black pits for eyes, their hunger so great as to suck out all warmth in the air.

I counted dozens of Nightchildren of all ages and sizes. All were humans, but not all were adults. A few looked no taller than small children, their rags hardly sticking to their pale, frail frames. The First Emperor’s bats consumed indiscriminately, their hunger sparing neither the old nor the young.

I would have felt sad once, but reinforcements were always welcome.

Chikal straightened up. I didn’t remember her seeing these creatures before, and she was suitably on edge. I answered her caution with confidence. I pointed at the spineking before they could notice Nenetl and the others, then barked out orders. “Bring me her soul!”

An emperor did not ask—he commanded.

The Nightchildren rushed at the spineking without a sound. Their very presence muffled the beast’s roars of pain and dulled the forest’s noise around us. Those closest to the beast grabbed her ankles.

Mother once told me that men possessed lifeforce second only to those of great beasts like feathered tyrants. I’d seen the Nightchildren drain their victims to dust in less than a minute’s time. They feasted on the soul without moderation, and a group of them should kill anything within a heartbeat.

Either the Skinwalker accumulated quite the strong Teyolia over her cursed life, or her shapeshifting let her borrow an animal’s lifeforce, for she didn't die on the spot. It would have been a kinder fate if she had. The scales around her feet crumbled to dust, exposing brittle flesh and calcifying it in an instant.

The monster’s sheer weight turned against her. With no strong foundation to stand on, she collapsed onto the nearest trees in a catastrophic fall. My heart nearly stopped at that, but she managed to fall on the side opposite of Nenetl, Fjor, and Itzili. Chikal and I still had to step back to avoid the dust and debris. The noise of the impact would have been deafening without the Nightchildren’s flock to smother it.

I found the silence that followed far more ominous.

The Skinwalker attempted to shed her skin the same way she had transformed from a bear into an abomination earlier. I didn’t quite understand how the process worked, but the Nightchildren’s touch swiftly sabotaged it somehow. The spineking’s belly ruptured open in a shower of blood and gore, the Skinwalker sliding out of it in her horned, deformed true shape. The Nightchildren and the red-eyed bats fell upon her in an instant to feast on her blood and lifeforce.

“She has to transform back into her original form before donning a new skin,” Chikal observed with a thoughtful expression. Not even the Nightchildren managed to shake her composure for long. “We should finish her off while we can.”

“Not yet,” I replied. Chikal raised an eyebrow right as I raised my hand. “Release her!”

I didn’t want the Skinwalker to die too quickly.

The bats and Nightchildren retreated like hounds recalled by their master. Good thing they did so too. The Skinwalker’s body had turned pale and gaunt, her life hanging on by a thread. She wouldn’t have lasted another minute.

Without new prey, the red-eyed bats circled above Nenetl and Itzili. I quickly realized the limits of my control. Without a direct order, they would swiftly return to their natural, predatory behavior.

I needed to distract them.

“Kill every red-eyed human in this forest and beyond,” I ordered my troops. I would have said every red-eyed creature if it wouldn’t have endangered Eztli, but a hundred priests’ deaths would satisfy me. “Spread out and kill, kill, kill them all.”

The bat swarm screeched as it dispersed across the sky. The Nightchildren simply returned to the shadows in utter silence.

Chikal scowled at me. “Iztac,” she said, marking a brief pause before continuing. “Are you yourself?”

I snorted. “What kind of question is that, Chikal? Of course I’m myself.”

“You don’t act like it,” Chikal replied with a hint of concern. “You seem… wilder. And too bold by half.”

“Like you said,” I said with a scoff. “I’ve been waiting a long time for this.”

I could finally visit the indignities I’d suffered back on my tormentors. Of course I enjoyed this. I’d spent so many nights hiding the power I accumulated, and I finally had the opportunity to show some of it off. Why shouldn’t I revel in it?

The Skinwalker didn’t even have the strength to move a finger. Her eyes, both those above her nose and embedded in her patchwork abomination of a body, stared at me in absolute terror. I was the shadow of death coming to take her soul, and she was helpless to resist my call.

“Finally realized that you never had a chance?” I taunted her, holding my chest with one hand and hiding my pain behind a mask of arrogance. This encounter took its toll on me in spite of my bravado. “Now tell me who sent you, and I might spare your life.”

It was a lie, but the Skinwalker appeared desperate enough to believe it. She tried to move her calcified lips to the best of her ability, all in vain. Only dust and rattles came out of her mouth. The Nightchildren drained the sorry excuse of an assassin of all her strength.

A pity. I decided to put her down when Chikal’s hands suddenly tightened their grip on my shoulders.

“Iztac.” Chikal stared at the sky with greater unease than anything the Nightchildren could inspire. “She’s coming.”

I froze in place. Hisses and whistles thrummed around us, first quietly, then louder and louder.

Snakes slithered around us in the grass by the dozens, the hundreds, the thousands. Small vipers and copperheads joined with adders and feathered serpents in a swarm that rivaled that of the First Emperor’s red-eyed bats in size. They covered the entire forest floor in an instant and surrounded us all in a mass of squirming scales and fangs. Itzili snapped his jaws at them while doing his best to shield the now comatose Nenetl with his body, but it hardly frightened the growing mass of reptiles. Crimson serpents large enough to swallow adult crocodiles appeared among them and matched Itzili’s hostility with hisses. Fjor and the Skinwalker alike stared at the scaly mass with apprehension.

Iztacoatl wouldn’t let her father’s court overshadow her own.

The greatest among the snakes coiled together at the center of the squamous mass. Their form melded together into steps of a scaled stairway that reached up to the canopy above us. I looked up to the night sky and saw a graceful figure cast a dark shadow in the moonlight. Iztacoatl descended upon us with wings of crimson feathers sprouting out of her shoulders and near-divine grace. She landed on the highest staircase and looked down upon us with her smug golden gaze.

Fjor inclined his head in submission, as did Chikal. I alone dared to match Iztacoatl’s gaze. I recalled the wind’s words from so long ago: that true gods had nothing to prove. All this hollow pageantry inspired me with nothing but disdain.

“Has it been four hours already, oh goddess?” I asked, mostly to buy more time for Eztli to flee.

“My apologies, dear emperor,” Iztacoatl said with a wry smile, her feet climbing down the stairs of snakes with a confident strut. “I am hopeless when it comes to counting time.”

She came alone? I didn’t see any Nightkin flying with her. Either she thought she wouldn’t need them or she hoped that I would try to attack her. Showing up alone in the middle of nowhere would have made her an inviting target under normal circumstances. I won’t take that bait.

Iztacoatl walked down to me, the snakes forming a thick carpet for her to step upon. Gods forbid that she would walk on the same ground as us commoners.

“My hunters inflicted quite the wounds on you and your consorts,” she commented upon examining me. “We ought to rename your advisor to Itzili the Lame.”

Itzili responded by showing his fangs at her. This only served to amuse the Nightlord further as she turned her sight to Fjor next. “You disappoint me,” she said while studying his wounds. “I expected better from Sigrun’s son. Has concern for your human sister dulled your edge, Fjor?”

Fjor knew better than to talk back to a Nightlord and simply kept his head down in penance. Chikal’s eyes narrowed slightly. Either she recognized the name or was memorizing it for future investigations.

Iztacoatl grabbed my palm next, her cold finger tracing a line along my new scars. “My poor songbird, how long did you intend to keep this from me?” Her smile had all the sweetness of rotten honey. “I knew something was wrong with your blood for a while, but to think it could burn my children?”

I feigned innocence. “You didn’t know?”

“You truly take me for an idiot,” Iztacoatl replied, her wry smile now stretched thin. “Why didn’t you tell us that your blood burned my children? Surely your consort must have noticed.”

“I assumed it was the case for all emperors,” I lied outrageously. “My blood is for the heavens alone to taste. Lesser Nightkin are unfit to touch it.”

“True indeed,” Iztacoatl replied with bemusement, her gaze lingering on my throat. She leaned in closer, a pair of serpentine fangs surging from behind her lips. “You are ours alone.”

She bit me in the thin chink between my bat mask and armor.

I’d never been on the end of the vampire kiss before, although I’d seen it give death to so many. Eztli never tried to drink my blood, and even the mad Yoloxochitl refused to do so when I tempted her. I thought the Nightlords were forbidden to dine on the emperor until the Night of the Scarlet Moon.

Either I’d been deceived, or Iztacoatl didn’t care.

The pain of her fangs sinking into my throat lasted a mere second, raw and deep. The horror and agony were swiftly drowned in a tide of numbness and ecstasy. A wave of exquisite pleasure spread from my neck to the rest of my body, softer than a warm bath and more intimate than the greatest heights of sexual release. Sigrun, Necahual, Eztli, Ingrid… I’d lain with so many women, and none gave me a greater bliss than a second of Iztacoatl’s touch.

My entire body no longer answered me. A powerful sense of euphoria paralyzed it. My senses dulled to the point my vision blurred, and the noise of suction became no more than a soft echo in the back of my mind. The cold filling my fingers as Iztacoatl drained me of my blood felt downright welcome. Both the battle’s pain and the armor’s inhuman strength vanished in an instant.

Vampires turned death into a delight.

But while my body betrayed me, my mind recoiled in horror. My acute awareness of my Teyolia let me sense my lifeforce leaving me. Itzacoatl stole enough of my blood to kill a Nightkin twice over, but her hunger proved greater than mere body fluids. She filled the void of her heart with souls and now sought to devour mine.

Visions flashed before me. I saw myself strapped to a stone table under a crimson sky set alight by the scarlet moon. Obsidian spikes nailed my wings and claws to an altar, while the Nightlords feasted on my limbs, draining my holy blood until I became a shriveled husk.

“Struggle all you want, foolish father,” the Jaguar Woman taunted me, her mouth painted blue and yellow by the taste of my sulfur blood. “Your power is ours, now and forever.”

I shrieked and screamed in anger and pain, but when I opened my mouth, burning tar filled it instead of words. My cold body boiled in a viscous liquid that melted the flesh off my bones. My heart turned black with fury at this betrayal. And when the sulfur flame of my heart was extinguished at last, only hunger and darkness remained.

I snapped back to reality the moment Iztacoatl removed her fangs from my throat. I would have collapsed without Chikal to hold onto me. My knees were weak, my legs without strength. I couldn’t move anymore. The rapture from earlier turned into a deep numbness and frigid cold. I’d matched a spineking’s jaws in a contest of might, but I now lacked the energy to move an eyelid.

Iztacoatl had stopped before she could swallow my soul, but she had taken cups upon cups of my blood. She licked it off her lips with a rapturous expression. Dining on my flesh had been as pleasurable for her as it had been for me.

“My compliments, Songbird,” Iztacoatl thanked me with a mock chuckle. “You will be our best drink in centuries.”

My sunfire blood, which melted the flesh of Nightkin in an instant, had no more effect on a Nightlord than a strong spice.

The vast gap in power between the spawn and their progenitors became clear to me this instant. I dined on the embers of a dead sun and achieved power greater than most of the horrors that haunted the dark corners of the world, but I remained a young fish in a vast ocean full of great sharks and other primeval beasts.

Iztacoatl gluttonously licked the blood off my neck with her snakelike tongue, much to my and Chikal’s disgust. I knew this was payback for the time I’d slapped her. Violating my body let her reassert her power over me, like a master yanking the dog’s leash until it whined.

“Did you think you could poison us on the night of the Scarlet Moon? That you could die a martyr and take us down with you?” Iztacoatl laughed after she finished licking every drop of my blood off my skin. “Such a transparent plot.”

My only consolation was that she didn’t see anything when she drank my blood, or else she would have reacted more violently. Either she needed to fully consume my soul to see my memories, or my predecessors’ shroud of illusions continued to hide my Teyolia’s true nature from her.

“I do not see our dear Eztli among you, nor our little quarry,” Iztacoatl noted before finally deigning to notice the Skinwalker. “Who is this?”

I was too weak to speak up, so Chikal answered on my behalf. “An assassin who sought to kill our Lord Emperor,” she replied with no small amount of disdain. “A Skinwalker.”

Iztacoatl’s eyebrows curved in slight interest. She snapped her fingers, and hundreds of snakes coiled around the Skinwalker. My would-be assassin was helpless to resist and swiftly lifted up in the air. I would have felt a degree of kinship for her had she not tried to kill Nenetl earlier.

I expected Iztacoatl to eat the Skinwalker for dessert, and I would have appreciated one of my enemies taking out another. But as always, the gods remained deaf to my prayers. Iztacoatl studied her captive in silent fascination, the hissing of her court lowering into a quiet whisper.

Something is wrong. A terrible feeling sank in my gut. Iztacoatl should have already murdered the Skinwalker on the spot for interrupting her hunt. She couldn’t ignore the offense. She’s taking too long.

A familiar sound came out of Iztacoatl’s mouth, low and sinister. I’d come to hate it with all my heart.

A laugh.

“What a stroke of luck,” Iztacoatl said with glee, her fingers stroking her captive’s cheek. “At last a perfect candidate. Kinslayer and betrayer, a broken soul wrapped in human skin!”

My heart skipped a beat in horror. I finally caught on to Iztacoatl’s gruesome idea.

“Worry not, dear, you are too precious to die yet,” Iztacoatl whispered to the frightened Skinwalker. “You have big shoes to fill.”

The Nightlords had been looking for a placeholder for a while. The Night of the Scarlet Moon was a play that had lost one of its lead actresses. Another had risen to occupy her place, but that person required a replacement too—a sacrifice that met the exceedingly precise requirements of a centuries-long occult ritual.

What better candidate to fill the missing role than a monster with a thousand faces?

“Let us find dear Eztli, songbird,” Iztacoatl decided with enthusiasm. “I cannot wait for her to meet her replacement.”
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I spent the next two hours in Iztacoatl’s tender care.

Ever the lazy coward, she sent her Nightkin hunting for Eztli while she took me and the others to a large temple near the forest. I assumed that she used this place as a base to run her hunting rituals and sacrifice the losers. Nenetl and Itzili would receive medical care under Chikal’s supervision, while the Skinwalker had been chained up in the lower chambers for a different kind of treatment. I could hear her screams through the walls now and then.

Iztacoatl decided to personally oversee my recovery in her own quarters: a decadent chamber adorned with stolen artwork and furnishings taken from dozens of destroyed nations. She had a bath prepared for us in a pool of stone surrounded by serpent statues, undressed, and then dragged me into it naked.

The warm fluids were the same blend of blood and herbs in which Iztacoatl had me bathe a few weeks ago. As viscous and disgusting as it was, it did slowly restore my health and vigor. I would have almost appreciated it had Iztacoatl not spent the last hour holding me in her arms in a lover’s embrace and caressing my neck. Capturing the Skinwalker had left her in an unbearably happy mood, and she was clearly resisting the urge to bite me again.

She liked the taste of my blood a bit too much, I thought grimly. My only consolation was the obsidian windows adorning the walls. I could see the dawn rising beyond them, its sunlight blocked by the blackened glass. Would it kill her instantly if I shattered them? If Iztacoatl survived my blood, she might endure a few minutes before turning to dust.

“Dawn nears, beloved goddess, and your hunters have failed,” I said with no small amount of satisfaction. “I win.”

“So you do!” Iztacoatl replied with a mocking laugh. “This time.”

My joy swiftly turned to anger. Of course the scaled whore wouldn’t let me enjoy a victory, no matter how trivial. “This time?”

“This was only the first test of many, my dear boy,” Iztacoatl taunted me. “Worry not, I will find another use for dear Astrid. How about I reshape her flesh until she becomes her mother’s spitting image and then put her in your bed? You inspire me so much I fear we will run out of victims before we do ideas.”

She lightly kissed my cheek to better savor my disgust. My blood had turned her lips warm.

“There is also the small matter of your reward,” she whispered into my ear. “I will think over it after putting your menagerie to death.”

Her left hand descended upon my navel while the right held onto my chin. The embrace would have been halfway intimate from anyone else. Every caress, every move, was meant to remind me that I was her property.

“Between your command over bats and your pets’ habits of wandering where they shouldn’t, it is now clear to me that you can command animals,” she whispered into my ear. “It would be unwise to let you retain access to such a vast army under our nose. I shall spare that reptile advisor of yours so I can kill him at my leisure later and turn the rest into carpets.”

I met her taunts with silence.

I’d managed to spare Astrid’s life tonight and managed to hide most of my abilities from Iztacoatl, but I could hardly call it a victory. The Nightlord knew about my blood’s properties, and worst of all, she could shrug it off. Destroying the menagerie would also deny me the ability to Ride most animals, and the Skinwalker’s capture would ensure the ritual’s renewal.

The chambers’ doors opened, and a pair of Nightkin escorted Eztli into the room.

I didn’t see Astrid with her.

I blinked in surprise, waiting for guards to drag Ingrid’s sister weeping and screaming into the chambers for Iztacoatl to mock her. I did so in vain. The Nightkin kept their heads low in silent shame.

Iztacoatl’s expression swiftly turned from smug to confused. “Where is the child?”

“I don’t have her,” Eztli replied.

My fists clenched at the same time Iztacoatl’s nails sank into my skin. I first feared for Astrid’s safety, but I had spent enough time with Eztli to recognize when she struggled to suppress a smile.

Why did she look so damn happy?

“You don’t have her?” Iztacoatl repeated, her voice laced with disbelief.

“I’ve lost her,” Eztli said. “I don’t know where she is anymore.”

I turned my head to take a better look at Iztacoatl’s face. I discovered a new pleasure even greater than sex or the thrill of a vampire’s kiss: the delight of watching Iztacoatl’s joy turning into utter despair.

Her short-lived triumph was about to become a monumental humiliation.

“Explain yourself!” she ordered, seething in rage.

Eztli’s expression turned into the smuggest smirk imaginable.

“An old owl took her away.”
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The slap failed to lift the smile from my face.

A Nightlord’s palm carried more strength than twenty men behind it and a hundred times the animosity. She struck quicker than a serpent, her blows whistling with each impact. Blood dripped down my cheeks and onto my shoulders.

“Where is she?” Iztacoatl asked me for the hundredth time.

“I do not know, Goddess,” I replied truthfully. The pain helped me suppress my laughter. “Have you checked the nearest owl's nest?”

Her next slap threw me to the floor. Eztli was already sitting there, her flayed cheeks healing before my eyes. Our bloody grins infuriated Iztacoatl beyond anything I’d ever seen. The fairest of the Nightlords had grown scales over her face, her fangs and eyes twisting into reptilian parodies of themselves. So overwhelming was her rage that she struggled not to transform into her true, monstrous form.

“No matter how many times the goddess asks, the answer will remain the same,” I replied. I was almost willing to forgive Mother for abandoning Father and me after pulling such a daring stunt. “My treacherous mother eluded me for years. I have no idea where she is.”

“Liar!” Iztacoatl snapped at me, white scales spreading down her neck. “I know you warned her of my hunt somehow!”

Her panic was something to behold and more than matched her humiliation. Iztacoatl had failed to catch Mother, twice, and let her escape with a future imperial concubine while she was there. Not only would it shatter her illusion of invincibility among her surviving priests and Nightkin, but her sisters would fall on her the moment they learned of it.

Iztacoatl’s only hope of salvaging the situation was to locate Mother; an unlikely prospect when she and her flying troops had to hide from the sunlight. The Nightlord had cast a divination ritual in the bloodbath in an attempt to discern Astrid's location, sent loyal messengers looking for them in all directions, delayed the imperial procession to interrogate all of its members, and had hunters scour every village… all in vain. Mother eluded capture for seventeen years, and her Tonalli form could have flown halfway across the empire by now.

The temple’s atmosphere suddenly grew heavier. The air choked with the smell of death and rot. Iztacoatl’s hand, raised to slap me once again, stopped in midair. The Nightlord glanced at the pool with fear in her reptilian eyes.

The gathered blood rose into the shape of two vaguely humanoid figures. I recognized the two vampires long before their features sharpened into furious snarls and deep scowls and then immediately forced myself to adopt a blank expression before they could see my smile.

Iztacoatl’s reptilian features returned to normal. Her apprehension quelled her anger. “Sisters⁠—”

“You imbecile.” The Jaguar Woman’s fury somehow looked even more terrifying when manifesting through boiling blood. “How can such a fool share my noble ancestry?”

“Is it true, sister?” What Sugey lacked in anger, she more than made up in sheer disappointment. The Nightlord quickly materialized inside of the blood pool. “Did you let a godkin escape with one of our enemies?”

Iztacoatl winced at their reproach. The sight of my tormentor cowering this way more than made up for all of tonight’s pain and struggles.

Word of the disaster had already spread to the other Nightlords in spite of Iztacoatl’s best efforts. Either one of their sorcerous priests warned them somehow, or they discovered it through their own divination rituals.

I didn’t know they could materialize from these pools. I watched as the Jaguar Woman and Sugey both stepped out of the boiling blood, their bodies now fully incarnated. They must use them to quickly travel across their empire.

“This is his fault!” Iztacoatl protested, pointing at me. When stripped of her grandiose facade and confronted with individuals who matched her power, she behaved like a spoiled child. “He set me up!"

Her pathetic attempt at deflecting the blame would have fallen flat on anybody else, but the Jaguar Woman turned her baleful gaze on me next. She was just as desperate to find a culprit to put the blame on.

I quickly bowed, my forehead kissing the ground. The Jaguar Woman’s presence never failed to turn my joy into dread.

“I only sought to honor the goddess by winning the hunting game she prepared for me,” I lied through my teeth. “I thought Eztli could take poor Astrid to safety long enough for us to secure our victory. I never expected my treacherous mother to attack her, nor that Skinwalker to ambush us. I’m sure they set this up together.”

Ever the talented actress, Eztli quickly built upon my lie. “The fault is mine, Iztac,” she said, her hands moving to hold her arms. She played the vulnerable damsel like no other. “It was me that this owl sought to kill. I shudder to think what would have happened had I not escaped her clutches in time…”

Her words worked better than expected. Sugey’s disappointment soon turned into disbelief as she turned back to her sister. “You put Yoloxochitl’s replacement in harm’s way?”

Clever girl. I hadn’t considered it, but Eztli was indeed a weak link in the Nightlords’ ritual. A magician opposed to Yohuachanca could disrupt it by killing her—a likely prospect since she lacked her new sisters’ strength. Between the Skinwalker’s attack on my person and Mother’s presence, it would seem the Nightlords’ enemies coordinated this attack together. The snake whore has stepped in her own trap.

“We have no one to replace the girl with if she perishes,” Sugey scolded Iztacoatl. “Putting her within reach of an assassin’s blade was foolish of you.”

Meanwhile, the Jaguar Woman’s fury smoldered into a scarier, colder kind of anger. “We are at war, Iztacoatl, and you play games?”

The Nightlord flinched. “It was a test!” she protested. “He’s lying⁠—”

“The weapon was destroyed!” the Jaguar Woman cut in, her words hitting Iztacoatl harder than any slap. “A spy broke into the facility and set it on fire. Our sister’s legacy went up in smoke; the herd questions our power and guidance; Father stirs in his tomb; our enemies smell our blood in the water and bare their fangs. And you…”

The coiled serpent statues squeaked around us, an invisible force crushing the stone until it cracked. It became more and more difficult for me to hide my satisfaction. The Jaguar Woman’s anger confirmed to me that my plan to wipe out Yoloxochitl’s plague from the world worked perfectly. She wouldn’t be so furious if she could salvage anything from it.

Their despair brought me such boundless joy.

“What do you think your weakness taught our enemies tonight?” the Jaguar Woman asked her cowed sister. “I will tell you right now: you showed them that they can strike us with impunity!”

“As for the girl…” Sugey shook her head. “She is an emperor’s daughter and a consort’s sister. Her blood is too precious to fall into our enemies’ hands.”

“Speaking of blood…” Iztacoatl swiftly grabbed my head, forced me to look up at her, and sliced my cheek with her nail. My sunlight-rich blood caught fire once exposed to the air, its radiance briefly illuminating the room. “See what he has been hiding from us!”

I mustered all of my willpower not to show any unease. I’d been fearing the Jaguar Woman’s reaction since the beginning. I’d spent a great amount of time pretending to have been cowed into an obedient emperor so she wouldn’t torment my loved ones, and here Iztacoatl revealed that I’d been keeping secrets from her.

The Jaguar Woman’s response proved… strangely subdued.

“I see,” she replied, squinting at my blood with curiosity. She touched it with her finger to examine it more closely. The dose would have melted a Nightkin’s flesh away, yet it failed to irritate a Nightlord’s skin. “Interesting…”

Iztacoatl’s eyes widened in surprise. “You knew?”

“Yoloxochitl’s spawn informed me on our Godspeaker’s behalf before their departure,” the Jaguar Woman replied. “I was too occupied looking for the child’s placeholder to deal with it.”

I immediately glanced at Eztli. She avoided my gaze, though I could have sworn she briefly winked at me beforehand.

She told her? I immediately feared betrayal, but the Jaguar Woman’s subdued response and her words let me calm down enough to assess things rationally. Eztli said she did it on my behalf.

I quickly figured it out.

Eztli had caught on to the Nightlords’ personal dynamics and exploited them. The Jaguar Woman sought to be in control at all times. Giving her a small nugget of information helped convince her that she could keep us both in her thrall. The secret of my blood was bound to come to light sooner or later, come the Flower War. She must have hoped to drive a wedge between the Nightlords too by informing one and not the other.

It was a gamble, I thought. I remained unsure if I should be thankful for Eztli’s foresight or furious that she failed to inform me. It paid off this time at least, but… I don’t like it. I don’t like it at all.

Between that scheme and her attempts at sabotaging her mother’s contraceptives, Eztli was taking far too many risks behind my back for my liking. This one spared me a great deal of trouble, but she might eventually overreach and misstep.

That would be a discussion for later. Iztacoatl immediately jumped on the opportunity to accuse me of sacrilege.

“He has used this blood to slay my spawn, my sisters,” she said. “One of them witnessed him laughing when he killed my priests and servants. He also sent Father’s bats to hunt down his pursuers.”

The Jaguar Woman’s cold gaze oozed malevolence. “Is it true, our Godspeaker?”

My heart pounded in my chest with such strength I feared it would explode.

“It was the scarlet Tlahuiztli, oh goddess,” I half-lied. “The moment it tasted blood, I… I was no longer myself. The hunger… it gave me strength, but it sapped my will… it…” I clenched my teeth. “It spoke through me.”

The Jaguar Woman glared at me, as did her fellow Nightlords. “Why fight at all, then? You should have fallen to your knees and sought our divine guidance the moment you sensed evil seeping into your heart.”

I avoided her gaze in fake penance. Saying I fought on to protect Astrid would fall on deaf ears. Admitting that I put a child’s life over obedience would be tantamount to admitting my treachery. I quickly found an alternative motive.

“Lady Iztacoatl promised me a reward if I won,” I argued.

“Have I not warned you once already?” The Jaguar Woman’s tone turned sharper than any blade. “Your loyalty is expected. We reward at our whims, not in return for service.”

Damned if I do, damned if I don’t. “I assumed this was a test of faith, which I had to complete.”

“No doubt your victory swelled your heart with pride,” the Jaguar Woman said, her voice growing heavier with menace. “The nail that stands out gets hammered down, child. You would do well to remember it.”

“He is right, though,” Iztacoatl added with malice. “I did promise our emperor a reward. I shall give it to him after he explains why he lied about his other abilities.”

I suppressed a wince of dread. I could almost hear the executioner’s axe in the background as the Nightlords focused their attention on me.

“He can also speak to animals,” Iztacoatl added. “He commands Father’s bats as easily as he does that feathered tyrant of his. I heard he even seeks the beast’s advice.”

Here it was. I had spent weeks rehearsing a role when it came to Itzili, sowing the seeds of doubt in preparation for a day like this one. I’d followed my predecessors’ advice, baffling Iztacoatl with confusing moves until the climactic finale.

I hoped I could sell the lie.

“With all due respect, oh goddess,” I said, clearing my throat. “Should a son not listen to his father’s wisdom?”

A tense silence fell upon the room. Even Eztli gave me a sideways glance of pure confusion.

“Your father?” Iztacoatl repeated in disbelief.

“My father’s spirit wandered in the void for years, robbed of his corporeal flesh,” I declared with a feverish kind of resolve. I thank my fear and stress for helping me keep my voice unwavering. “Fate has returned his will to me in a new vessel of scales and fangs. That is why I named him Itzili. Father shares his advice through the child tyrant’s voice.”

Huehuecoyotl taught me once that a good Veil worked because people wanted to believe in it, but he also gave another important lesson: that destabilizing people helped them doubt their own sense of reality. The Nightlords saw me either as a rebel in waiting or a cowed human plaything. I now presented a new mask to them.

The mad puppet.

My words managed to throw Iztacoatl off her game too, because no one sane would say something so ridiculous in such a tense moment. A smart traitor would have come up with a more believable lie or denial. I knew these words of mine would damage my credibility with the Nightlords in the long term and limit what concessions I could earn from them, but it sowed the seeds of doubt in their dead hearts.

What if I hadn’t been rebellious but simply unstable?

After all they put their Godspeaker through, it would make sense for him to fall apart at the seams. The idea worked in my favor. Where the intelligent underling inspired suspicion, the mad only earned pity; pity and disdain.

“I think you broke this one, Iztacoatl,” Sugey said with amusement. “Like so many before him.”

“Enough,” the Jaguar Woman said, at her wits end. “Father’s influence has clearly tainted our Godspeaker’s mind and body. We will need to take measures to limit this.”

Iztacoatl clenched her teeth, her gaze wavering. Part of her knew I was likely lying through my teeth, but another suddenly questioned everything she learned about me. Ever the coward, she would rather retreat for now than wage a battle under unknown conditions.

“Do I not at least deserve praise for finding us a replacement consort, sisters?” she said, changing the subject.

“Her capture is the only good thing to come out of this fiasco,” the Jaguar Woman replied. “If the ritual accepts her."

“Did you get anything out of the Skinwalker?” Sugey asked Iztacoatl. “Has she revealed who sent her?”

My heart skipped a beat in my chest. I had shown the Skinwalker visions of my own atrocities in our brief mental battle. If she mentioned them to the Nightlords…

Chikal was right—I let the power go to my head! I clenched my teeth to hide my shivers. I’d been so drunk on bloodshed that I foolishly revealed potentially incriminating evidence to an enemy! I should have killed the Skinwalker when I had the chance rather than toy with her!

Iztacoatl’s scowl reassured me somewhat. “Not yet. Father’s spawn hollowed her from the inside out. She has been babbling incoherently since we caught her.”

I couldn’t believe what I heard. I suppressed a sigh of relief, thanking the gods for throwing me a bone. I supposed not even a living abomination could survive the touch of undead ones unscathed.

No, no, this is no time to lower my guard. I had no guarantee that the Skinwalker wouldn’t recover. This stroke of luck only bought me a little time. The longer she stays in the Nightlords’ custody, the greater the risk that she speaks.

I would have to quickly eliminate the Skinwalker—both to plug a potential leak and deny the Nightlords a replacement consort for their foul ritual.

The Jaguar Woman wouldn’t make that easy. “A husk will be of no use to us,” she declared. “I must see that your prey can fit her chosen role and tighten my chosen consort's chains. As for you, our Godspeaker…”

The sharp edge in her tone was enough to make me wince. My fear was in no way faked, which certainly reassured the Jaguar Woman.

“Your role is to bring about our Age of Darkness, and nothing more,” she stated, almost dismissively. “Your mother’s foolish rebellion will be met with agony, and her stolen godkin shall soon find its way back into our hands. You shall speak no word of what happened tonight to outsiders, our Godspeaker, and will reassure our subjects that the gods shall ensure their safety, as we shall preserve your own. Do you understand?”

“I do, Goddess,” I said while keeping my head down. “Your will shall be done.”

“Submitting to our Father’s will was an act of human weakness unbefitting an emperor,” she continued. “I hoped that you would learn to control this strength in service of Yohuachanca, but such a feat is clearly beyond you. We shall free you from this burden soon enough.”

My blood ran cold in my veins. Whatever means the Nightlords intended to use to cut my connection to the First Emperor couldn’t spell good things for me.

I cursed my foolishness. I should have kept Iztacoatl guessing for longer and prevented her from taking the initiative. I’d saved my neck for now, but at the cost of greater supervision and reduced freedom.

Satisfied with my servility, the Jaguar Woman then ordered Nenetl to be brought to her for examination. I was apprehensive of her return, since she suffered from terrible wounds the last time we met.

Thankfully, whatever blood magic Iztacoatl used to return my vitality worked on her too. The sight of Nenetl entering the temple’s heart without a single wound on her pristine skin soothed my soul.

The fact she avoided my gaze, much less so.

“Show me your tattoo, child,” the Jaguar Woman ordered coldly. Nenetl winced in fear, her eyes staring at the ground rather than facing her tormentor. She slowly removed her robes to unveil her back.

The Jaguar Woman looked at Nenetl’s skin. Her gruesomely detailed tattoo had decayed into a shapeless mass of ink. It was a special precaution in my predecessors’ suggested alteration of the spell—an insurance to ensure the Jaguar Woman wouldn’t track the changes back to me after I triggered Nenetl’s transformation. This had always been a one-time asset.

I considered it wisely spent, though I would have preferred keeping it in reserve.

“This is useless,” the Jaguar Woman stated. From her annoyance, I gathered that she couldn’t draw any information out of the fading tattoo. “It would do us no good if I reapplied the spell as it was. I must ponder what flaw the witch used to turn it against our Godspeaker.”

I didn’t miss the obvious relief on Nenetl’s face. Receiving that tattoo had been a horrendous ordeal the first time, and she wasn’t looking forward to a second branding.

“You will stay in the area for now, our Godspeaker, until we ensure that our foes will not strike at you once more and that no”—the Jaguar Woman gave me an ominous look—“outside influence rubs off on you.”

A euphemism to say she wanted to ensure her father wasn’t turning me against them. I would have to be very careful to present a front of utmost loyalty from now on.

The Jaguar Woman had a bottle of my burning blood collected for study, then sent us on our way to rest. I left Iztacoatl’s chambers with Eztli, Nenetl, and a set of guards escorting me to our temporary quarters. The White Snake glared at me long after the doors closed behind us.

She would not forget this humiliation anytime soon.

“I’m sorry,” Eztli whispered in my ear the moment we left.

“For losing Astrid?” I asked evasively. We couldn’t afford to speak openly in a Nightlord’s temple.

“For Tetzon’s death,” Eztli replied. Her guilt sounded halfway genuine. “Your margay came to visit me before a Nightkin killed it. I should have been more careful.”

Tetzon’s death was a shame, but I was more concerned about something else. “What did Lady Ocelocihuatl tell you?”

Eztli looked away. “I asked her if a Nightkin could become pregnant.”

I froze in place, as did Nenetl. She blushed crimson, briefly opened her mouth to say something, then meekly fell into silence.

“I understand that our wombs wither in undeath, but I hoped the Jaguar Woman would have a spell to work around that problem,” Eztli said with a scowl. I suspected the Nightlord told her where to shove it. “She noticed the burn marks your seed left on my thighs while inspecting me.”

So Eztli wove a lie on the spot to quell the Jaguar Woman’s suspicions… if I believed her story. The mere fact that I doubted her account worried me. I used to take her at her word not so long ago. Going behind my back wasn’t like her at all, and that talk of pregnancy even less so.

Necahual was right. Something had gone wrong with Eztli.

“You want a child so much?” I asked under my breath.

“Yes, I do.” Eztli’s arms closed around my neck, and her lips planted a light kiss on my cheek. “Don’t worry, Iztac. I always get what I want. We’ll find another way.”

Like sabotaging your mother’s contraceptives and using her as a surrogate? I hesitated to confront Eztli over it and decided not to. She was slowly growing more unstable, and I couldn’t risk alienating her. I’ll have to keep an eye on her from now on.

How much was her current behavior the result of her increasing boldness or the ritual’s influence? I had no doubt that Eztli continued to support me wholeheartedly. She kept my truly damaging secrets and didn’t hesitate to flee with Astrid to safety when I ordered her to. I could trust her to protect her mother too.

How long would that last, though? Would the ritual’s occult sway increase once the Nightlords turned the Skinwalker into a replacement consort? Eztli would play the role of Yoloxochitl full-time afterward. I couldn’t fathom the potential consequences yet.

For now, I simply answered Eztli’s attention with a kiss of my own. “We will,” I replied before glancing at another. “Nenetl.”

She dared to face me this time. So many emotions clouded her gaze. Doubt, relief, unease… I couldn’t exactly blame her. That harrowing night shook her to her core. She felt lost and vulnerable.

“I’m happy to see you safe and well,” I said. “I would like to speak with you alone later, if you won’t mind.”

“I… Thank you…” Nenetl gulped and lowered her head. “I… Yes. If you want, Iztac.”

“She is like clay, soft and weak and easy to twist,” the wind once warned me. “She will become either your puppet or someone else’s, bound by love’s cruel strings.”

Today was a decisive moment. I could feel it in my bones. If I didn’t handle her well soon, I would lose her forever.

So many moving parts outside my control. The discovery of my blood’s failure to affect the Nightlords rattled me to my core too. My sun does not shine brightly enough yet.

I needed to complete Xibalba’s trials as soon as possible.

True power awaited me further below.
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It was well past noon by the time we reached our temporary quarters inside the temple. To my slight surprise, Tayatzin greeted us at the threshold. He was among the priests who survived the hunt for Astrid.

I assumed he stayed safely at the back considering his clear distaste for the event—a precaution that ended up saving his soul and earned him a sliver of my respect.

“Lady Iztacoatl originally wished to organize celebrations for Your Majesty’s success during the hunting ritual,” Tayatzin told me while coughing in embarrassment. “Considering the temporary… the very temporary disappearance of Lady Astrid, I would suggest delaying them.”

“It has been an exhausting night for everyone involved,” I replied. Though I am too pleased to feel tired. “Let us use this day to rest and meditate on what we learned together.”

I had so many subjects to address with my consorts. I had to debrief with Chikal, reassure a likely mortified Ingrid that her sister was safe, manage Eztli’s shift in personality, and last but not least, convince Nenetl that I held no ill will when I altered her tattoo.

I also needed to sleep, both for my personal health and to confront Mother on Astrid’s whereabouts. I still had no idea why or where she took Ingrid’s sister. Mother could have rescued her to pay me back for warning her of the threat on her life, or merely to pay back Iztacoatl for the capture attempt; and while I doubted she would harm Astrid, I could see her abandoning her new charge in the middle of nowhere. That wouldn’t do.

I would need Astrid alive and well to destroy Iztacoatl.

I dismissed Tayatzin and then entered my new quarters. While they paled before those of Iztacoatl’s in terms of luxury, my personal entourage was still afforded a boudoir fit for royalty. I entered to find Chikal and Ingrid resting in a vast, central dining room lit by blazing torches and adorned with reptilian mosaics. A vast obsidian window facing the central table gave us a perfect scenic view of the forest and hills outside.

My consorts sat on feathered sofas in the company of my other concubines. Chikal looked freshly straight out of a bath, though Necahual and Lahun checked her arms for wounds nonetheless. As for Ingrid, her green eyes had reddened with tears. She immediately rose up the moment we entered.

“My lord!” Ingrid rushed at me, forgetting all decorum out of sisterly concern. “Where is Astrid?”

Of course the priests wouldn’t inform her. Iztacoatl tried to keep that secret from spreading out. Of course, the Jaguar Woman only forbade me to tell the truth to outsiders…

“I apologize, Ingrid,” I said, her face withering. She probably expected to hear tales of her death. “A treacherous thief absconded with your sister.”

Shock and gasps spread across the room following my proclamation. Even the usually unflappable Chikal blinked in astonishment.

“Astrid…” Ingrid stammered, her eyes wide with disbelief. “Someone took Astrid?”

“My mother,” I replied. Necahual’s head instantly snapped in my direction. “A Nahualli witch of small renown. No doubt she plotted to steal your sister from the beginning.”

“I am so sorry,” Eztli said. She managed to sound sincerely contrite. “I couldn’t do anything to stop her.”

“This is terrible…” Tenoch whispered, while Atziri covered her mouth in horror. Lahun alone retained her composure among my concubines. From the curious looks she sent me, she either guessed that I was lying through my teeth or wondered about my mother’s Nahualli powers. “My gods…”

Ingrid was sharp. When she quickly picked up on my suppressed smile, her green eyes widened as the truth finally dawned upon her: that her sister had escaped the Nightlords’ clutches with the help of another. The bloody marks left by Iztacoatl on my cheeks let her piece out the rest.

“We have no idea where she is.” I stared into Ingrid’s eyes, unblinking and resolute. “I swear that we will do everything in our power to ensure she returns home safe and sound.”

The utter absence of sincerity in my voice clarified my true intent to Ingrid well enough. Though she wouldn’t see Astrid for a while—if ever, should the worst come to pass—no one would rape or murder her sister. She had escaped the palace’s golden cage and the awful fate that had befallen her mother, Sigrun, before her.

“Will you promise me, my lord?” Ingrid asked me, her eyes pleading.

“I swear.” The gods be merciful, the Nightlords would never get her back. “Nothing will happen to your sister.”

Ingrid pressed her lips against mine in a ferocious embrace. My arms closed on her waist and pulled her closer. To outsiders, it would seem that she entrusted me with her sister’s safe return; in truth, she thanked me with her body for fulfilling my promise better than either of us expected.

I’d saved her sister from the cruelest of fates and, in doing so, earned her eternal loyalty.

I had shown Ingrid my honor, power, and wits, while Iztacoatl had nothing to threaten her with anymore. When she broke the kiss, I could see the deep trust and resolve radiating from her green eyes. I’d won her over, now and forever.

Ingrid let go of me, then bowed to her fellow consorts. “Eztli, Nenetl, Chikal…” She struggled to hold back tears. “I wish to thank you all for your bravery. My mother did not raise an ingrate. You have proven yourself to be true friends in my time of need, and I shall endeavor to return the favor you’ve shown me.”

“Ingrid, Ingrid…” Eztli playfully wagged her finger. “Friends do not count favors.”

“I’m…” Nenetl blushed slightly. “I didn’t do much, Ingrid.”

“I beg to differ, Nenetl,” Chikal said calmly. “You fought where many would have fled. Your courage honors you.”

“Quite so, Nenetl,” Ingrid replied before taking Nenetl’s hands into her own. “As far as I am concerned, you are now a sister to me.”

Nenetl blushed at Ingrid’s boldness, her face briefly beaming with a mix of gratitude and embarrassment. After growing up an orphan, her fellow consort’s words likely filled her with joy.

“It has been an exhausting night for us all,” I declared. “I suggest we all take a well-deserved rest.”

Necahual met my gaze. “Will Your Majesty sleep alone?”

I guessed that she wished to discuss Mother or Eztli in private with me, but both would have to wait. I needed to visit the Underworld first.

“I haven’t decided yet,” I replied before turning to face Nenetl. “I ask that you join me for a talk first, if you don’t mind.”

Nenetl assented to my request, albeit with little enthusiasm. “As… as you wish, Iztac.”

Ingrid straightened up, her face radiating with newfound determination. “When you next walk into battle, I shall be first among your choices. I shall train with Chikal until my blood boils. With the gods of Winland as my witnesses, I shall prove worthy of fighting by your side.”

I studied her for a moment before answering her resolve with a sharp nod. “I’m looking forward to it, Ingrid.”

This hunt had united and strengthened my consorts like never before.

Afterward, I retreated into my bedchambers with Nenetl. The opulent room was hardly a fraction of the size of mine back at the palace, but it was quite large nonetheless. The bed was draped in purple silk sheets and surrounded by a collection of sweet flowers. The room lacked any serpentine decorations, for which I was thankful.

I sat on the mattress and invited Nenetl to the same. She did so after a moment’s hesitation, though she kept her distance. She didn’t face me either. Her hands twitched with apprehension.

I’d let a great rift rise between us. It wounded me more than I thought it would.

“Nenetl,” I said. “Nenetl, please look at me.”

Her silence broke my heart.

I was so used to her kindness and warmth, to receiving her support in my greatest doubts, that her coldness hurt more than Iztacoatl’s venom. Nenetl had been my closest confidant, second only to Necahual.

And now she wouldn’t even speak to me.

“Do you…” I gulped, fearing the answer to my question. “Do you hate me?”

“N-no!” Her head snapped in my direction, her expression full of concern. “No, of course not!”

Her response took me aback and left me speechless. Nenetl bit her lower lip, her hands tightening.

“I just…” Nenetl stared down at the floor. “I don’t understand you anymore, Iztac. You’ve been so kind to me, and… and so brave. You, you didn’t hesitate to fight vampires for Astrid’s sake. For Ingrid.”

I waited for her to find her words. She was laying her heart bare to me.

“But… I heard you laughing when you killed those men. Laughing. And the things you’ve done…” Her hands scratched her shoulders all the way to the point where her tattoo began. “They were… they were awful.”

She knew. She knew I triggered her transformation and unleashed her on the Skinwalker when it threatened Itzili. I’d held power over her without her awareness, usurping the violation the Jaguar Woman inflicted on her for my own gain.

Of course she would doubt me afterward.

“I wished I didn’t have to do them.” While I confessed to feeling a certain sense of enjoyment whenever I slew a red-eyed priest or put a Nightkin to rest, I would rather live in a world where neither of them existed. I’d hoped to never use her tattoo either. “I did what I had to do to protect my own. You’ve seen what we were up against.”

Nenetl’s scowl turned grimmer. She was there when Iztacoatl stripped Astrid naked and threatened to have her raped, then killed. She bore witness to the Nightkin’s savagery, the priests’ ruthlessness, and the Skinwalker’s cruelty. She’d already been exposed to our world’s awfulness when Ingrid lost her mother, but she never bore the brunt of the Nightlords’ cruelty until our hunt.

“Is…” Nenetl touched my bloody cheeks. The warmth of her fingers on them soothed the aches and the pain. “Is it… always like this?"

I let out a sigh. “Yes.”

Nenetl nodded slowly. She was bright. She must have expected that answer.

“When you… when you fed me your blood, your hands were so warm and gentle.” She shook her head. “I’ve seen you wear two faces, Iztac, and I… I don’t know which one is the mask.”

“They’re both sides of me,” I replied truthfully. “Like the new moon and the full one. I have committed good deeds and terrible crimes. I’ve saved lives and taken others. I’m not ashamed of either.”

I’d walked past that line long ago.

“Nenetl—”

“How do you feel about me?” she cut in, her eyes meeting mine. She would not allow me to lie this time. “How do you truly feel?”

“I would go the same lengths if you had been in Astrid’s place.” Probably even further. “I would have cut off my own arm if it would have kept you safe."

“You would”—Nenetl paled—“kill?”

“Yes,” I replied without hesitation. “I’ve told you before that I would do whatever it takes to protect you. I would kill, burn, and lie.”

“I don’t want you to, Iztac,” she protested, her voice heavy with sorrow. “I don’t want anybody else to die.”

“I cannot promise you that, Nenetl.” The Nightlords wouldn’t let me. “Not all lives are equal, and yours is too precious to me.”

After a moment’s hesitation, I took Nenetl’s hands into my own. She didn’t resist me. I squeezed her fingers with all of my strength and resolve.

“All I want from you, Nenetl, the only thing I want, is your safety and happiness,” I told her. “I swear it.”

I stared into her blue eyes. I could tell that Nenetl wanted to believe me. She had seen me at my worst and best, and she wished to focus on the latter rather than the former. She simply struggled to accept that while I’d committed heinous deeds and lied, I only ever had her interests at heart.

Words wouldn’t convince her of my resolve. So I didn’t use any.

I leaned in and planted a kiss on her lips.

She let out an adorable startled noise when I touched her. The sweet taste of her skin against mine helped wash away the souvenir of Iztacoatl’s loathsome company.

The kiss was short and sweet, though I eventually pulled back. Nenetl’s pale cheeks turned as red as my own. Though her eyes, so blue and full of goodwill, fascinated me more. Her fear and apprehension soon turned into deep warmth and profound gentleness. I saw the confusion vanish as Nenetl reached a decision.

She kissed me back.

Her touch was clumsy and hesitant at first but swiftly grew more confident as she suckled. My hand swiftly threaded through her soft white hair while the other grabbed her back. I pulled her closer until her gown brushed against my chest. She seemed so frail and precious in my arms; nothing like the ferocious wolf she could turn into. I felt I could break her with any wrong move, only for her strength to take me aback.

She was the one to break the kiss this time, though mostly to gather her breath. Letting her go was an agonizing experience, but I let her gather her thoughts.

“Iztac, I…” Nenetl smiled sheepishly. “I think…”

She gathered her breath, exhaled, and then mustered her courage.

“I think that I love you,” she confessed shyly.

I’d faced gods and demons, survived fiendish trials and tortures, and waged so many battles. How could these simple words leave me speechless?

I thought that telling Nenetl the truth about my true self would drive her away; that she would never accept the sins I shouldered or the crimes I’d committed. I’d been deceived. Nenetl loved me in spite of everything else.

The same way Father loved Mother.

And when I pondered her words, I realized that I felt the same. I’d risked so much to save Nenetl and earn her trust. No one besides Eztli and Necahual warranted the same amount of effort I put into our relationship. She was a rare exception among my consorts and concubines: a woman whose affection I yearned for not for personal gain, but for the sake of love alone.

My heart overflowed with warmth. “I love you too, Nenetl.”

Her bright, blissful smile melted all my doubts like snow in the sunlight.

Her hands grabbed her gown and slowly pulled it over her head. Her pale skin was so smooth and hairless. My eyes lingered on her breasts, only for my excitement to die when I saw the beginning of her tattoo tainting her shoulders.

I thought I was beyond feeling guilt anymore, but I was wrong. The sight of that twisted ink filled me with intense remorse. Nenetl immediately realized it, gently grabbed my hand, and put it on her skin.

“I forgive you,” she whispered in my ear.

The words sank into my mind and lifted a weight off my shoulders. I began to caress her curves, first with some hesitation, and when she encouraged me to continue, more boldly. My hands moved up to her breasts. They were smaller than Necahual’s, but so soft and pliable.

I began to massage them and drew a startled cry out of Nenetl. Unlike the other women I’d coupled with, she never had experience or training. She was a virgin, pure and unblemished.

The desire that I bottled up for so long rose to the surface. I’d denied Nenetl’s advances once because our relationship was based on lies and deceit, but no dam of guilt and lies rose to stop the flood this time. She’d seen the true me and accepted me, so I would give her all of myself in return.

Since it was Nenetl’s first time, I resolved to take it slow. I gently caressed and kneaded her breasts, letting her moans of pleasure guide me to her sweet spots. I kissed her down her neckline while my fingers fondled her.

Nenetl’s body squirmed, and her hands clumsily reached for my own clothes. She had no idea where to start, so it took her a while to roll up my imperial robes. By the time she removed them, I was beginning to work my way down her hips and buttcheeks. Her breath shortened into gasps as I massaged her rear. I protectively enveloped her in my arms and claimed her all for myself.

I did most of the work, but Nenetl soon began to return my touch with boldness. I sensed her ragged breath on my neck as her lips kissed my skin while her hands hesitantly caressed my chest. I lightly lifted her up to enjoy the feeling of her warm breasts rubbing against me. When our lips connected again, Nenetl boldly invaded my mouth with her tongue.

One of my hands worked its way between her legs, startling her. Nenetl was soaked. She had been looking forward to consummating our relationship even more than I did. I caressed her warm folds, each moan of pleasure an encouragement to continue. Her knees buckled against me, and her cries grew stronger.

Nenetl was a louder partner than most. It made it easy to guess how to please her.

I briefly wondered how it would feel to bite her neck the way Iztacoatl kissed me earlier, trading her blood for my seed. The thought was fleeting and disappeared in an instant, but my hunger and desire only grew stronger.

I wanted to claim her, all of her.

I pried away from our embrace and gently laid her on her back. Nenetl stared at me in confusion until I crawled over her. I took a moment to admire her from above. Nenetl looked so beautiful when she didn’t keep her head down and her back shyly bent. Her sapphire eyes, her white hair messily spread over the purple sheets, the way her chest softly rose with each inspiration… Every detail only strengthened my desire.

I gently spread her legs, keeping one hand on the side of her head and grabbing my throbbing manhood with the other. I looked into Nenetl’s eyes, waiting for her permission.

“Is…” Nenetl gathered her breath in anticipation. “Is this going to hurt?”

“No,” I reassured her. “I’ll be gentle.”

Nenetl smiled shyly, then gave me a short, small nod. I slowly began to push into her. Nenetl moaned as I entered her, her breasts bouncing softly with her ragged breaths. She was tight—so tight that I had to push a little hard to penetrate her. I soon felt something viscous and awfully familiar dripping down our thighs.

Blood.

The sensation only excited me further. Nenetl groaned and shivered as I stretched her out, her trembling arms squeezing my hips. My hands soon grabbed her soft stomach to help me gain a better grip.

“Ah!” If the others in the hall didn’t figure out what was happening, Nenetl’s cries and shouts certainly solved that. “Iztac!”

Her head rolled back and her eyelids fluttered. Her body pulsed against me, and I soon began to throw caution to the wind. My desire overwhelmed me. I began to pound into her, first slowly, then boldly. Nenetl soon began to meet me, her breasts bouncing as she matched my thrusts with pushes of her own.

Her nails sank into my back, and her behavior changed before I knew it. She held onto me with near-religious fervor and began to kiss me fervently. Her hands grabbed my buttcheeks and pulled them closer. My name stopped coming out of her mouth, replaced with moans of pleasure and animalistic grunts. The bed rocked under our weight.

And as our flesh united, so did our Teyolias.

It took me aback. I wasn’t trying to use Seidr. In fact, I resisted it. Eztli’s warning about practicing it with my consorts might ring true, and doing it in the temple might put us at risk.

But whether because we were each Nahualli with a totem of our own or because I gave her my blood earlier, our Teyolias connected on their own. Nenetl’s heart-fire was the strongest I’d seen yet, a bright white star shining in the night. Where my Teyolia burned with an accursed flame born of curses and hatred, hers welcomed me with kindness and grace.

Nenetl held nothing back. She didn’t try to dominate me like Chikal, nor did she share Necahual and Lahun’s embers of hesitation. She trusted me and welcomed me unconditionally. Every friction of our bodies, every drop of sweat, every kiss furthered our embrace.

Our spirits joined together because I could not even think of pulling back.

I’d never felt something like this. It was like my very sense of self began to melt with Nenetl’s. I was on her, in her, but I was also below, facing my own self through her eyes. The part where I started and she began became blurry. Our pleasure became reflected, magnified.

Soon my world faded into a vision. Nenetl’s facial features shifted. She kept her sapphire eyes and white hair, but her face sharpened. She gained a few years and a ferocious edge. The room changed too, from a lavish bedroom to a sparse house.

Our house.

I suddenly realized that my arms were darker than before and recognized the woman’s voice. Where I was used to her speaking to me with coldness, she now whimpered with lust and ragged desire.

Mother.

Few men could boast of witnessing their own conception through their father’s eyes.

I had no idea why the Seidr ritual sent me this vision out of all possibilities, but it didn’t last long. It collapsed into a white flash as my groin erupted like Smoke Mountain.

I returned to reality in the throes of our shared orgasm, my hands gripping Nenetl’s jolting body, her legs wrapped up around my waist while I groaned in pleasure. Every muscle in my body tensed as I came inside her, my seed melding with her blood.

We were out of breath by the time I finished. Nenetl gasped, her body covered in sweat. “Iztac, this…” she exhaled in bliss. “Ah… ah…”

Her smile managed to quell all of my fears about the Seidr ritual being discovered. I simply couldn’t muster the strength to worry about anything. I simply basked in the warmth and afterglow.

“Is this…” Nenetl chuckled, her hands caressing my naked chest. “Is sex always like this?”

“Only with me,” I replied.

It sounded much better in my head, but I drew a giggle from Nenetl nonetheless. Her laugh rang like crystal and reignited the fire in my blood. Our lips met again, her hunger matching mine.

This night of nightmares ended on such a good note.
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Ifound Mother waiting for me at the Xibalba crossroad.

She came in person, though the path to her house remained closed to me. That detail alone was unlike her. She warned me that she would not help me confront my trials, nor did she give me the path to her sanctuary when I first entered.

“Welcome back, my son,” Mother said upon greeting me. “I pray that you slept well.”

Her question sounded innocent enough, but it left me feeling somewhat awkward. Seeing Mother so soon after receiving a Seidr vision of my own conception through my father’s eyes unsettled me.

“I did.” Nenetl’s bosom lulled me to sleep quicker than the softest pillow. “Where is Astrid?”

“The girl is with me for now.” Typical of Mother not to call another human by name. “Your consort—Eztli, I believe—was quite bold and charming for a vampire. I can see why you are so intent on curing her.”

Somehow, the thought of my mother and Eztli getting along disturbed me to my core. I had the feeling those two would only bring out the worst of each other as mutual bad influences.

Mother studied me for a moment before asking me a strange question. “Why did you do it?"

Her words puzzled me. “You ask why I would help my own flesh and blood?”

“No, I ask why did you put yourself at risk warning me? You sacrificed much to the Yaotzin for it and nearly exposed your true nature to the Nightlords.” Mother’s head leaned to the side like a quizzical owl. “Considering our differences… I do not understand why you did this. Am I truly so useful to you?”

I snorted. “You could have been useless to me, and I would still have acted the same.”

“I do not understand,” Mother replied.

Tragically, she sounded entirely sincere. Only she could find such a simple concept beyond her. “This is the difference between you and me, Mother: should it come to it, I will not hesitate to put myself in harm’s way to protect my blood.”

“I… see.” Mother’s chin lowered slightly. Was that a hint of shame and embarrassment I detected in her voice? “Iztacoatl’s hunters came close to my location. What you did was foolish and irresponsible, but I thank you for it.”

“I could say the same for what you did last night.” I chuckled to myself. “You should have seen Iztacoatl’s face. No one dared to steal away one of her victims before you.”

Mother shrugged. “Iztacoatl used her to put pressure on you and your allies. I saw an opportunity to remove her, and I took it.”

Her cold wording made me fear the worst. “Please tell me you didn’t kill her.”

“Do you take me for a monster?” Mother replied gruffly. “Since you were so desperate to keep the girl alive, I simply spirited her away to safety.”

“Where?”

“To the south. I will take her to a place beyond Yohuachanca’s borders, where the Nightlords’ grasp does not reach yet. It should be easy to find a family willing to take such an exotic child in.”

“Do not,” I replied firmly. “Keep her close for now.”

“Are you giving orders now, my son?” Mother rebuffed me. “I cannot keep the child with me. She is too young to take care of herself, and the Nightlords might use spells to locate her.”

“You can keep her, and you will,” I replied imperiously. As I told the Yaotzin earlier, I was done asking and begging. “If you want to get rid of the White Snake who tried to ensnare you once for good, that is.”

My tone and bold declaration caused Mother to glare at me. “What do you have in mind, my son?”

“I have a plan to destroy her.” I opened my palm and fashioned a skull out of my bones. “First, though, I must confer with my other advisors.”

I called upon the Legion and summoned my predecessors’ spirits.

“Greetings, our successor, Lady Ichtaca,” the Parliament of Skulls said as their medium’s eyes began to glow. “Many things have happened since we last spoke, for good or ill.”

“Indeed,” I replied, though I remained optimistic. “For each hardship that we encountered last night, I say we received a blessing in disguise. I thought we should share our information before moving forward.”

I recounted to Mother and the Parliament everything that happened that night; since the latter could see through my eyes, I assumed they caught on to details that might have escaped me. Mother scowled when she heard how I healed Nenetl’s wounds.

“You closed her wounds with your blood?” she asked me, dumbfounded.

“You said that Seidr could achieve that feat yourself,” I reminded her. Her own words inspired me.

“During an embrace, yes. I’ve never heard of a transfer of life using blood as a medium outside of vampires.”

“If you trusted Father enough to practice Seidr with him, maybe you would have learned this technique,” I retorted.

Mother bristled. My remark struck a nerve. “I admit I may have underestimated this magic,” she confessed. “With enough practice, you could learn to mimic the Nightkin’s ability to drain the life of others. The Nightlords gained immense strength from consuming the Teyolias of countless victims across the centuries. You could do the same.”

“I have no desire to consume souls,” I replied. Killing was one thing. Denying a soul its eternal rest was another. “Besides, slaying many victims would inevitably draw suspicion.”

“Then take a portion of their lifeforce,” Mother suggested. She seemed disturbingly curious about my discovery and its potential applications. “A sip that would strengthen you without raising suspicions. If you switch partners regularly enough, no one will notice.”

“That, I could do,” I conceded. Truthfully, I’d already thought of it myself.

“Lady Sigrun maintained her vitality by draining us,” my predecessors said. “As much as we dislike her method, we suggest you follow in her footsteps. Repeated practice will not only reinforce your Teyolia in preparation for future battles but also teach you how to manipulate those of others in increasingly precise ways. You may eventually learn how to snuff out a life with a mere touch.”

I wouldn’t mind sharing my blood with a red-eyed priest if it meant draining them of their ill-gotten vitality. “What of Nenetl, my predecessors?” I asked, slightly uneasy. “I accidentally triggered a Seidr ritual in her company. You said you weren’t sure if the Nightlords would notice one between a consort and myself.”

“We were able to shroud your union from their sight,” my predecessors confirmed, much to my immense relief. “Between this and your blood’s inability to harm the Nightlords, we suspect that your Teyolia does not shine brightly enough for them to notice it yet.”

A saddening truth. Still, if my predecessors could shroud Seidr rituals with my consorts from the Nightlords, then it meant I could practice it with them without fear. Ingrid was trained by her mother in its arts, and Nenetl’s mighty heart-fire might yield better results than with another partner.

“Your victory in your hunt fills us with pride and joy,” the past emperors said. “The Nightlords’ unexpected resistance to your blood and the scarlet Tlahuiztli’s influence on you, much less so.”

“I remained in control of myself through the night,” I argued, though my own words sounded empty to me. I had let my own bloodlust cloud my judgment. “Blaming the First Emperor drew the Nightlords’ suspicions away from myself.”

“You play a dangerous game nonetheless,” the Parliament replied sternly. “The Nightlords fear their vengeful sire more than anything. The threat he represents will distract them, true, but the more you pretend to fall under his influence, the more they will tighten your chains. If they believe he controls you, they will torment you; if the threat lessens, they will suspect you.”

“Adopting a deity’s trappings is never without consequences either, my son,” Mother warned. “The Nightlords’ ritual carries immense spiritual weight. The more people believe that the First Emperor speaks through you, the stronger his hold on you will grow.”

I crossed my arms. “I must settle on a balancing act then. Make the Nightlords believe the threat of their father looms over my shoulders while I remain manageable. They’ll never fully trust me now that I’ve tasted their sire’s power the same way they leeched it off for centuries, but I can give them cause to believe that they can still control me.”

“You must continue to play the fool now and then,” my predecessors suggested. “Your feint with Itzili will seem more genuine when seasoned with frivolity. A plotter backed by a god is threatening, while a jester with power is entertaining. Be like water—fickle, formless, and ever-changing. We fear that the White Snake will never stop suspecting you, but her sisters may come to underestimate you.”

I nodded as I considered how to put this strategy into action. I would carefully blame any sign of supernatural influence on the First Emperor or on fits of madness, then hide my better moves amidst decadence and abuses of power. Fear the god, pity the messenger.

Even so, I knew I wouldn’t be able to sustain this charade forever. I would eventually slip up, or the Nightlords would descend into panic and paranoia once I slew another of their own. They only gave me some leeway because they needed to reassure their empire that everything went according to plan and because Eztli could fill in for Yoloxochitl. The loss of another sister would likely cause things to descend into chaos.

I would have to be ready to fight by then.

“The Skinwalker’s survival does not play into our hands either,” the Parliament said. “We sense ripples through our shared curse. The Nightlords have already begun to transfer Eztli’s chains to her soul.”

I clenched my fists. Once the Nightlords bound a soul to their curse, they could bring them back from death at will. “Then it is too late to kill her?”

“We are afraid so,” my predecessors replied with a frustrated rattle. “The door to their Father’s prison nonetheless remains cracked, and it would take your sacrifice during the Scarlet Moon to fix it. All they have done is exchange one key for another.”

“It would have been wiser to let those Nightchildren consume that Skinwalker’s soul,” Mother said, her head leaning slightly to the side. “Although…”

I raised an eyebrow. “Although?"

“A Skinwalker’s true name is one of their key weaknesses,” Mother replied. “They bury their broken totem under layers of skin to maintain their power and hide their identity. Their very soul is a house raised on rotting foundations; those who disturb them cause the building to collapse. Speak it aloud, and their powers are temporarily crippled.”

Oh? Fascinating. Even Lahun didn’t know that particular bit of information. Skinwalkers probably hid it with ferocity.

“You imply I could blackmail that beast into obedience should I learn her true name?” I asked with sudden interest. I had no love for the Skinwalker after she nearly killed Itzili and Nenetl, but her powers could make her a formidable weapon. “If I contacted the Yaotzin⁠—”

Mother shook her head. “The wise Skinwalker purchases the Yaotzin’s silence with countless atrocities. I had hoped that you might have already won that information during your mental duel.”

My jaw tightened. “I did not. We simply fought.”

Mother sighed in disappointment. “A shame. Learning her true name would have guaranteed her silence.”

My eyes wandered to my predecessors’ skull medium as I tried to figure out an alternative solution. If the Nightlords indeed bound the Skinwalker’s soul to their ritual, then it created a link between us. One similar to the Legion spell…

An idea struck me like a lightning bolt.

“The Ride spell,” I muttered out loud.

“Have you not paid attention to my lessons, my son?” Mother chided me. “You need a name for the Ride spell to work.”

“We have better than a name,” I retorted. “We have a divine curse binding an emperor to his consorts.”

“Even so, possession does not grant knowledge.”

“I do not want to possess the Skinwalker’s body,” I corrected Mother. “I want to invade her mind—to dominate her spirit the way she intended to crush mine until I rip her true name from her memories.”

My predecessors quickly guessed my intent. “The Legion spell already showed us that we could share our memories through the curse.”

“Exactly,” I confirmed. “Combining the Legion and the Ride should allow for a meeting of the souls, am I correct?”

The Parliament of Skulls pondered my theory before voicing their support. “Though the bond that unites an emperor to his consort is weaker than the one binding him to his predecessors, you crushed the Skinwalker’s will earlier. This ought to have left a bleeding wound—a weakness for us to latch onto.”

“Joining minds with a Skinwalker, even a weakened one, is a dangerous proposition,” Mother warned me. “Their souls fester in madness and corruption. It might stain you.”

“We have little choice but to try,” I replied. “If I cannot obtain her true name, then I must excise dangerous memories before the Nightlords may extract them through torture.”

“Shattering her mind beyond repair would make for an acceptable outcome too,” the Parliament concluded. “Should the worst come to pass, we will force her spirit to mesh with our collective. It should destroy her.”

I nodded in assent. I would rather add a tool to my arsenal, but should the Skinwalker prove rabid, then we better put her down before she could bite us.

“The girl’s case remains,” Mother said. By now, she had gained insight into my plans. “You intend to make use of her to put pressure on this Fjor, do you not?”

“Indeed,” I confirmed. “He is a spawn of Iztacoatl herself and thus should have access to her. Moreover, he cared about Astrid enough to risk disobeying his sire to protect her. Threatening his sister’s life should ensure his cooperation.”

“You wish to use him as an assassin?” Mother inquired.

“Not as an assassin.” May Ingrid forgive me. “As a weapon.”

A heavy silence fell upon the crossroads. The eye sockets of the skull within my hand flickered with baleful flames. Fjor’s father was among the dead emperors making up the Parliament, and another sired Astrid. I was loath to propose this plan to them.

Unfortunately, this was our best chance to strike at Iztacoatl. We couldn’t exclude the option.

“Fjor has consumed a skull marked with the Legion spell, thus creating a sympathetic link between us,” I explained. “This is a bond that Astrid’s presence could reinforce. I believe we can exploit it to destroy Iztacoatl.”

“I think I see what you have in mind, my son,” Mother said. She sounded cautiously impressed by my initiative. “However, you lack the power to fuel such a ritual. You would need to claim Tlaloc’s embers first at the minimum, perhaps even Quetzalcoatl’s own.”

“I intend to complete the former task soon enough.” My blood’s failure to harm the Nightlords only strengthened my resolve to complete Xibalba’s trials. “Do you think it would work?”

“It should, in theory,” Mother replied with some ambivalence. “It would require serious preparations, and failure would waste it all.”

I assumed as much. I then turned to the skull in my hand. “Do you agree with this plan, my predecessors?”

The Parliament did not hesitate. “We would rather see our sons dead than undead.”

I pondered their answer, then nodded slowly. They had long made peace with destroying the Nightkin their progeny turned into should victory require it. I would honor their resolve the best I could.

I hoped I could spare Fjor’s life, both for his sisters’ sake and to honor his late parents’ memory, but if our plan demanded his destruction… then I wouldn’t hesitate.

Once these matters were settled, I sat in the middle of the crossroads with my predecessors’ skull sitting between my hands. Mother carved words in the stone floor around me; a set of ancient prayers that should improve my odds of contacting the Skinwalker’s spirit. It was the best she could do in the absence of a name.

“I will ask you one last time, my son,” Mother said with a hint of concern. “Are you truly certain that you wish to proceed? You expose yourself to great risks by casting this spell.”

I snorted. “I stand on the razor’s edge each day I spend plotting against the Nightlords. I will take my chances.”

Mother took my answer in silence. With nothing more to say, I closed my eyes and focused. I sensed the Ride and Legion spells activate together, the techniques blending into a clumsy whole. My mind ascended to the world above as a malicious spirit hungry for a vessel of flesh, while my predecessors followed like a cohort of vengeful ghosts.

Using the Ride spell in conjunction with a name provided a trail to the target. In its absence, I followed the curse that bound my soul and those of my consorts to the Nightlords. I climbed up my leash all the way to a web of chains. I saw doorways of light leading to hearts that I already had touched: Nenetl, Ingrid, Chikal…

I quickly realized why I could heal Nenetl with blood alone. Seidr helped me understand the shape of souls, my own included. I could tell them apart and reshape them.

It helped me gain a greater understanding of the curse that bound our destinies. The Parliament of Skulls warned me that the chains binding us to the Nightlords were tighter than those that kept me connected to my consorts. They were right. The procession of emperors that stretched all the way back to the First allowed no error; each of us actors took on the tragic role without failure or interruption. The path to my successor was already mapped out. The Nightlords already knew who would replace me should I fail to avoid my fate.

But for all their importance, consorts were secondary roles in a centuries-long play. When all eyes were on the lead, it was easier to replace the lesser actors when one left the stage. Nenetl, Ingrid, Chikal, and Eztli only derived power from their link to me. Their leashes were looser.

I followed the one that once bound me to Eztli. It was weaker than the others, more fragile. At its end was the foulest Teyolia I’d ever seen; a pale, weakened flame unfit to be a torch, let alone a sun. It stank of rot and silt.

I usually used the Ride spell to suppress my target’s mind in order to take control of their body. I acted far more cruelly this time: I joined my Tonalli and Teyolias to her own the same way Seidr let me become united with my partners. I attempted to subsume her very soul.

I immediately sensed resistance. Animals and normal humans crumbled in an instant when faced with my mighty Tlacatecolotl spirit, but though weakened, the Skinwalker remained a powerful witch. She identified me for who I was, and her panic let her draw on reserves of strength.

She might have succeeded without the souls of my predecessors carrying me forward. When the Skinwalker tried to push back and escape into the darkness, their ghostly mass clung to her like mud. They tightened the chain binding us until I could climb it long enough to reach her. I felt like an animal cutting its way through layers of skin in an attempt to reach the soft, delicious flesh underneath.

I briefly saw through the Skinwalker’s eyes in flashes. I felt the pain in her arms and legs as they were nailed to a cross of wood underground, screamed with her lungs, tasted the blood in her mouth, and suffered the kiss of the priests’ lashes. I saw the Nightlords’ shadows loom over her body, their claws sinking into her chest to bind her heart.

“Get out of my head!” she tried to scream, but no words came out of her throat. My dark talons strangled her mind until her body refused to obey her.

I delved deeper and clawed through her recent memories. I tasted her fear when she met my icy blue eyes in the forest and the numb cold of the Nightchildren’s caress. Seidr required both partners to align with each other, to work together. There was nothing consensual about what I was doing. I was forcing my way in, breaking through the door to her rotten heart, and answering her attempts to push me back with brutality.

It was a mental violation, pure and simple.

I would have felt disgusted at myself once. I think I may have stopped with anybody else. But the further I descended through layers of memories, the more my disgust for the Skinwalker grew.

I watched her peel back the real Cipetl’s skin with a smile and a curved knife. It was such an art to flay a human alive: you had to use the right tools, start from the back of the head, and be careful to separate the skin from the fat and cartilage. She knew doing it while Cipetl was still breathing would spoil the skin and leave traces, but the screams and blood made the chore so sweet…

I observed through her eyes how the chieftains of the Three-Rivers Federation asked her to slay Yohuachanca’s emperor on behalf of their people and spare them the plague of bats ravaging them. I heard her price: the firstborn child of each of her employers.

I felt her wolfish fangs close around a woman’s throat in a dark forest and the taste of her heart on her tongue. I recalled a time when she caught a child in a bear’s skin and asked him which part of himself he hated the most; when he answered the eyes, she cut them out and left him to bleed in the grass.

I saw her kill a bride on the eve of her marriage and impersonate her on the wedding night. Then, at the height of the consummation, she returned to her true monstrous form and castrated him. Her laugh as she fled into the night would have sent chills down my spine had I been in my body.

The rest of the Skinwalker’s memories were a cavalcade of pointless horrors that would make a red-eyed priest nauseous. I shared in the thrill and rush of putting on a new skin. She was addicted to it, for she did more than steal their face: she took on a sliver of their Tonalli, growing her strength and extending her life year by year. She carved her skin masks out of people’s souls.

Yet that dependency couldn’t explain half of the monstrous deeds I witnessed in the archive of her century-long life. Even the Nightlords’ cruelty was guided by long-term visions and ambitions, mad as they were. This thing was a beast in human skin driven by its lusts and hunger. Nay, calling her an animal would have been an insult to Itzili and Tetzon.

This Skinwalker was a monster.

Hence my utter lack of pity as I dug my way down to her childhood. I saw the glares of her fellow tribesmen, the way they threw stones at her and refused to feed her meat for her hair and eyes; she knew they would have killed her for her blue eyes and white hair had the shaman not required an apprentice.

The hate festering in her heart felt so intimately familiar to me, for I’d shared it. It was like watching a warped mirror of my own life. The Skinwalker suffered for being born a Nahualli the same way I did, but she chose to wallow in her own spite rather than do anything productive with her gifts.

Would I have turned out like her had the Nightlords not chosen me? Could I still end up like her if I lost sight of my goals? I would like to answer with a resounding no to both questions, but the similarities between us unsettled me. I’d reveled too much in my power last night to think myself above the temptation to abuse it.

Still, I didn’t think I had it in me to commit the crime that set this Skinwalker on her path: kinslaying.

I saw it all in her memories. The Skinwalker reserved the worst of her anger for her twin sister, Anaye, who had the fortune of being born with black strands on her head rather than white ones. She was pretty, loved, charming, and healthy. When the chief’s son announced he would take Anaye for a wife, her sibling’s envy turned into murderous rage.

She had only intended to kill Anaye when she visited her tent in the night, but when she tasted her sweet blood, evil entered her heart and opened up her mind. Everything her sister had could belong to her: her beauty, her vitality, her life. Anaye became her first skin, but it would not be the last.

That kinslayer buried Anaye’s flayed corpse in a ditch, then stole her life and husband. She had kept it up for a time until the tribe’s shaman asked her what happened to her sister. Hearing her true name made her new skin feel so uncomfortable, almost unbearable; and when her “husband” saw her true face, she murdered him and burned her tribes’ teepees with their people still inside them. None would live to spread knowledge of her hated name, the proof of her guilt and weakness. She would bury that secret deep inside her rotten heart where no one would find it.

Until I unearthed it.

“Chindi.”

The Skinwalker’s true name echoed across the landscape of memories and shattered it like a broken mirror. Her resistance collapsed like a dam failing to hold the flood of my will. The mindscape shifted into a dark void kept alight by our Teyolias; mine burned like the sun and hers like an ember.

In this landscape of the soul, the Skinwalker manifested in her true, twisted, horned shape, but so small and weakened; I, meanwhile, appeared as a great dark owl many times her size. I towered over her like a spineking over a human. Such was the difference of strength between us.

Poor Chindi screamed as I pinned her under my talons. She tried to fight me back and move her lips in the real world.

“Your true enemy is inside my head!” She tried to plead with the Nightlords. “Spare my life, oh mistresses of the dark!”

She struggled in vain, and no sound came out of her mouth. Her pitiful attempts at begging the Nightlords for her life went unheard, for I had taken hold of her soul and flesh. She was a prisoner inside her own head, and I held the key to her cell.

“Silence, foolish Chindi,” I ordered. Her screams died, her Teyolia faltering. Uttering her name wounded her deeper than any dagger could. “You are barking up the wrong tree.”

To prove so, I gave her a peek at my own memories. I showed Lady Sigrun’s struggle and the Nightlords’ utter lack of care for loyalty. I gave her a taste of their ungratefulness, followed by a vision of Nochtli the Fourteen’s sacrifice and that of his consorts.

Chindi’s soul shrunk within my talons. She knew the fate that awaited her and that the Nightlords’ promises weren’t worth the scroll on which they were written; after all, she behaved the same way with so many others in the past.

“Ah, but fear not,” I said as I projected my most delectable memory into her mind: the crunching noise that followed Yoloxochitl’s death at her own sire’s hand and my satisfied smile at my plot’s success. “Their turn will come.”

“Who…” she whimpered with a hundred stolen voices. “What are you?”

“I am the demon who shall throw Yohuachanca into chaos. I am the last emperor, he who brings the fiery dawn.” I expanded my wings of darkness until I enveloped her in my shadow. “I am the Tlacatecolotl, the owl-fiend!”

The Skinwalker had only caught a glimpse of my soul during our last encounter, but now she saw my true self in all of its dreadful majesty. I appeared to her as a mighty sorcerer and Godspeaker with a baleful heart-fire burning with a dead sun’s embers, followed by the vengeful ghosts of ancient emperors. She felt the weight of all the lives I had taken, the sins I had committed, and the spells that I had mastered within her very soul. The disparity in power became undeniable.

Her lips stretched into a ghastly smile that felt uncannily familiar.

“Wonderful,” she whispered. “Absolutely wonderful…”

Of all her possible answers, I hadn’t expected this one.

The Skinwalker lowered her head in craven submission. She had finally ceased her foolish struggles. Her body had gone limp in the real world too. She was a prisoner within her own mind and at my mercy.

But I sensed no more fear coming from her. Instead, her soul radiated a twisted, delirious kind of joy. A deep, confusing sense of exhilaration.

I finally recognized why her expression felt so familiar. It was the same that Chamiaholom gave me whenever she voiced her approval.

“You are like me,” Chindi muttered in warped adoration. “But so much greater…”

A wave of disgust and revulsion overwhelmed me.

“We are nothing alike,” I replied coldly. “You are but an insect who dared to fly too close to the sun.”

She didn’t even deny it. “Yes… yes, I see that now,” she muttered while licking her lips. “I wanted to rip out your spine and suck the marrow out of your bones, but your blood was not mine to spill…”

Nothing in this mindscape was real, yet her eyes managed to form tears of blood nonetheless.

“You are the bleeding dawn who will throw this world into chaos,” she cried. “What delightful slaughter it will be… what grand rapture…"

This creature was insane.

Had the Nightchildren and I scrambled her mind beyond recovery? Or had she always been like this?

“Please forgive me, oh Lord of Darkness,” Chindi begged me, not out of fear but out of submission. “I did not know the true extent of your power and vision. I did not know.”

“You have sought my death and harmed my consorts,” I replied in utter disdain. “Though you never had a chance of achieving either, that crime warrants a fate worse than death. Why should I spare you?”

She kissed my talons with her bloody lips. “I offer myself to you, Master… Take my flesh to serve your purpose and point me at your enemies. I will peel back their skin and wear it like a cloak, yes… I will serve you, I will love you, I will scream for you…”

I briefly wondered if she was lying to me in a last-ditch attempt to save her miserable life, but I held her true name over her in the depths of her soul. I sensed no deceit. Hers was a sincere kind of madness. Her terror had morphed into admiration and worship.

I struggled to contain my disgust. This Skinwalker was a bully at heart, cruel to the weak and fearful of the strong. After I showed her how the Nightlords wouldn’t reward her loyalty and claimed her true name, she decided to cast her lot with me. She craved my power and wished to revel in the destruction I would no doubt continue to sow in my wake.

She was a cowardly opportunist, nothing more. A lesser horror pandering to a greater one.

What should I do with her? Reading Chindi’s memories only solidified my distaste for this vicious creature. If there was any shred of goodness in her heart, she ripped it out long ago. She was just as bad as the Nightlords themselves; her cruelty only differed in its scale rather than its depth. Her many victims would praise me for ridding the world of her loathsome presence.

Unfortunately, I couldn’t destroy her Teyolia now that the Nightlords bound it to their foul ritual. They would drag back her black soul straight from the Underworld the moment I snuffed it out.

I could go with my predecessors’ suggestion. Throwing this monster’s mind into a boiling cauldron of over six hundred dead emperors would shatter her mind beyond repair. I doubted she would be able to speak afterward, let alone plot against me or reveal my secrets. On one hand, a catatonic shell would be of no use to me, but it wouldn’t become a liability either.

On the other hand… on the other hand, a shapeshifter in my employ would come in handy. I suspected the Nightlords would wisely cripple Chindi’s power the same way the Jaguar Woman limited Nenetl’s, but I had subverted the latter’s tattoo once. I was confident I could figure out a way to do it again with my current resources.

However fickle her newfound “loyalty” might be or how profound her mental instability, my knowledge of her true name would ensure her obedience. The Nightlords couldn’t read minds in spite of their power, so the risk of another gaining dominion over her was remote.

I had to decide whether the potential benefits of taking Chindi into my employ outweighed future costs.

I pondered my options until I realized my Tonalli manifested in the mindscape. I plucked a feather off my wing and quickly confirmed my suspicions.

I had a way of ensuring her long-term obedience.

“Very well,” I decided, much to her abject joy. “I claim you as my servant by right of wits and strength. Your true name and weakness compel you to do my bidding. Serve me loyally, and I shall share my power with you.” A lie that I had no intention of fulfilling. “If you dare challenge me again…”

I called upon the Curse spell and infused the feather with my seething hatred. I bound it with Chindi’s true name and placed it in the deepest depths of her soul, where not even the Nightlords would find it.

“I now place a curse upon your Tonalli,” I declared. “If you speak a word of my true nature to anyone, anyone, if you reveal so much as a hint of what I showed you tonight, if you harm my consorts and servants again or dare turn against me, then you shall suffer a fate worse than death. Eternal suffering shall be your afterlife. Your screaming soul will languish in the Silent Dark, your weeping ignored, your pleas forgotten. You will regret your foolishness for all eternity.”

“I understand, Master.” Chindi knelt the moment my talons released her. “My life is yours, with a thousand skins at your bidding.”

“Then listen well,” I said. “Soon the so-called Nightlords will interrogate you. Their time will come, but for now you will feign weakness and tell them what they want to hear: that you came to this land on behalf of the Three-Rivers Federation to kill their chosen emperor, whom your shamans predicted would herald an age of darkness. You will say that you have been humbled, and you shall act like it. Hide your strength and mine.”

“Yes, yes, clever, one step ahead…” I could almost taste the malice in her maddened eyes. “No use running when the time comes… My fangs remain forever sharp.”

A predator through and through. The thought of keeping her close to Nenetl and the others frustrated me, but at least I ensured she couldn’t turn her bloodlust against us. Still, I better inflict a punishment of some kind—something that would remind her not to overstep again.

“Your first kill was your sister, Anaye,” I recalled. “Henceforth, you shall wear her skin and use her name in the living world.”

Her gruesome smile faded away. “Master, I possess countless prettier faces…”

“And I may allow you to wear them once you earn my forgiveness. Until then, you will remember that I know your true self hidden beneath her skin each time you look in a mirror.” I expanded my wings and prepared to retreat back into the Underworld. “Do not disappoint me.”

And if she did… I could think of another use for her.

A final one.

I returned to Xibalba and opened my eyes to find Mother patiently waiting for me. “So?” she asked me as I rose back to my feet.

My gods, was she starting to care? It seemed saving her life did wonders to endear me to her.

“The Skinwalker has been taken care of, for now,” I replied. I would have killed her if the Nightlords’ curse made it possible, but for now I would make good use of her. “I learned her true name and taught her the value of hierarchy. She will behave as I command.”

“We pray that you did not err in your judgment, our successor,” my predecessors warned me. “He who intends to tame a jaguar should keep it on a tight leash, and this one is rabid.”

“I will shatter her mind and feed her flesh to Itzili if she proves more trouble than she is worth,” I reassured them before reincorporating the Legion skull into myself. “It is time I challenge my next trial.”

Mother watched as I took a step toward the archway of mist leading to the fourth House of Xibalba. I sensed a strange weight in her gaze. She had something on her mind that she wanted to tell me but struggled to.

“What is it, Mother?” I asked to ease her burden.

“I am proud of you, Iztac.”

These were words I didn’t expect to hear from her.

“You possess a keen intuition when it comes to sorcery,” she complimented me. “You explore paths I never considered and gained strength from it. I find it… inspiring.”

If only she knew what else I inspired tonight… Nonetheless, her appreciation didn’t fill me with disgust the way Chindi’s malevolent adoration did. In fact, her approval did give me a little joy.

She is capable of gratitude and good deeds now and then, I thought. Could Father have been right? Had I misjudged her? Perhaps she can indeed become a better person one day…

“Thank you,” I replied. An awkward silence settled between us as neither found what to say next. We still had a long way to go before we could act like a real family.

I walked into the Fourth House of Xibalba with a sigh.


15
THE HOUSE OF BATS


Ibreathed dust in a tomb of ancient stone.

A grand entrance hall stretched forth ahead of me. An aura of stillness hung in this room, even as my footsteps echoed across the silence. Layers of calcified sand covered walls that hadn’t been touched in thousands of years. Eye symbols flickered with an otherworldly glow on tall pillars. They provided a measure of light akin to a fading sunset—just enough to see but unable to dispel the long shadows.

I felt like a man breaking into a crypt that had been sealed away since the beginning of time.

Though I sensed no enemies around me, I remained on my guard. I had sent my predecessors to scout the Fourth House of Xibalba earlier. This place fit their description of the ruins they encountered, but the creatures that slew them were nowhere to be seen.

I activated the Gaze spell and explored the room myself. No illusion recoiled before my sunlight stare. No monster broke the silence with a challenge. I was alone, as far as I could tell, with no lies to obscure my vision. The room seemed empty too, though I also noticed sets of corridors on each side of it.

My last trial started by lulling me into a false sense of security, so I erred on the side of caution. I first used the Doll spell to swipe away the dust off the walls and reveal what was hidden underneath.

Bats.

I scowled in annoyance as I found myself facing highly realistic carvings of great black bats all over the room. Scenes showcased these snarling beasts breathing out disease from their flat noses on unsuspecting villages on behalf of their mighty king.

Mother said I would find a hint about how the First Emperor ascended to godhood in this house. Was she referring to these carvings?

I studied the rest of them. While most of the pictures showed bats preying on mortals, one particular fresco caught my eye. This one appeared to show a story in a sequence. Two men—twins, from the way they were similarly painted—entered a dark house with blowguns, only to be attacked by the Bat-King. They both hid to protect themselves while waiting for the sun to rise again. One of the two dared to peek out to see the coming sunrise, only for the Bat-King to snatch his head off his shoulders and carry it away.

The fresco continued on to a frightful scene: the surviving twin was forced to play in a ballcourt against demons, with his brother’s head as the ball.

Quite the gruesome tale. The last scene turned into a terrible tragedy: the survivor was defeated by the Bat-King and decapitated, with his head hung from a tree. Is this referencing the First Emperor?

It seemed quite likely to me. These carvings probably represented the early days of the empire.

I noticed a white-haired woman praying at the tree where the second twin’s head was hanging from. My eyes narrowed when I observed a tiny, yet telling detail: the picture of a black bird perched on her shoulder.

An owl.

I stared at that picture for a moment, my mind furiously trying to make sense out of it. My eyes lingered at the end of the wall and the corridor beyond. Though it portrayed a grim tale, I had the gut feeling this fresco was incomplete. Perhaps the rest awaited me further inside this ruin?

I’m getting thirsty. Inhaling the dust made me start coughing as I walked through the corridors. A knot formed in my stomach too. Not from fear, but… something else. I checked myself with the Gaze but didn’t see anything. Strange.

I doubted it was a disease, since I had already fought that fear in the house prior. Did the dust carry some form of poison? I summoned the Cloak by promising I would give money to the empire’s poor and surrounded myself with a layer of peaceful, floating winds.

My throat cleared of the dust, but that strange sensation in my stomach failed to abate.

With no other lead to pursue other than finding the other frescoes, I walked into the hallway. It proved terribly cramped, with its ceiling hardly high enough for me to stand upright. My Cloak spell whipped up a small dust storm with each step. Although I knew Mother faced these trials before me, it seemed like no one had visited this place since time immemorial. I took a turn at one point and then another until I reached the next room over.

The next vault was much smaller than the entrance hall, yet quite the sight nonetheless. Its arched, cracked ceiling was painted dark blue with tiny gems representing the stars. The statue of a great bat built from fossilized wood occupied its center, a ghostlight bonfire burning within its mouth. It stared at me with crimson-ruby eyes.

I destroyed it on the spot.

“Slice,” I said, calling upon the winds of chaos to behead the statue. A blade of sharpened air, born of the last breaths of the countless people I had killed, surged from my fingers and cut through its throat in an instant. The head rolled off and onto the dusty ground with a loud thump, but the body did not rise to attack me.

Disappointing. I would have expected a trick like enemies masquerading as statues. I checked on the fallen head, smiling at the clean cut that my spell left, and then scowling when I saw how it hardly grazed the wall behind it. I could behead a man with it, maybe cut a young tree, but it won’t cut through armor yet.

I checked the rest of the room for any trace of a trap or ambusher. I found none. Only my growling stomach broke the silence.

I put a hand on my chest as I felt bitter pangs of pain below my ribs. My stomach growled, and my throat grew dry. I finally recognized the sensation, for I had spent so many years suffering from it.

Hunger.

I was growing hungry. Thirsty too.

This shouldn’t be possible. No one needed food or drinks in the Underworld. This place was doing something unnatural to me.

Was that what this house represented? Fear of starvation?

I guessed it was a primal experience common to all living beings, but I responded with a mere snort. I’d suffered from droughts and famines before. I’d spent my entire life until my imperial ascension being malnourished.

I’d grown up with hunger and wouldn’t let it distract me with panic.

Nonetheless, I took it as an ominous warning. Thirst and starvation sapped the body of strength. I didn’t know whether it worked the same in the Underworld, but this could be the House’s attempt to weaken me before it sent enemies to take my head. I remained alert for any threats as I searched the room for answers.

My eyes wandered to the walls, and the wind from my Cloak spell cleaned the stone in my wake. New carvings appeared, this time representing the woman from the previous room with two children of her own. Male twins—one crowned with the sun, the other with the moon, both born with white hair and blue eyes.

I recalled Queen Mictecacihuatl’s story of how the Fifth Sun and its moon came to be. I wondered if this fresco referred to the myth.

How does this all fit together? I glanced at the next picture in the sequence, which showed the two twins, now adults, venturing into the world. I noticed a strange artistic choice: similarly to their mother, who was always represented with an owl on her shoulder, both twins had an animal companion of their own. A golden bird for the sun-crowned brother… and a white bat for the moon-blessed one. Curious.

I wondered the meaning behind the animals’ presence until I reached the next picture. This one showcased the brothers in a reversed position: the sun-crowned one shot down a winged demon with his blowgun in the sky, while the moon-crowned one was shown with a scroll in hand and petitioning a great skull under the earth. I immediately recognized the latter.

King Mictlantecuhtli.

This carving had to represent Mictlan’s king and the moon brother’s descent underground on a journey through the Underworld. If so, then the animals on the siblings’ shoulders most likely represented their Tonalli. Their totems.

A bat Nahualli crowned with the moon carrying a scroll…

A gnawing doubt formed in my heart, followed by the bitter pangs of growing hunger. I was too engrossed by the pictures to pay attention to the latter. The next one, which completed this room’s fresco, showed the brothers hunting catfish near a river while four women watched on.

Four women.

Not one more, not one less.

I stared at the picture for a very long while, knowing this couldn’t be a coincidence. I became so entranced that I searched for any tiny detail I may have missed. The four women appeared utterly unremarkable compared to the twins, like footnote characters in somebody else’s story. The artist hardly bothered to give them distinctive appearances. The way they sat behind the moon-brother, though, like children listening to a parent teaching them how to fish, only strengthened my suspicions.

The pangs of my hunger only grew more bitter, with no tests or enemies yet in sight. Something wasn’t right.

I rushed over to the next room to see the rest of the frescoes. This hallway was even more cramped than the previous one, to the point I had to crouch to walk through it. My Cloak blew a cloud of dust ahead of me.

I soon crawled into a Nightkin’s tomb.

I couldn’t call it anything else. A layer of sand covered a cracked floor, and withered stems of fossilized torches were held by carved sconces. A narrow staircase led to a raised dais and an obsidian altar on which rested the corpse of a giant bat.

I had fought lesser Nightkin last night, yet this long-dead creature put them all to shame. Even reduced to a withered husk with pale, dry skin and moldy, yellow bones, the monster was easily thrice the size of its lesser kind. It lay on its back, its wings folded in what could pass for a funeral position. Its flayed head stared at the ceiling with empty holes for eyes, with a crown of horns sticking out of its skull. I’d never seen a Nightkin with those.

Why would a vampire be buried in Xibalba? How could it even leave bones at all? The Nightkin I’d killed turned to dust when slain.

Though my Gaze spell detected no sign of magic, I immediately prepared to cast an offensive spell should the corpse begin to move. I saw words carved onto the altar as I stepped up its stairs and quickly recognized the language as the same ancient dialect used in the First Emperor’s codices.

I am no mortal bat.

I am Camazotz.

I am a god.

Camazotz?

“Camazotz?” I muttered to myself and instantly regretted it. The thirst turned my throat so dry it hurt to speak.

I’d never heard of a god with that name, let alone a bat one. Besides, I had met true deities in the past. I had cowered in the First Emperor’s shadow, stood in the presence of King Mictlantecuhtli, and seen the true face of Queen Mictecacihuatl. I would expect one of their equals to look more impressive in its demise—or to enjoy a more prestigious resting place than a dusty chamber in Xibalba’s House of Bats.

I gazed into the monster’s chest and found no flame, no embers of a dead sun, not even dry blood. If there ever was any spark of divinity contained in this old shell, it was long gone. This well had dried up.

Dried up?

I didn’t know why these words echoed in my mind at that moment, but they rang in my skull for a while. Something about this oversized Nightkin’s corpse felt disturbingly familiar to me. The way its calcified skin shrank into a husk of itself, without a single trace of dried blood filling its shriveled veins, reminded me of far too many other people.

Could it be? My questions found their answer when I checked the monster’s throat: two familiar, fang-shaped holes in its dry skin and calcified flesh. A chill traveled down my spine as I realized how this creature perished.

This Nightkin had been preyed upon by another of its kind.

It didn’t make any sense. The Nightkin had no Teyolia for their kind to feast upon. Their blood was as black and rotten as those of diseased corpses. The only reason I could see for them to cannibalize each other was for the sake of a gruesome execution.

I was missing something—a key piece of a puzzle whose solution I knew was within my grasp.

Dust fell upon my shoulder and glided off the Cloak’s barrier of wind. I looked up at the ceiling and found myself staring at the remaining frescoes. I bore witness to a cracked landscape of disparate pictures forming a coherent whole.

I saw the twins facing the Bat-King in battle, only for the moon-brother to fall. His sibling cried over his corpse while their foe laughed. His prayers were answered, but not in the way he would have expected.

A red-eyed shadow arose from the dead twin’s remains, dark and hungry.

My skin crawled at the sight of its all-too-familiar crimson gaze. The Bat-King cowered in the face of the great darkness, but it was no use. The shadow feasted on his heart while the surviving twin fled into sunlit mountains.

The final picture sent shivers down my spine.

The Bat-King lay dead and shriveled, his chest empty and his throne shattered. The four women from the previous fresco knelt before the darkness, which had now taken on a form of its own: a great winged beast crowned in the glow of a scarlet moon, whose crimson, shining eyes stared at me with the untold malice of endless hatred, and a vile hunger that no flesh nor soul could satisfy. Their malevolent glint filled my vision and mind in a sea of red and screams, the malicious glare tightening the chains binding my soul and casting dust upon my face⁠—

A foreign sensation jolted me out of my trance.

Dirt hit my face, with no barrier of wind to keep it out.

My Cloak was gone.

“What…” I coughed dust, and a terrible pain seized my chest. A slight shakiness took over my body the moment I recovered from my hallucination, my hands trembling. “Wha⁠—”

I looked at my shriveled fingers and saw the bones through my withered skin.

My arms had shriveled until my flesh had all but vanished. I hadn’t noticed it disappearing; in fact, I hardly felt anything. My hands had grown numb, and the mere act of moving them demanded extraordinary effort. Dust covered my skin in so many places, as if I had stood in place for days.

How much time did I waste watching that nightmarish picture?

“Cloa…” My withered vocal cords couldn’t even complete the word. More dust fell upon me from above. When I managed to stare up again, I saw that the frescoes had grown larger… no. Not larger.

Closer.

The ceiling had buckled, with large dents in the stone pushing down. Its corners bent and twisted under a crushing weight. A great pressure pressed on the room from all sides.

I looked around in realization, my blurring eyes staring at the hallway I had used to enter. I remembered how I had to crouch to travel through it. I thought it had been smaller than its predecessor. I was wrong.

They had both shrunk.

The entire tomb was closing down on me like a great beast’s fangs.

I tried to call upon the Doll spell so that my talons of darkness would break through the ceiling. My sorcery, the very power that kept my hope alive in these dark times, failed me. A wave of agony surged through my throat and my chest the moment I tried to summon my spell. Even my Gaze had flickered and died.

I looked down at my ribs in panic.

My raging heart-fire had shrunk into pale embers.

Dread seized me as I finally understood my mistake. The supernatural hunger within these walls didn’t feast on nutrients; it fed on my magic. On my soul.

I cursed my foolishness. I’d been so focused on the threat of hidden enemies, so starved for answers, that I failed to pay attention to the real danger. No monsters would come to kill me. They didn’t need to.

The closing walls would simply crush me to paste with no spell to stop them.

I looked around, my weakened neck creaking when it turned. I saw no clear exit except two hallways: the one I used to enter this room and another fast shrinking. With no other option, I ran toward the latter in search of an escape route.

My weakened knees failed to support my weight. I collapsed when I tried to climb down the dais’ staircase, the sickening noise of bones breaking echoing into the crumbling chambers. My left leg had twisted into an unnatural angle. I had so few muscles remaining that I hardly felt any pain.

Pushing past my growing exhaustion and weakness. I crawled into the corridor like a worm into a closing mouth. I was getting desperate, and panic let me tap into hidden reserves of strength. I entered the darkness, breathing dirt and sand, seeing nothing but a veil of dust. My skull burned with the strongest headache I’d ever felt.

The walls cracked and twisted around me. I knew they would give way any second now and bury me in a blanket of stone. I understood which other fear this place represented besides famine now.

The fear of being trapped.

Of being buried.

I crawled ahead even as the ceiling started pushing down on my back. Dust had long replaced air, and darkness swallowed light. Yet I didn’t falter. My fingers hurt with every inch of dirt they sank into.

Then I hit something.

A smooth layer of stone stood ahead of me and pushed me back.

I’d hit a dead end.

No, no, no! I tried to move back and escape, only for the ceiling and floor to trap me in a tight embrace. The pressure had warped the walls into a coffin of stone, keeping me tightly bound. Neither my weak kicks nor pushes would make them move.

I couldn’t turn anymore.

I would have raged and fought back if I had the strength and space left; as it was, I could hardly move my hands. The walls pressed on me from all sides into a crushing hug. The earth wrapped me in its fatal embrace, slowly grinding my bones together.

Was this how my tale concluded? Crushed to death while powerless and denied any answer while I was on the verge of obtaining the truth?

I won’t allow it!

But what could I do? My strength was leaving me, and I had only seconds left before the walls crushed me. The hunger sapping my heart deprived me of my strength. What else would renew it?

An idea crossed my mind.

I had something to feed the fire with.

I squeezed my arms close to my chest the best I could, my shoulders cracking as the walls pushed against them. I slipped my fingers through my ribs and put them into my heart-fire.

Then they burned.

The pain proved stronger than the numbness which had overtaken my limbs. My soul feasted on my own flesh in an act of spiritual self-cannibalism, consuming my body to fuel its sorcery.

I called upon the Doll.

I’d traded away my two hands for a dozen talons. They pushed back against the walls with all of my strength and determination. The stone wept at the pressure from within and without.

The otherworldly strength forcing the tomb to close on me did not let go. A battle of wills ensued as the earth tried to push me into its crushing embrace. My talons could crush rock and tear men apart, but they had to push in all directions to keep me from getting crushed.

Clenching my rotting teeth, I shoved my arms into my Teyolia. I coughed and hissed as my flesh and bones turned to coal and ashes in the furnace of my soul. My starved heart-fire consumed indiscriminately. Yet I would rather feed myself to the flame rather than give this place the honor of killing me.

My talons pushed, and pushed, and pushed until pieces of stone collapsed on my neck. Streams of sand began to leak from the cracks and slowly filled what little space I managed to scrounge for myself. This only hardened my resolve. I growled while directing my talons to exploit any weakness in the closing walls I could use to escape. My claws dug into rifts and widened them until the earth screeched.

The floor collapsed under me.

I fell into a narrow shaft so long and sinuous that it felt like I was on my way to hit the earth’s bowels. I tried to catch a grip on anything with my talons, only for the walls to turn into brittle sand at my touch.

I landed on a floor of soft mud in a dark expanse.

For the first time since I set foot in this place, I breathed air instead of dust; a foul miasma filled with a nauseating stench of rot, yes, but air nonetheless. A single, bright torch cast a bubble of light in a sea of shadows. My blurring eyes struggled to acclimate to it, and when they did, I saw that I was no longer alone.

A monster sat behind a dinner table, watching me with two jackal heads and four hungry eyes.

The monstrous beast was the size of a house even while seated on a throne of jagged stone. Its body was that of a thin, starved man with petrified bones and withered, oily black skin. Two necks stood atop its uneven shoulders; the right one was a skull filled with darkness, the left one a statue of cracked stone. Both studied me with a mix of compassion and malice.

Two Lords of Terror in one body.

“Are you hungry, child?” the right head asked, its voice akin to the raspy rattle of a starved soul. “Are you thirsty, child?”

My dry lips failed to form words, so I nodded slowly in response.

“Then feast with us,” the monster’s left head said with a voice deeper than a cave’s echo. It waved a clawed hand at the table, and a seat of bones appeared out of nowhere to welcome me. “You must feed to grow big and strong.”

With a broken leg and burning stumps for arms, I had to use the Doll spell’s limbs to force myself onto the seat. A gruesome feast was set for me on the dinner table: a vile assortment of rancid milk cups, plates of diseased meat, and baskets of rotten fruits sweetened with ashes. This meal was about as disgusting as Chamiaholom’s diet of human flesh.

I gorged myself on it nonetheless.

I was so starved, so consumed with hunger and thirst, that I consumed indiscriminately. I fought against the nausea of drinking poisoned milk and crunched maggots infesting the flesh with ravenous exaltation. I cleaned the plates in a minute, my disgust drowned in the sweet, sweet release from the bitter pangs of starvation.

“We are Ahalpuh and Ahalgana, the buried and the starved,” the stone head introduced itself. “Many hungers go unsatiated. Love, wealth… knowledge.”

“What will you do to satisfy your appetite?” the other head asked.

By now, I had recovered enough strength to answer through a mouthful of food.

“Everything,” I rasped without fear or hesitation.

“Is that so?” the skull head asked. I noticed that this one asked questions, and the other spoke with statements. “Shall you show us?”

The monster presented me with another plate, one of my size that appeared out of thin air.

A woman lay on it.

A pale, gaunt woman no older than thirty, who had gone bald from starvation. Her mouth was sewn shut, her hands and legs bound like a stuffed turkey. Her skin was seasoned with rotten sauce, and her back was served on a bed of rot.

Her weak, milky-white eyes remained wide open, though. They stared at me with fear; whether she begged me for salvation or the sweet release of a true death, I couldn’t say.

She was still alive. I could hear her heart beating in her chest.

Was she another of the Lords’ illusions? An imitation of life, or a genuine victim abducted and denied death’s salvation?

“Mourn her not, for men are pitiful beasts condemned to starve,” the stone head said, its voice so sweet and soothing. “They hunger for so many things. Food, wealth, knowledge, love, yet a human’s appetite is never satisfied. They are born hungry and die starving. Only in death do they know satiety.”

“What else are you, other than a devourer?” the other head asked me. “Have you not done worse?”

I would have hesitated once.

But neither did I fold.

Instead of feasting on the woman’s flesh as these demons expected me to, I used the Doll to slice her open. The woman whined as her blood stained the plate and then cried when I shoved my bloody, burning arm stumps into her wound. Our blood mixed the same way mine and Nenetl’s did last night. This time, I did not give anything.

I took.

The woman’s Teyolia was starved and weak, but mine was hungrier. I drained her of her wavering lifeforce and vitality in an instant. Memories flashed through my mind as I did; brief and bloody remembrances of gnashing teeth closing on her flesh and screams haunting the darkness.

I regained my strength by consuming her own through Seidr. By the time I removed my stumps from her corpse, I had grown new hands and she had breathed her last.

I gave this woman the quick release of death.

“Do you think it is nobler to kill a woman than to devour her?” the skull head asked me. “Is it not cruel to kill a beast for sustenance and yet waste its meat?”

“I am cruel,” I replied coldly. “Animals hunt to feed, but I only kill for power’s sake.”

The stone head let out a chuckle akin to crumbling rocks. “Your mother ate her meal.”

I suppressed a shiver of disgust and answered the taunt with silence.

“Your will is stronger than her own,” the demon said. “You are right. Your hunger for power shall guide you well, for that well is truly bottomless. A mighty demon you have become, and greater still you shall rise.”

“Will you ask your question?” the other head asked. “Do we not sense thy curiosity?”

A question was indeed burning on my lips.

“What was that creature in the tomb?” I asked. “Was it truly a god?”

“Have you not guessed Camazotz's identity yet?” The skull head let out a sinister laugh. “Surely you must have seen the broken statue outside our city, have you not?”

“There was once a man who hated the shadow of his soul as much as you despise your captors,” the other head said. “He hungered for justice and happiness, but in the end he too starved and devoured himself. The hungry became hunger.”

I meditated on their answer for a moment. I recalled that statues of totems stood outside Xibalba, with the bat one being the only one shattered. The shadow of the soul… a bat standing on a man’s shoulder and guiding him through the Underworld… and that crown of horns…

The shadow likely referenced a Nahualli's totem. The First Emperor was a Tzinacantli, a chosen of the bat. If he loathed his own reflection, then…

“This Camazotz was the story’s Bat-King,” I guessed. “He's linked to the Tzinacantli’s totem somehow; he must have been its incarnation on earth or close enough. The First Emperor consumed and usurped him during his godly ascent, taking on his form and duties.”

I understood it all now. The First Emperor had consumed his own totem, his soul’s reflection, in a cannibalistic feast. He had usurped his mastery over bats the same way his daughters attempted to steal his own divinity.

The Lords of Terror smiled at me in silence. They had dangled the answer in front of me and then rejoiced in denying it to me.

My hunger for answers would go unsatisfied tonight.

“It doesn’t matter,” I replied. “I will find the truth on my own.”

My resolve pleased the Lords of Terrors. The skull-headed one nodded in appreciation. “Shall we bestow a blessing upon you then, son of chaos?”

“We gift you with the Pit, the earthbound fangs of Xibalba,” the other head declared. “Mark that which you despise with your blood and utter their name. The House of Fright shall receive your offering with gnashing teeth and an endless fall.”

I sat still as they caressed my Teyolia with fingers of bone and stone. Knowledge flowed into the fire of my soul, opening my mind to a new secret⁠—

Then someone yanked my chains.

A pain greater than anything I’d ever experienced seized me with such suddenness that I fell over my chair. My soul ached and howled in agony, my chest burning and bursting at the seams. I held onto my ribs, unable to do anything other than scream.

The Lords of Terror looked upon me with what could pass for concern. “It seems your time has come to an end.”

“Was it too early?” The other half of the duo giggled cruelly. “Shall we see?”

I was yanked out of the House of Fright and back into the waking world.
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Something was terribly wrong.

I had gone to the Underworld and back so often that I could sense any change in the shift. This time felt different, and not in a good way. My sorcerer’s instincts told me that I had woken up from a nightmare into a different one.

The pain in my chest was only matched by the one in my hands and feet. Spikes of wood impaled them, and my back was strapped to a table of stone facing the night sky. I had been stripped naked and my mouth gagged.

“Have you slept well, songbird?”

Iztacoatl’s face loomed above me, alongside Sugey’s and the Jaguar Woman’s. That alone would have been cause for alarm, but their expressions immediately filled me with dread. Iztacoatl was smiling; Sugey glared at me; and the Jaguar Woman was filled with the same cold fury that possessed her when she had ordered Lady Sigrun’s execution.

Something happened while I was asleep.

“Don’t make that face,” Iztacoatl mocked me. “You knew this would happen one day.”

She leaned on me to better whisper into my ear.

“You’ve been sold out, Iztac.”


16
UNBREAKABLE


Iwas used to being scared.

I’d spent every moment since the Night of the Scarlet Moon looking over my shoulder, hiding behind a mask, lying to everyone, dreading the day this pyramid of deceit would all come crashing down on me. I knew that the feeble balance between rebellion and plausible deniability would inevitably tip the wrong way one day; that the Nightlords would learn the truth and corner me.

That moment had now arrived, and it terrified me.

What happened while I slept? Who spoke? Who dared? The Skinwalker? Eztli, Necahual, Ingrid, Chikal? So many people I’d trusted with sensitive information, so many potential suspects, too many who could have said too much or been caught!

Lahun had warned me. “Betrayal with a friend’s face.” She had foreseen it would happen. Chindi was no more than a false alarm, a lull that destiny’s hand cruelly used to lower my guard.

No, no, no! The word rang in my head like the toll of ancient bells. The faintest flicker of hope burned within my chest. This is a transparent bluff! A trick!

Iztacoatl was clever. She set the stage and improvised a play to let me lower my guard, to trick me into confounding myself. I had to calm down, feign confusion, and make them doubt themselves! I could still turn this around. l could still⁠—

“You think I’m lying, songbird?” Iztacoatl’s laugh reminded me of slashing daggers. “Have you nothing to say, sister?”

Sister.

Singular.

I sensed her approaching me from the east. Her feet produced no noise, and her lungs carried no breath within them. An aura of malice hung over her like how a cloud obscured the sun. Her pale skin shone pale in the moonlight under a pitch-black sky.

Eztli.

But something was wrong, so terribly wrong. Her dress of woven flowers and her crown of bloodstained marigold stank of death and poisoned petals. She moved with a kind of grace and poise that my consort never bothered with. And her eyes… her crimson eyes burned with a familiar glint of madness.

It’s impossible. My panicking heart refused to believe the sight my eyes sent it. My blood ran cold with denial. Impossible…

My hopes died the moment Eztli’s lips stretched into that awful, maddened smile.

“I am truly disappointed, my child,” she said, so softly, so kindly.

Those were not her words.

Another spoke through Eztli’s lips, using her voice, using her lips, using her flesh and body the same way the First Emperor once voiced his displeasure through me.

This was a nightmare, a Veil, a feverish dream I had to wake up from. This couldn’t be real.

“You still doubt the miracle in front of you?” she asked me, her cold, frigid hands caressing my cheeks in what could pass for motherly love. “Do you not recognize me, my wayward child?”

I did. Every fiber of my body recognized the reborn vampire standing next to me, speaking in a usurped mortal shell.

Yoloxochitl.

Yoloxochitl smiled at me while reborn in Eztli’s flesh.

Betrayal with a friend’s face.

My body went limp, and all strength abandoned my feeble limbs. I sensed something wet at the edge of my eyes. Tears of utter defeat born from my deepest fears.

“Oh my?” Iztacoatl, ever cruel, narrowed her head to better taste my sorrow. “Are you going to cry? For that girl?”

Yoloxochitl shook her head in empty sorrow. “Do not cry, Iztac. My daughter wanted this. I gave her a true life, and she returned it to me.”

Tears of blood dripped down on me, colder than ice and fouler than tar.

“Have you ever witnessed,” she asked me, “a purer act of love?”

I had failed.

I had failed.

I had failed Eztli and her mother’s hopes. Once unshackled from her role as my consort, Eztli bore the full brunt of the Nightlords’ ritual. Centuries of occult power fell upon her cursed soul and forced her to fit the role she was intended to fulfill.

The lie had become true.

Yet my heart refused to surrender to despair. There had to be a way to undo the possession. I’d plotted Yoloxochitl’s demise once—I could do it again. If I destroyed Iztacoatl and the other Nightlords, the ritual would have to collapse.

It couldn’t have been all for nothing…

“My poor, deluded songbird.” Iztacoatl shook her head with a malevolent smirk. “There is no happy ending for the likes of you.”

She grabbed the edge of my stone table. I heard a click under me and movement beneath my strapped back. The table that held me rose up and forced me into a vertical position, my limbs impaled in a cross position. I saw the sky and moonlight, then the stone pillars holding flames to the blackened heavens.

“Let me show you,” Iztacoatl said, “the cost of rebirth.”

I was held at a stone pyramid’s summit in the middle of a dark forest; this must have been the same temple in which I’d been held after the failed hunt. I noticed my consorts, old and new, tied to a stone pillar around me, their mouths covered to silence their screams. While Nenetl cried tears of fear and horror and Ingrid stared at me with pain and sorrow, Chindi stared at something at my feet with evil glee. As for Chikal…

Chikal was free.

She stood in front of the southern pillar, unbound, unbroken, and unsilenced. She faced me with the same stoic regality she adopted no matter the situation, though her gaze betrayed an emotion which I’d never seen her express at any point before.

Guilt.

Guilt and shame.

“I’m sorry,” I heard her whisper under her breath.

I stared back at her for a moment that seemed to stretch on forevermore. Her words cut me deeper than daggers and weighed heavier than stones. My confusion turned to shock and then boiling fury, but beneath all, the bitter dread.

I dared to follow Chikal’s gaze and see the most hideous crime of all.

A host of Nightkin surrounded me from all sides, their baleful eyes gleaming with malevolence. A few of them feasted on a corpse lying at my feet. Their fangs and talons had torn her apart by the waist and spilled her guts all over the stone floor, but her head remained intact.

My blood ran cold when I saw her face, forever frozen in an expression of terror.

“My daughter…” Yoloxochitl pressed her hands against her womb, as if she had carried Eztli to term herself. “My daughter refused to accept her destiny at first. That woman shackled her. I tried to excise that weakness with my blood so many times… when the answer was that it was another’s that I had to shed.”

A Veil. It had to be a Veil. A cruel and elaborate illusion meant to deceive me into using my powers.

I continued to tell myself that because the scene in front of me was too awful and sickening for me to stomach. My heart pounded in my chest so hard I could feel my pulse ringing in my skull.

“When my fangs closed on that whore’s neck and sucked her blood…” Yoloxochitl wiped away her tears of blood. “Only then did my daughter fully give herself to me. Only then did she fully return my love.”

Necahual’s head stared at me with two holes on her pale neck pissing blood.

The Nightkin feasted on my mother-in-law’s husk.

“It’s ironic, truly.” Iztacoatl laughed in my ear. “You did choose her the first time, didn’t you?”

I choked on my gag. My blood boiled within my veins, my horror suddenly replaced with overwhelming hatred and revulsion. I couldn’t accept this. I refused to.

It’s fake, I told myself. A replica. This had to be another of Iztacoatl’s tricks, a vicious Veil that played on my senses, an elaborate spell to break my will, or a fleshcrafted impostor like the false Sigrun.

But the gods were never this kind to me.

“I treated you like a son, Iztac,” Yoloxochitl said through my oldest friend’s lips, despoiling her flesh and voice with her loathsome, pathetic excuse for compassion. “I did my best to mend your wounds, and you rewarded me with lies. So many lies and so much ingratitude.”

She kissed me on the forehead, only for her nails to sink into my cheeks. Eztli’s face twisted into an inhuman expression of pain and betrayal.

“You were smiling when I died,” she cried. “You laughed. I know you did. You laughed at my death. It amused you to laugh at the fire and destruction, at all these lives lost. How could you be so cruel, Iztac?”

This wasn’t a Veil. The Veil couldn’t conjure thoughts and information from nothing. It showed what the caster wanted the victim to see and gained strength from the belief. No one saw me laughing after the New Fire Ceremony.

No one but Eztli.

Then the raw, terrible truth dawned on me.

This was real.

“See this?” Iztacoatl chuckled, her fingers pointed at my face. “He finally accepted it.”

“I know not what spell you and your whore of a mother used to sabotage our ritual, Iztac Ce Ehecatl, but this shall not happen again,” the Jaguar Woman rasped, her cold, dead eyes full of icy fury. “Your paltry schemes end here, pathetic child. Alongside the lives of those who dared to follow you into treachery.”

“We will not let you run free again,” Sugey warned me. “We have tightened the chains on your soul so much that you will never slip through our grasp.”

I didn’t move. I didn’t blink. I didn’t struggle. The only place where I could retreat was the confines of my own mind. I turned inward, frantically trying to figure out a way out of this situation.

The situation had degenerated beyond words. If Yoloxochitl had access to Eztli’s memories, then she knew about my spy network. And Chikal…

I looked at her in disbelief, hoping—nay, praying—that I had misunderstood it all. That she didn’t do the unspeakable.

Instead, she didn’t even bother to deny it.

“It was you or my homeland,” Chikal said in an attempt to justify herself. “I warned you I would pick my own over you. They forced my hand.”

I choked on my gag in frothing rage. Had Lady Sigrun’s death not been enough of a lesson? She’d betrayed her only hope of saving her city for an empty promise which the Nightlords would never keep!

Chikal scowled at me and matched my glare. “Do not look at me like that. You weren’t yourself in that forest. The First Emperor was possessing you. His bats devastated Chilam and preyed on my subjects.” She shook her head, her voice more bitter than ever. “I would rather see my people live in slavery than die in a god’s gullet. That sorcery of yours couldn’t control him.”

Sorcery?

No, no, she wouldn’t have dared. Even if she had forged a deal with the Nightlords, this would have been her last chance to stab them in the back. She had no reason to reveal that information.

But doubt wormed its way into my heart. The Jaguar Woman mentioned my mother and I using a spell. If Chikal told them… if she had told them…

I activated the Gaze.

At this point, I might as well try to use it. Should I be wrong and tip my hand, then I would go down fighting.

Terrible pain surged from my chest and an invisible spell halted my own magic.

No sunlight poured out of my eyes. The magical power, the cry of my soul and the wellspring of my hopes, remained out of my reach. A veil of agony had risen between my mind and the divine energies dwelling within me.

My eyes lingered on my smoking chest and gazed upon steaming ink. A ghastly tattoo of a chained owl burned on my skin, its painted chains of blood-tainted tar seeping into my bones and caging my heart-fire.

The Nightlords had sealed my sorcery the same way they had bound Nenetl before me.

I fought back nonetheless. I tried to summon the Doll, the Veil, the Blaze, even the Tomb. I knew almost a dozen spells, and yet none worked tonight. My efforts were answered with chest burns.

The Nightlords’ mocking laughter echoed around me, sharp and deadly. It battered my broken spirit far worse than betrayal’s sting, Necahual’s murder, and Yoloxochitl’s return. All my allies had been outsiders, and our alliances borrowed power, but my sorcery was mine.

“No more magic, songbird,” Iztacoatl taunted me. “You were given the chance to rule in our name, and now, you will serve.”

My magic, my only innate gift, the one power that the gods blessed me with, was gone.

I felt a great emptiness within me. A void of numbness beyond fear, denial, and acceptance. Yet somehow, I did not despair. I had been denied my greatest asset, the one power that truly belonged to me, but my mind was filled with clarity rather than fatalism.

“Worry not, songbird.” Iztacoatl, as always, never missed an opportunity to pour salt on my wounds. “Your struggles have touched my heart, and I did promise you a reward.”

Iztacoatl whispered in my ear with the smug satisfaction of a sore winner taking her revenge.

“Once Chikal’s unborn child comes of age, I will personally claim the child myself,” she promised with cruel glee. “The best part of you shall endure forevermore.”

I answered her joy with a glare of pure, undiluted malice.

So baleful was my murderous hatred that it briefly startled Iztacoatl. Her smug glee turned to fury. Her hand slapped me with such force I felt a tooth crack within my jaw, yet I continued to stare at her in vicious defiance.

Even while denied my sorcery, I refused to submit.

I would not give up on my revenge, and I would never stop fighting the Nightlords.

Even if I were to fail today, even if I were to die and join my predecessors in silent suffering, then I would do everything in my power to ruin whatever I touched. I would not beg for forgiveness nor meekly waste away. I would give my captors nothing but ashes and curses.

If it came to it, I would call upon the First Emperor and do his bidding. I would see the Nightlords cower in fear no matter the cost. I would gladly bear the burden of eternal suffering if I could drag these bats down along with me to our shared doom.

I would never be powerless because I would never surrender.

I was far from defeated yet. Mother remained free. Though it was a long shot, she might find a way to assist me. She had endangered herself to save Astrid. Perhaps Father was right, and she would finally make the right choice. Ingrid still had the First Emperor’s Codex stashed away too. This knowledge could tip the scales, whether for me or a successor.

Don’t look at Ingrid and Nenetl, Iztac. Don’t look, don’t involve them, don’t look at them! My hatred and my overwhelming desire to torment the Nightlords in any way I could gave me clarity. Keep the Nightlords’ attention focused on yourself! Focus, focus!

I forced myself to stare at Necahual’s corpse rather than my other powerless consorts. Here was a woman who I had hated and desired in equal measure, who had sacrificed so much for the feeble hope of saving her daughter, only to be murdered by a monster possessing her own flesh and blood. She had suffered the cruelest of deaths—enough for me to pity her and vow revenge on her behalf.

Guilt stirred within me beneath the anger and the bitterness. If I had undergone the Mometzcopinque ritual with Necahual and imbued her with sorcery, she might have been able to escape somehow. The odds would have been slim, yet I couldn’t help but wonder what could have been.

I glared at the viper I’d foolishly allowed into my inner circle. Chikal returned my stare with a blank expression, the same one she always wore to hide her unease. Did shame and regrets overwhelm her? Or did she realize what kind of relentless enemy I would become?

Whatever the case, she had burned her bridges tonight. I swore I would rip out my unborn daughter from her womb and burn her to death for her treachery.

We conceived a child together. That promise sounded so hollow in my head. My relationship with Chikal had always been an alliance of convenience, a mere exchange of services. Our bond was only as strong as my promises to defeat the Nigthlords. My weakness cost me her faith…

My anger burned those thoughts away. Chikal was the weak one, to accept servitude over hope and lay down her weapons in exchange for false promises. She would rue this foolish choice.

A knot formed in my stomach. A seed of a doubt.

Something… Something didn’t add up.

Chikal wasn’t weak. My own mind struggled to accept otherwise. I had seen her fearlessly fight Nightkin, keep her calm in tense situations, and bet on the hope that I, a puppet emperor and aspiring sorcerer, would one day help her overthrow a six-hundred-year-old vampire dynasty. She bet everything, from her own life to her pride, on the faint possibility that I would succeed.

She was like me—a person who would never give up the fight.

So why would she fold tonight of all times? Especially after our great victory during Astrid’s hunt?

I glanced at Yoloxochitl and her fair face. Eztli was stronger than this. She had resisted her vampiric sire’s influence in the past, though she was force-fed her blood. I couldn’t imagine her turning on Necahual and then giving up in despair. Losing her mother would inflame her spirit, not weaken it. My suspicion only grew stronger.

Something about this treachery didn’t add up.

I closed my eyes and looked into myself, ignoring the vampires’ taunts and their victims’ cries. A shroud of shadows obscured my Teyolia and blinded my spirit to magic, yet I continued to sense its baleful light shining behind it. It appeared when I woke up; I was certain of it.

When I woke up…

The truth struck me like a bolt of lightning.

I woke up right after the Lords of Terror touched my heart.

I opened my eyes and faced a vision of nightmare: Yoloxochitl playing with Necahual’s head while in her daughter’s body; Ingrid praying for my salvation; Chikal observing it all with the detached composure of a heartless politician; and I, powerless to change anything.

This wasn’t a Veil—I was sure of it. This was no illusion meant to deceive my senses, but a play with real props and actors.

All of this was my fears made manifest.

“I never left the House of Fright,” I muttered in realization. “I’m still asleep.”

The words flowed out of my mouth, even though a gag bound it shut.

The shroud of darkness around my heart dispelled immediately, and my baleful heart-fire erupted in a mighty Blaze.

Purple flames surged from my body in a flood of fire. The Nightkin were vaporized in an instant alongside the wooden stakes keeping me bound and my consorts. The Nightlords were thrown back to the ground, their robes burning off from the heat.

I walked free on a floor of searing stones, and my wounds no longer bothered me. Black feathers grew over my skin. I was a Tlacatecolotl again, the owl-man who danced among chaos’s flames.

I looked at my “consorts.” Their skin had gone up in smoke, revealing the props hiding beneath their false flesh.

Dolls.

Ceramic dolls with knives for fingers and faceless masks for a face. They burned like kindling against the pillars, and soon only ashes would remain.

“How have you freed yourself?!” the Jaguar Woman snarled in cold fury. “You will regret this, insolent slav⁠—”

I crushed her throat with a talon of darkness. My Doll spell grabbed the four false Nightlords and lifted them up above the ground. They struggled pointlessly, cursing and shouting. This confirmed it. The real sisters would have easily broken free, but these props only wielded as much power as my mind allowed them to.

“Do you believe yourselves to be real?” I asked these imitations. “Are your masks so well-crafted that you mistake them for real faces? Do you have their memories too?”

From the Jaguar Woman’s snarls of impotent rage to the abject fear in Iztacoatl’s eyes, I assumed they were indeed unaware of their true nature. Good. So very good. A cruel smile stretched on my lips.

“Which means your pain will be real,” I said, my heart overflowing with joy. “I will have some fun, then.”

I had a lot of anger and frustration to vent out.

I couldn’t tell how long I spent torturing these props. Hours? Days? Time meant little in Xibalba’s bowels, but I was sure of one thing only: it ended way too soon.

I was naked and drenched in vampire blood by the time I was finished, my feet walking on a carpet of guts and ashes.

Sugey ended up impaled atop a burning pillar. The Jaguar Woman had been torn into so many pieces I doubted anyone could reassemble them. Iztacoatl bore the brunt of my cruelty: she died strapped to the stone table after countless humiliations, her body gutted from chin to groin. Only Yoloxochitl got off lightly with a snapped neck, mostly because I couldn’t bear to torture someone wearing Eztli’s face.

All of them became dolls bound by unbreakable strings.

For a very long moment, I basked in the sound of cracking embers and smoldering ashes surrounding me. I only had to follow the puppets’ strings to face the hidden playwrights floating above the stage.

A pair of Lords of Terror descended from their fake, painted sky.

The first of them was the most pitiful picture imaginable: a limbless, castrated torso of a humanoid with a stitched mouth and empty eyes. Its raw flesh, which merged a woman's breast on one side of the chest and torn nipples on the other, was a canvas of scars and mutilation. This thing could hear nothing, see nothing, and say nothing. It had been denied every freedom and suffered through every torment known to mankind.

Strings bound this Lord of Terror to an amorphous, limbless mass of hands and fingers floating above its head. They wove a web of puppets connecting this entire stage in a grand procession, which only my flames freed me from. A single, immense eye protruded out of this quivering flesh. It gazed at me with otherworldly light that pierced through my skull and judged my very soul.

“What is this place?” I asked them.

The hand-mass wove its strings. Subtle vibrations resonated in an omnipresent symphony that echoed within my own mind.

“This is the Razor House, where puppets gather and sharpen their knives,” it said. “I am Ahalmez, the sweeper of souls, the one who manipulates. I am the puppeteer’s strings and the invisible hand. I am the hangman and the judge. I am the faceless state, the cruel destiny, the deceiver, the slaver. I am hierarchy and domination.”

Its eye looked down on me in judgment.

“I am that which you fear most,” it boasted. “I am control.”

The torso held within its strings gargled and struggled in a pitiful display of powerlessness.

“This is Ahaltocob, the shamer and backstabber,” Ahalmez said, who denied its counterpart the right to speak for itself. “He is betrayal, shame, rejection, impotence, and humiliation. The puppet and the toy, denied even the right to cry.”

The fear of humiliation and the fear of abuse. The ego’s destruction and the loss of one’s autonomy. The dominated and the dominator, the slave and its master. A codependent pair as old as human civilization. No wonder their trial worked so well and so insidiously.

They were the twin terrors who ruled my heart.

“We are the fears that have followed you since you first drew breath, Iztac Ce Ehecatl, and you…” Ahalmez glared down on me. “You have disappointed us.”

I bristled. “I have passed your trial, demons.”

“By putting your misplaced faith in mere humans?” The eye contemplated the ashes of my rampage. “We have shown you more than your fears. We have shown you your future.”

I clenched my teeth and glanced at the doll that used to be Yoloxochitl. This fear was born of my mind, but I wondered if it was grounded in reality. “How much of that was true?”

“This will be your story’s end, should you fail to avert destiny,” Ahalmez warned. “The endless procession will resume on the Night of the Scarlet Moon, with that girl living to fit the role granted to her. Such is the pyramid’s nature: to grind the weak into pillars on which it may forever stand.”

My jaw clenched tightly. I hoped this fear of mine had been misfounded and that she would be able to resist the ritual, but if the very embodiment of control said otherwise, then Eztli would likely become Yoloxochitl reborn in the next cycle of dead emperors.

Still, my instincts told me the Lords of Terror kept details from me. Something about their insistence bothered me.

“That vampiric consort of yours will inevitably turn on you, as will that Amazon queen once she receives a better offer. Do you believe that the Winland princess’s loyalty is any more secure? Once the Nightlords bring back her sister in chains, and they will, what would she do then?” Ahalmez’s eye glowed brighter. His power delved into my mind and read my thoughts like a book. “Heed the seer’s prophecy. Betrayal with a friend’s face. The only thing a sorcerer can trust in this world of deceit is themselves.”

“What do you have to gain from telling me all this?” I asked with growing skepticism.

“Such is the Razor House’s purpose. To cut away your human weaknesses so that a sorcerer may be reborn as a pure demon free of fear and doubt. A lesson which you have failed to learn.”

This smelled like a half-lie. I had rattled the Lords of Terror in a way none of my previous trials had. My insistence on trusting my consorts and drawing strength from it annoyed them to their core.

I finally guessed what bothered me so much.

“Yohuachanca oppresses countless people,” I pointed out in skepticism. Of all the Lords of Terror I’d encountered, these two benefited the most from the world’s current state. “Why help me topple the institutions that fuel your existence?”

“Because it is the duty of the strong to rule over the world and oppress the weak,” the Lord of Control replied. “It does not matter to us who sits at the top or languishes at the bottom. Only the pyramid stands eternal.”

Its mutilated counterpart whined in what could pass for a moan of pleasure. They would delight in humiliating Nightlords and humans alike. Much like the Yaotzin, these fiends were the enemies of all sides.

They would exist so long as human society endured. An act of abuse within a family would nourish them just as much as the Nightlords’ daily oppression.

A new tyrant would sustain just as well as the old.

King Mictlantecuhtli’s words echoed in my mind like a dire warning. “Do not become what you fight against.”

“You are not neutral at all,” I realized.

These two had struck me at the perfect moment and played on my deepest fears. They had dug up my subtlest insecurities, sharpened them into knives, then used them to stab my very heart. They gave me a taste of what I dreaded most: betrayal.

They were trying to poison my faith not only in humanity but also in everyone I loved and trusted. They wanted to break my friendships and affections until I saw treachery in every shadowy corner. They wanted to turn me into the enemy of all sides.

“You are trying to turn me into what the Nightlords failed to become,” I guessed in horror. “A dark god who shall oppress mankind and let you feast on the chaos.”

“A glorious destiny that will slip through your grasp, should you continue to sink into naivety.”

“My destiny is mine alone to seize, as is my freedom!” I glared at these arrogant fiends. “I place my trust in who I want, and I do as I wish!”

Ahalmez’s single eye squinted at me in utter disdain. “How disappointing. We place such high hopes in you, and in the end, you lack the strength to shed your humanity.”

“And yet, what would you be without us humans?” I countered. “You are not gods who helped create the Fifth Sun, not even the Fourth, or the Third. Instead, the world created you. You are born from our human fears. You are parasites and carrion feeders, sustaining yourself on our pain. King Mictlantecuhtli will endure long after mankind has disappeared, but your lot?” I chuckled in disgust. “You will fade away. Like ice in the sunlight.”

“We have witnessed many sunsets,” the Lord of Control replied with the Jaguar Woman’s voice. If it thought it would rattle me, then it failed. “You fathom not the power we possess.”

“Oh, I think otherwise. I have read the First Emperor’s codex. ‘The lords of Xibalba are a cruel lot, both masters of their realm… and its prisoners.’” I waved a hand at this house of lies into which they had tricked me. “You rule over reality within these dollhouses of yours, but you cannot escape this city’s confines. You are slaves to laws stronger than you will ever be.”

“Yet I have enthralled your very soul and forced it to dance on my stage!” Ahalmez boasted. “Men believe they can take refuge within their mind, and I have proved them wrong time and again. I show them that a master’s grasp extends into the slave’s mind. Humans are never safe, not even inside their own heads. To violate this final refuge, to deny a victim this final dignity, is the ultimate act of conquest.”

“Then why did you fail to break me?” I replied with newfound pride. “You showed me my greatest fear, and I burned it away. You tried to poison my mind against my consorts, but my trust in them proved stronger.”

I extended my arms and dared the Lords of Terror to strike me down.

“Go ahead,” I dared them. “Break my will, if you are so powerful. Shatter my mind to pieces and make me your slave in the waking world. Go on, try!”

A tense, terrible silence followed my challenge.

“Just as I thought,” I replied as I lowered my arms. I had a feeling about this. “It is not that you so-called Lords choose to give a spell to those who pass your trials; it is that you are compelled to. You are thralls to this cursed city’s laws. Now that I have passed this test, you can no longer harm me.”

I took Ahalmez’s frustration as confirmation. “Your arrogance will be the death of you, feathered fool.”

“And your ignorance blinds you to who I am, carrion-feeders,” I boasted. “I am Iztac Ce Ehecatl, the emperor who shall destroy Yohuachanca and dance among its ashes! And if you think you can control me, then let me give the same answer I once offered the Nightlords!”

I crossed my arms and faced the Lords of Terror with the same defiance I showed false gods once.

“I refuse,” I declared boldly. “Now give me that spell I am entitled to so that I may be on my way to my final House of Trials. I am growing tired of this farce.”

Ahalmez glared at me for a while in impotent rage, only for a soft sound to shatter the silence between us.

Its prisoner Ahaltocob let out a sinister rattle from its bleeding throat. The stitches binding its mouth shifted just enough to free its lips.

“We shall teach him the Word,” it moaned pitifully.

Ahalmez seemed genuinely confused. “The Word?”

“A single word the weak will follow,” the humiliated one whispered. “Sleep, burn, love, obey… Die.”

Ahalmez pondered its cohort’s proposal before acquiescing to it. It made me wonder which of these two was the true master.

“You alone, of all of mortalkind, shall know this spell,” the Lord of Control declared, albeit with clear reluctance in its voice. “Use it to quell your fear to rest. Strip your slaves of their ill-gotten free will so that they may never betray you. Build your own pyramid, one broken back at a time. Only then will you absolve yourself from Fate’s decrees.”

I could recognize a poisoned gift when I saw one. The offer was as generous as it was insidiously corruptive. I had spent so much time earning the trust of others and cajoling their cooperation through services or favors. A spell that compelled obedience, even if it was limited to a single word, would let me force it without fear of betrayal. It would become so easy to rely on this spell, to grow dependent on this tool of oppression to secure my peace of mind. I wouldn’t have to fear Chikal turning on me if her mind bent to my will; same with Eztli.

Since the Lords of Terror failed to crush my trust in my allies, they offered me an easy way to neglect it.

I would have to avoid falling into their trap and use the spell with parsimony. Loyalty compelled by force was more fickle than it looked, as my captors taught me, and abusing the Word would only play into the Lords of Terror’s hands. Not to mention the danger that would befall the world should the Nightlords ever learn of it.

The Lords of Terror gave me a chain to strangle myself with. A leash that would bind me to its victims.

I would have to prove myself the master of my own fate.

Only a single trial stood between me and those cursed city gates.

My time in Xibalba would soon come to an end.


17
EYES WIDE SHUT


Iwoke up from a long nightmare with Nenetl by my side.

The bed was warm, and her feet pressed against mine even more so. My eyes slowly acclimated to the faint sunlight filtered through obsidian windows. While the trials of Xibalba exhausted my spirit in the Underworld, here my body now felt well and truly rested. Since the morning sun had risen, I guessed I’d been asleep for an afternoon and a whole night.

“Morning, Iztac.” Nenetl turned to face me when she sensed me move, her head resting in her hands while she stared at me. “You’re finally awake?”

I studied her face for a very long moment. Though I felt my soul return from the Underworld as usual, I’d half-expected to be facing a third trial now. A mere look at Nenetl’s bright smile and kind eyes reassured me. No Lord of Terror could mimic the genuine, gentle warmth radiating from my consort.

She was the real Nenetl.

“Iztac…” Nenetl smiled sheepishly. “Is, uh… is something the matter?”

“I was just admiring you,” I replied sincerely. After two trials in a row, seeing her again soothed my heart better than any poultice. “You’re beautiful, Nenetl. Radiant.”

Nenetl’s cheeks reddened in a mix of joy and embarrassment. “You really mean that?” she asked me, almost anxiously. “Even with… the hair and eyes?”

“I have the same too,” I pointed out, slightly amused.

“I know, but”—Nenetl bit her lower lip—“they look better on you.”

They didn’t, but I guessed that even simple compliments like mine hit all the harder after a lifetime of being bullied over her “cursed” appearance.

“I love them, Nenetl.” I pulled my arms around her waist and pulled her naked body over my chest. Her startled cry of surprise only emboldened me to kiss her on the neck next. “I could devour you right now.”

“Oh, Iztac…” She shivered with pleasure as my hand caressed her back and then her buttcheeks. By the time I pressed my lips onto her own, she had already grabbed my manhood.

We were rutting like animals a minute later. I sat on the bed with my lips kissing every ounce of flesh within reach, while Nenetl rode me with her arms around my neck. My consort answered my desire with wild energy, nibbling and grunting and gasping. I had yet to bed a woman with such a bottomless appetite since Eztli. Nenetl hungered for me, for love, and for pleasure.

I had created a monster.

Our Seidr connection was simply abnormally potent too. It usually took a few thrusts for my Teyolia to connect with that of my lovers, but ours joined the moment I penetrated Nenetl. I felt like we were a single soul split into two shells of flesh, jumping at any occasion to reunite. The fact we both possessed a totem of our own probably strengthened our spiritual bond.

Images flashed before my eyes as our minds and flesh melded together in a deep embrace. I watched Nenetl’s face transform into Mother’s through my father’s eyes, his hands closing on her waist. I vaguely heard cries in the distance, drowned in grunts and sighs of pleasure. The vision lasted an instant before Nenetl and I returned to reality, yet it left me disoriented.

Why did I keep seeing that?

“Iztac…” Nenetl stared at me in confusion as she recovered her breath, her salty skin sweating profusely. My seed dripped down her thighs and on my waist. “That was⁠—”

“Wonderful.” I pressed a short kiss on her lips. “You are wonderful.”

“I… Thank you.” Nenetl shifted a bit as my manhood exited her, but her grip on my neck remained strong. “That… that was great.”

I found myself forgetting all about Xibalba, the Nightlords, and everything else. All those considerations paled before the joy of embracing a woman who deeply, truly loved me. I had needed this after suffering through that treacherous play in the Underworld: the reassurance that there was something about humanity worth fighting for.

“Thank you for accepting me, Nenetl,” I said before kissing her on her fresh, inviting lips. “It means more than you think.”

Nenetl giggled lightly. “That’s silly, but… I hope they’ll have our eyes…”

I raised an eyebrow. “Whom?”

“Our kids.” My confusion caused Nenetl to hesitate. “I mean, uh… we had sex, and you… you know.” Her smile turned awkward and anxious. “Is that not how it works?”

I couldn’t help but chuckle. I would have expected the harem’s other women to have enlightened her on that front.

“Kids aren’t guaranteed after sex, Nenetl,” I replied. “It often takes a few tries.”

“Oh! Oh, that’s, that’s good to hear…” From Nenetl’s expression, I could tell that she was looking forward to carnal pleasures. How voracious. “I thought that since it worked for Chikal⁠—”

My fingers tensed on her waist. “Chikal?”

Nenetl’s eyes widened in realization. “I spoiled it…” she muttered in horror before covering her mouth with her hands. “Oh gods, I spoiled the surprise…”

“Worry not, Nenetl,” Chikal’s voice said from behind our bedroom’s curtain. My Amazon consort swiftly pushed it aside, causing Nenetl to let out a cry of surprise, get off me, and retreat under the bed sheets. “This was a long time in the making.”

I sat on the bed as Chikal entered the bedroom, closely followed by Ingrid and Eztli. The last time I saw them, one cried while tied to a pillar, one had betrayed me, and the last one had been possessed by a Nightlord.

The three women in front of me couldn’t look any different from my nightmare. Chikal strutted forward with the regal, proud poise of a true queen. Ingrid smiled warmly at me with a gaze filled with a deep and profound affection. And Eztli was Eztli, smirking and mischievous.

She did put a single marigold in her hair, however.

It was a single flower compared to Yoloxochitl’s crown of petals, but it sent a shiver down my spine nonetheless. The Lords of Terror hadn’t lied; they showed me a vision of a dreadful future that would come to pass should I fail. I would need to have a word with Eztli and her mother soon.

Nonetheless, another subject preoccupied me more at the moment. Chikal sat on the side of my bed and met my gaze. She seemed especially pleased today for her joy to break through her composed facade.

“Are you…” The word remained unsaid on the tip of my tongue, like a curse.

“I am pregnant.” Chikal put a hand on her belly and beamed with pride. “Your seed has taken root, Iztac. Both Necahual and Lahun confirmed it.”

Pregnant.

Chikal was pregnant.

With my child.

I had another once. He burned with Sigrun in the flames.

I expected overwhelming dread to follow this revelation, especially after learning the truth from the Parliament of Skulls and facing Fjor during the hunt. Instead, I felt a strange, serene kind of grim acceptance. Fathering a child with Chikal had been the price of our political alliance and an inevitability. I’d likely impregnated Necahual already as well, even if I hadn’t received a confirmation yet.

What was bound to happen happened.

What did Lahun predict? The son of chaos would become the father of terror?

The fear of siring a future vampire or broodmare always hung over me like a cloud whenever I lay with my consorts and concubines. Strange as it sounded, knowing that the damage was already done lifted a weight off my shoulders—the same way I felt strangely at peace after sacrificing a hundred souls to the Yaotzin.

The bridge had been crossed. My descendants would suffer under the Nightlords’ yoke if I failed, no matter their numbers.

The vision of Lords of Terror had only reminded me of my precarious position—how a single mistake would lead to me being stripped of my magic and ultimate suffering. The nightmare also hardened my resolve. I knew from within my heart that I would never surrender to the Nightlords under any circumstances.

Chikal was right—I had to consider ways to prepare for the future should I fail to destroy the Nightlords myself. Children could inherit my hatred along with my Nahualli powers. With mothers such as Necahual or Lahun to whisper tales of duty and revenge in their ears, one of them might take up my sword and finish what I’d started.

Besides, the imperial system offered privileges to concubines who bore an emperor’s children. My chosen mates would never know true safety under the Nightlords’ yoke, but they could accrue influence the same way Sigrun did. I could even arrange for my knowledge and secrets to pass on to them.

Eztli, who knew me so well, smiled ear to ear. “Does Your Majesty want more?”

I considered her question and then realized that I had no idea.

Impregnating Necahual gave me such pleasure because it let me avenge myself on her for her mistreatment and Guatemoc for his inaction, and having a queen like Chikal bearing my daughter filled me with a certain kind of masculine pride. My blood stirred with desire when I looked at Nenetl, Ingrid, Eztli, and the others.

But I couldn’t exclude the danger of giving the Nightlords a stable of Nahualli-bred vampires. I suspected they’d selected me as this year’s emperor partly to produce magical offspring they could repurpose for their own uses.

I also had to factor in the possibility that my descendants would either refuse to follow in my footsteps or, worse, submit to my captors.

Is that what I am reduced to now? Treating my sons and daughters as resources to be managed and weapons for me to wield? Then again, I’d already used childbearing as a test of loyalty with Lahun earlier. What does that make me?

In a better world, I would have wanted children for their own sake rather than to secure political alliances or take up my cause should I perish. I would have raised them with the same care Father showed me once.

I had to win. I couldn’t abandon my descendants to fend for themselves on their own like Mother did.

“I would have loved to grow up with a sibling,” I replied, though in truth I only ever aspired to freedom and solitude. I suddenly recalled another matter that I should at least pretend to address. “Speaking of siblings, do we have any news of your sister, Ingrid?”

“The search is ongoing,” Ingrid replied with a tone that could pass for concern, but the impish look she sent me said otherwise. “I am sure my lord’s faithful servants will recover her in no time. I shall pray for their success each night.”

I doubted that. Nonetheless, I took joy in the fact none of us would have to worry about Astrid’s safety anytime soon. I would wait a few days for Fjor to stew in his confusion before approaching him for my plan.

“So shall I,” I said before slouching on a pillow. A plan came to mind. “I have spent too much time fulfilling my imperial duties and not enough of them taking care of you all, my dear companions. Henceforth, this day shall be dedicated to love and pleasure.”

While Nenetl reddened and Chikal raised an eyebrow, Eztli grinned in anticipation. “A day of pleasure?” she asked with a slight chuckle. “I could think of a few pastimes.”

“What of the matters of state, my lord?” Ingrid asked with a strange look in her eyes.

“They will wait,” I decided while waving my hand. “The conception of my first child, though soured by Astrid’s disappearance, warrants a grandiose celebration.”

My predecessors suggested that I follow up on last night’s tension with frivolity to better deceive the Nightlords, and what better waste of time and money than a day of luxurious decadence? I would give them a feast of excess that would shame the gods themselves.

This strategy worked well for Nochtli the Fourteenth in the past, while offering me the perfect excuse to discuss recent events with my consorts and concubines under layers of misdirection. The fact that I confirmed that I could practice Seidr undetected only added more benefits.

“I wouldn’t mind taking it easy for a day,” Eztli said. “Especially since this may be my last day as your official consort before my…” Her lips stretched to unveil her sharp fangs. “Replacement arrives.”

Her words instantly soured many moods, none worse than Nenetl; having nearly died at the Skinwalker’s hands, she didn’t look forward to cohabiting with her as a fellow consort. I could only hope that Chindi would put her acting talents to use to at least fake repentance.

“I have no doubt the goddesses will domesticate that wild beast by the time she comes to us,” I said with an imperious, confident tone.

“If not, I will do it myself,” Eztli promised with a malicious, predatory gleam in her eyes. “A predecessor should personally ensure that their successor lives up to their example, should they not?"

I exchanged a glance with Eztli. Having her keep an eye on Chindi would certainly soothe my mind, if only to ensure she wouldn’t harm or disturb my other concubines. I did wonder what method my consort intended to use to ensure her replacement’s compliance.

“We shall see,” I replied before stretching. “Ingrid, I leave it up to you and Eztli to organize my schedule today. See that everyone in my harem gets their fair share of my valuable time.”

“Does my lord have a peculiar wish in mind?” she asked me back.

I smiled ear to ear. “Quite a few.”

It was time for me to organize my first imperial orgy.
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After some consideration, we decided that I would do a different activity with each of my consorts and their handmaiden and that no woman may wear clothes in my presence so that their emperor may bask in their beauty. A most frivolous request that should lull spies into a false sense of safety.

The first spectacle would be a series of gladiatorial combat held in my first child’s honor. Since we remained confined to our quarters for now, my servants transformed our dining room into an arena by removing the central stone table and setting a vast bed of luxurious pillows on which we spectators could rest.

Here I slouched, naked as the day I was born, with one arm around Chikal’s waist and the other around Lahun’s. While the latter arrived only with her fang necklace and feather headband, the former bore a queenly ruby diadem, golden bracelets, and a tight choker, which I found most alluring.

“I thought Amazons were above such luxuries,” I teased her.

“This is a special day,” Chikal replied as the fighters—an Eagle Knight and a Jaguar Warrior—took position in the makeshift arena. Each of them wielded obsidian clubs, for the fight would be to the death. “Unless you would rather see me clothed in rags?”

“Not for all the gold in the world,” I replied before kissing Chikal on the cheek and earning myself a wry smile from her.

Servants soon served us drinks—though Chikal refused alcoholic beverages on account of her pregnancy—as the fighters took their positions. My dear Itzili returned to me wounded but alive. He rested at my pillow throne’s feet with bandages around his leg, his reptilian eyes studying the duelists with hunger. I’d promised him that he could eat the losing fighter’s heart.

“Who do you think will win, Lahun?” I asked her.

“I have not consulted fate on this outcome,” the shamaness replied, her hand hesitantly resting on my chest. Being in this position right next to her queen unsettled her at first, but she was slowly growing used to it. “I would wager on the Jaguar Warrior.”

“He does look more experienced,” Chikal noted while stroking her chin. “The other looks fitter, though. I will take that bet.”

I chuckled. “You would wager against a seer, Chikal?”

“One must shape their own future,” my consort replied with a knowing smile. “You understand this more than most.”

“My lady refused to let me read her child’s fate once we confirmed her pregnancy,” Lahun informed me. “In spite of my best arguments to convince her otherwise.”

“Why?” I asked her curiously.

Chikal shrugged her shoulders. “I’m not afraid of tomorrow. I shall face whatever destiny awaits my future daughter and me.”

I wondered what could frighten this woman of stone. I had to admit I found her willfulness and confidence quite arousing.

“Lady Necahual was a wiser listener,” Lahun said as the fighters began to circle one another, waiting for an opening. “She and I have kept each other company and shared mutual advice. She would make a great seer.”

I understood the hidden message. Lahun had begun to teach Necahual her shamanic ways, as I’d ordered her to. Excellent. My coven of witches was slowly taking shape in the background.

“Did you read her fortune?” I asked.

“I did. Her lifeline is weaker than Your Majesty’s, so signs were more succinct. I can recount my predictions to Your Majesty, but I suspect Lady Necahual will tell you on her own.”

“I will ask her directly,” I replied. “Were they good or bad signs?”

Lahun pondered my question for a moment before answering. “Good for her, and bad for others.”

I took this as an excellent sign.

The Eagle Knight suddenly lunged at his adversary upon seeing an opening. Their obsidian clubs clashed in a flash of speed, their blades mutually scratching each other and leaving thin gashes across their chests. Itzili’s head perked up at the sight of droplets of blood hitting the ground.

“Have you thought about us?” Chikal asked in my ear while her eyes watched the duel with rapturous attention. The allure of combat excited her like nothing else.

“Yes,” I replied. I noticed that Lahun listened attentively to our discussion. Good, it concerned her too.

“You have fulfilled your part of the bargain,” Chikal said. “We no longer need to share a bed, should you desire it.”

“Have I left such a poor impression?” I teased her. “How do Amazons run things in Chilam? Are fathers involved in their children’s lives?”

“No,” Chikal replied. “As I said before, males are only for procreation. Most believe letting them influence their daughters will result in weaklings.”

Quite the savage take on paternity. “Most?”

Chikal shrugged. “The question does not concern us, Iztac. We will not live long enough to raise our daughter.”

“Of course not,” I replied. Walls had ears, so we had to tacitly pretend to accept our fate in the open. “What of love, then? Can a proud Amazon rest her head on a man’s shoulder to forget her lonely days?”

“A woman can have a favorite consort,” Chikal explained. “They rarely last long. My own father was around for five years before my mother replaced him with a younger captive, and many considered it an exceptional tenure.”

“What man could replace an emperor, I wonder.” I stroked my consort’s crimson hair. “I trust you, Chikal.”

“I know.”

“No, you do not,” I replied. “I trust your strength, your honor, your wits, and your bravery. Few would have dared to join us in our last hunt, and fewer would have dared to fight a Nightkin head-on. You possess an unwavering spirit which I admire.”

“Your compliments are appreciated, but unwarranted.” Chikal looked away from the duel long enough to study my face. “Where does this come from, Iztac?”

A nightmare. “The heart. A political alliance no longer satisfies me. I would like to form a deeper bond than an union of convenience.” I lovingly caressed her cheek. “I would like to become your husband in deed and name, if you will let me.”

The proposal amused Chikal. “I would be the first queen of Chilam to have a husband then. This would violate many of our oldest traditions.”

“And they failed to repel Yohuachanca,” I stated bluntly. “If your old ways failed you in your hour of need, then perhaps you ought to change them.”

“True.” Chikal considered my proposal for a moment before shaking her head. “I would not be opposed to deepening our alliance, but I am not certain that I can trust you yet, Iztac. The way you behaved in the forest makes me wonder how much in control of yourself you are.”

“I am the Godspeaker. The heavens speak and kill through me. That will never change.” I would have to keep up this charade for the sake of deceiving the Nightlords. “But I can swear one thing to you.”

I brought my left hand to my mouth and bit my palm so hard I drew blood.

Flames surged from beneath my skin. Lahun stared at them with fascination, while the Jaguar Warrior froze in shock. This moment of inattention cost him dearly, as his foe proceeded to swing his obsidian club for the kill.

“I am a man with fire in his veins,” I declared.

I pressed my burning palm against her buttcheek.

My consort let out a cry of surprise at the sudden heat. At the same moment, the Eagle Knight sliced the Jaguar Warrior’s throat, a shower of blood staining the ground. A severed ead swiftly rolled across the makeshift arena.

My other hand let go of a shocked Lahun and grabbed Chikal by her choker. I pinned her under me with all of my strength before she could regain her bearing.

“I promise you neither cozy stability nor fleeting peace of mind, Chikal.” I didn’t think she sought either. “What I offer is a wild ride to war and eternal glory.”

Chikal scowled and counterattacked. Her right hand grabbed my hair and pulled, while the other tried to shove my burning palm away from her ass. She was strong, but weeks of training and the divine fire coursing through my veins let me hold my ground; I continued to caress her flesh while Itzili squealed in the background upon earning himself a free meal.

“Do you have what it takes to reach the finish line with me? If so, then I promise you this.” I leaned on to whisper in Chikal’s ear while she grunted at my touch. “When I’m with you, we will always be our true selves.”

Chikal met my eyes, her scowl turning into a vicious grin. “You don’t know what you’re getting into.”

Her mask of composure dropped to reveal the true Chikal lurking under the queenly mask. She flashed me a look of pure bloodlust and savagery; the face of a woman who loved to fight and kill as much as I did, who had spent her life carefully controlling it through composure and sharp political skills.

I felt like staring at my own reflection.

Chikal’s grip on my burning hand tightened and forced my palm away from her skin. So strong were her fingers that I thought she would break my wrist, but she did no such thing.

Chikal instead moved my palm to my manhood and soaked it in my burning blood.

It didn’t hurt me, not in the slightest. The challenge aroused me. I shoved my erect manhood inside Chikal, a grunt of pain and pleasure answering me. My hands savagely grabbed my consort’s waist while her legs closed on my back, her thighs wrapped around my pelvis.

I ignored Lahun’s gaze, the bout’s victor waiting in silence, and Itzili’s noises as he chewed on the loser’s heart. Chikal and I entered a savage rhythm free of thought and concern; an ebb and flow, a constant shifting of the tides slowly increasing into a frenzied dance. The deeper I pushed, the faster our hearts pounded, and the stronger her grip grew. Her legs closed on my back with such strength I thought she would snap me in two. Her teeth sank into my throat deep enough to draw blood, as did my nails in her waist. Our pain and pleasure became so closely intertwined I couldn’t tell one apart from the other.

As our thrusts escalated into a crescendo of grunts and gasps, our flesh and souls began to meld harmoniously together. I had spent so many nights trying to form a Seidr ritual with Chikal, to no avail. Our souls never managed to align because she always sought to dominate me, to control and bend me to her will.

I showed her what last night already taught her: that she would never succeed.

Chikal had been raised to see males as tools to dominate. Her relationship with me, though respectful, followed these principles so far. She had hoped to exploit me to destroy her enemies and fulfill her political agenda while holding my leash. Her concerns about the First Emperor were no more than a reflection of her fears of losing her hold over me.

And that was a shadow of her truest fear: losing control over herself.

Such was the understanding that came to me once our Teyolias finally connected into a Seidr ritual. I saw nothing so grandiose as a vision of the past, nor did we share memories. Our souls simply melded in an intimate embrace that gave us insight into one another.

Chikal was a queen, and true leaders did not show vulnerability. She had never let her emotions guide her actions, instead bottling them up with reason’s rule, because any mistake could spell her people’s doom. Chikal behaved like a sleeping volcano, boiling magma swirling under a deceptively quiet bed of stone. Hence why the few times she allowed herself to truly let loose seemed so sudden and shocking to outsiders.

What I offered in our relationship was the same thing I always promised: freedom. Not only from the Nightlords, but the gaze and pressure of queenship. She wouldn’t have to wear a mask with me.

She could be Chikal of Chilam, in all of her pent-up savagery and violent glory.

As our heart-fires split, I caught a final glimpse of a small fire between us. A newborn and flickering flame, so weak and fragile I could hardly see it.

The precious Teyolia of my unborn daughter.

I returned to reality with aches, bleeding scratch marks all over my skin, and a newfound sense of purpose. Chikal exhaled in the wake of our shared orgasm, the silence in the room hardly filled by Itzili’s mastications.

“Is that a yes?” I teased her.

“For now,” Chikal replied with the same tone. “I am not a prize to be shelved, Iztac. You will have to win me every day of your life.”

A challenge I would gladly take on. I pressed my lips against her own in a ferocious final kiss.

Our political alliance had deepened into a stronger one today.

Chikal released her hold on me after that, allowing me to turn over and look beyond herself. Lahun remained silent as a tomb, as was the victorious Eagle Knight. As for Itzili, he had mostly finished consuming the loser’s heart.

“You’ve done well, soldier,” I congratulated the victor, my blood and seed dripping on the pillows. “I will see that you join my personal guard once we march to slaughter the Sapa.”

“Your Divine Grace honors this humble warrior,” the man replied with a deep bow, though he could hardly hide the disturbed edge in his voice. Whether it was my savage behavior or burning blood that spooked him, I couldn’t tell.

Either would serve me well. Every new rumor about the emperor’s eccentricities would strengthen my chosen facade of instability, and tales of my miracles would increase my subjects’ reverence.

I dismissed the soldier with a wave of my hand. Itzili belched after finishing his meal, which amused Chikal.

“It seems I won again, Lahun,” she said while cleaning my steaming, dried blood and seed off her thighs. If the burns bothered her, she didn’t show it.

“Your Majesty has always had good judgment,” the shaman replied, though she hardly cared about the battle anymore. She only had eyes for my blazing blood. “If I may…”

I presented her with my bloody hand and the faint flames rising from my palm. Lahun grabbed it almost too eagerly and studied it with fascination. The visions I’d given her during our Seidr union looked almost quaint compared to this obvious, blatant feat of supernatural power.

“The gods smile on me,” I told Lahun. “And those who serve me well.”

Lahun looked up at me with eyes burning with ambition. I could read her thoughts written all over her face. She realized that I didn’t simply wield magic; I was sorcery. Divine power coursed through my veins.

Power which I’d subtly promised to her, should she pay the price I asked.

“I am always Your Majesty’s faithful servant,” Lahun replied. She moved my hand against her chest, right above her heart. The heat of my flames caused her some irritation, but she gladly bore it for the sake of her goal. “My soul and body are yours to use and dispose of as you see fit.”

“Then let me pace myself and sip from a drink,” I declared after snapping my fingers and calling for a servant to bring us refreshment. “I will take care of you right after.”

[image: ]


Coupling with Lahun proved a much calmer experience than spending time in Chikal’s embrace.

I didn’t mind it. Sex was mostly an excuse to practice Seidr with her, a skill which she showed an excellent grasp on. Now that I had gotten a better hang on Teyolias, I explored its healing properties by voluntarily leaving scratches during lovemaking, which I then healed with a transfer of energy.

When I tried to save Nenetl’s life back during our hunt, I couldn’t isolate which wounds the transfer should focus on. I now believed that Seidr could indeed allow me to heal individual body parts without wasting my heart-fire on other spots. It was simply a matter of controlling how the flow moved through the bloodstream.

I wondered if I could turn the process on its head. I could, in theory, incapacitate individuals by withering their lungs and hands rather than draining them to death the long, hard way. This warranted further experimentation.

“Continue to serve me well,” I whispered in Lahun’s ear after we finished, “and a greater reward might be just around the corner.”

“Your Majesty only has to ask,” she replied. “And I shall obey.”

I’d primed her enough. I would just need an opportunity to put her through the Mometzcopinque ritual for a test run.

After the servants cleaned up the bones left from Itzili’s meal, I moved on to a warm hot bath in the company of Ingrid. I decided to spend some time alone with her before following on with the rest of the agenda. Officially, I had to show her preference considering her sister’s disappearance; unofficially, I simply wanted to comfort her personally after our harrowing hunt.

“Chikal didn’t go easy on you.” Ingrid traced the scratches on my arm with her hands, her fingers peeking above the bubbles. She sat on my lap in a corner of the baths, the water covering up to her shoulders. “Does my lord like it rough?”

“Sometimes.” Truthfully, I didn’t have any particular preference. I adapted depending on my partner. I mostly saw sex as a tool to accumulate power, whether magical or political. “Would you prefer that I change my approach with you?”

“My lord is doing well as he is.” Ingrid looked away at the nearest wall. “Very well.”

Why did she look so morose all of a sudden? I put my arms around her waist and pulled her to me, her back brushing against my chest. “Is something bothering you, Ingrid?”

Ingrid let out a sigh. “I would like it better if my lord had eyes for me… and only me.”

My jaw clenched, and my grip on her strengthened. I could guess her next words.

“I concede that this may sound petty,” Ingrid said with a sigh. “You are the emperor. I always knew I would be one of four consorts and a single woman among thousands. I would never have you all for myself. Even back when Mother…” She shook her head. “Mother wanted us to work together. She would bear your child, while I would remain available at all times. This way we could hold you by the heartstrings.”

“Ingrid—”

She didn’t let me finish. “I thought I could live with that until you bedded Mother.” Her nails sank into her arms. “I felt like a side-piece. A stooge meant to prop up another and then be replaced by her newest child.”

I would have loved to say that Lady Sigrun had better intentions, but we both knew better. As much as I’d admired her wits, beauty, and intelligence, she was always the ruthless schemer.

“You will never be a prop to me, Ingrid,” I promised her. “You are the smartest woman I know, and one of the bravest. I need you.”

Ingrid turned her head to better look at me. She studied my expression for a moment before gently grabbing my chin and planting a kiss on my lips. It was slow, sweet, and genuine, with none of Nenetl’s shyness and all of the sincerity. Like all good things, it ended way too soon.

“Can you promise me one thing, Iztac?” she asked me.

Since she used my name instead of “my lord,” I assumed it would be a big favor. “What do you want?”

“Whenever you call me to your bed”—Ingrid took in a deep breath and gave me a bittersweet smile—“can you be mine alone?”

Ingrid was a trained actress and spymistress in spite of her young age, but I didn’t detect an ounce of deceit or confidence in her words. She looked so frail and vulnerable making such a small demand. She feared I would deny her because she understood very well where we stood.

Ingrid well and truly loved me. After saving her sister from certain death, I had won more than her trust; I’d won her heart. She loved me not because I was the emperor, but because of my own deeds.

I would be lying if I said her feelings didn’t touch me deeply. We’d gone through many hardships, and it would have been so easy for her to blame me for her mother’s death. We’d faced and triumphed over any tragedy that the Nightlords sent on our way. Our trust in each other had grown stronger than stone.

But unfortunately, Ingrid loved me more than I loved her.

Had I never met Eztli or Nenetl, I could have seen myself dedicating myself to Ingrid the way Father devoted himself to Mother. She was kind, smart, charming, and above all, loyal. Had the stars been kinder to her, I might have cherished her as my only wife.

But I couldn’t set aside all the others for her alone, nor sacrifice the advantages strategic unions could bring me. I wouldn’t let Necahual go should we prevail against the Nightlords, nor would I abandon Nenetl, Chikal, and Eztli.

Ingrid would never be my main priority, and she was painfully aware of it. She understood I would always put my own power and pleasure first.

Worse, she had no idea of what I planned to use her missing brother for…

“I promise you.” I kissed her on the neck, her skin shivering at my contact. “When we are together, you will not share me with another.”

It was a small request born of desperation. A cry for relief and comfort. I could afford to fulfill it.

“Thank you, Iztac.” Her fingers intertwined with mine. “That means so much to me.”

This way, she could lie to herself the same way she deceived many others. She could pretend she was the only one, if only for a brief moment.

I pitied her… but not enough to change.

Ingrid cleared her throat and changed the subject. “If I may, my lord, you may soon join matters of state and pleasure in Zachilaa.”

I raised an eyebrow. “How so?”

“Do you remember that messenger from Ayar Cachi? The one who was supposed to bear a gift on his master’s behalf?” Ingrid sighed when I nodded in confirmation. “It appears the messenger and gift are one and the same.”

I pondered her words for a second. I could read between lines. Ayar Cachi had settled on the most typical way of gaining influence over Yohuachanca’s emperor.

I spent a good minute pondering this turn of events when our first visitor arrived.

I hadn’t seen Lady Zyanya since I’d arranged her forced marriage to Tlaxcala. As befitting an honored guest, she arrived in a splendid gilded dress, a gemstone necklace glittering around her neck, and golden earrings shining beneath her braided raven hair.

“I thank Your Imperial Majesty from the bottom of my heart for inviting me today,” she said with a deep, respectful bow. “Please let me offer you my most sincere congratulations for your first child’s conception. I am certain Lady Chikal’s daughter will be a blessing upon Yohuachanca.”

“Your words are appreciated,” I replied politely before faking annoyance. “However, I believe you were misinformed, Lady Zyanya. No women may appear clothed before me today.”

Lady Zyanya’s queenly poise wavered a little, her smooth earthly skin paling slightly. I could see the flash of dread in her deep black eyes. To disobey imperial protocol usually spelled death or punishment.

“My deepest apologies, Your Imperial Majesty,” she said with a deep bow meant to hide her unease. “I was not informed."

Of course she wasn’t. Ingrid’s message intentionally left it out. I wanted to test her reaction raw, without preparation or anticipation.

“I shall have my messenger whipped for their carelessness,” I decided, though I purposefully avoided officially forgiving her.

“Perhaps Lady Zyanya ought to join us,” Ingrid said. “She would appreciate the show I’ve prepared for my lord.”

I pretended to ponder her words for a few seconds before nodding to myself. “You speak wisely, Ingrid. Come to your emperor, Zyanya.”

Not too long ago, I had Lady Zyanya’s husband executed and then forced her into a betrothal with the man’s hated brother. Most women in her situation would have argued, hesitated, or shown some polite reluctance—at least I would have expected them to react in such a way.

Zyanya Quiabelagayo wasn’t like most women. Her robes hit the floor in an instant, unveiling her nakedness to the world. She then proceeded to adjust her braid far too quickly for her reaction to be spontaneous, giving me an enticing view of her breasts.

I knew three things about this woman: she understood her own worth; she was an opportunist; and she was no fool. She knew being invited to an emperor’s private party without her future husband could mean very few things… and offered special opportunities.

I leered at Lady Zyanya from head to toe, being very careful to make my attention seem more lurid than it truly was. I had to admit that she looked quite the beauty beneath her robes, but after being surrounded by many splendid women since the beginning of my tenure, I had grown jaded to it.

I had a plan in mind for Lady Zyanya’s wedding, but I would need to labor the field a bit in order to soothe suspicions. I would consciously give a few hints that would recontextualize a future decision in Zachilaa—one that would serve as a smokescreen for the Mometzcopinque ritual.

“You wear a new necklace,” I noted.

“A gift from Tlaxcala,” Lady Zyanya replied with a knowing look. “It is yours, if Your Imperial Majesty would like it.”

Was the gift the necklace, or its wearer? I wondered. Tlaxcala shared his wife-to-be’s ambition. He would close his eyes on many things if it meant securing political advantages.

Not that I would bed her today—the strings would have been too obvious otherwise—but I feigned interest in her and beckoned her to join us in the bath. “You are quite the beauty, Lady Zyanya.”

“Your Imperial Majesty is very kind, as are you, Lady Ingrid.” Lady Zyanya slid into the bath with the slow, near-regal poise of a noblewoman. The waters rippled with each step. “May I sit by your side?”

She was quite bold too. This would prove even easier than I expected. I wordlessly extended an arm to allow her to sit by my side, then put it around her shoulders the moment she leaned against me. Ingrid pointedly didn’t step down from my lap and kept the jaguar’s share of the space so Lady Zyanya wouldn’t grow too cocky.

“Do you consider yourself a good judge of character?” I asked her, priming her for later.

“I would not be so bold as to boast, but I would say I have an eye for treachery,” Lady Zyanya replied. “With my late husband’s exception, of course. My inability to see his treachery was a momentary lapse in judgment born of love and trust.”

“Of course, you are above any reproach,” I replied without meaning it. “There is a woman we will soon meet in Zachilaa. She will likely attend your wedding on her patron’s behalf. I would like you to observe her very closely, since I may call upon your judgment later.”

Lady Zyanya frowned. She could recognize a test when she saw one. “What kind of woman?”

An infiltrator. “An ambassador from the Sapa Empire.”

“I would expect those foreigners to seek a settlement with Your Imperial Majesty,” Zyanya replied. “Or a faction among them to ally with you against other imperial contenders.”

So she did keep an eye on international politics. Sharp. “You will help me ascertain where they stand,” I declared. “But this will be for another time. This is a time for relaxation.”

I snapped my fingers. Tenoch, Lahun, and Atziri soon arrived naked alongside castrated musicians desperate to play for my entertainment.

I spent the next hour relaxing in my bath, chatting with two women while three more danced to the tune of foreign songs for my pleasure only.

It was good to rule now and then.
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THE PRICE OF LOVE


Ibrushed a scroll with fingers that weren’t mine.

The vellum felt so soft beneath my nails, even as the words I read carried little more than empty platitudes. I focused on the hidden patterns within the text, catching the first signs of each sentence and rearranging them in a sequence that revealed the hidden truth.

It had taken me so long to set this up without my captors noticing. I’d called upon favors from Mother’s network of spies and allies, obscured the delivery of these messages under countless layers of misdirection, and paid the necessary intermediaries with both gold and favors. Exhuming this codex had taken a long time, and translating Mother’s secret notes undetected even more so.

All so that I could be useful to him.

All so that he would notice me and free me from this lonely prison.

How could these stories possibly help, though? They were mere tales; stories about a nameless magician descending into the land of the dead, seeking power and wisdom to defeat a great evil he couldn’t kill nor understand. Deeper he descended, beneath a kingdom of fire and ashes and into the wind-battered ruins of a world that used to be.

There he met the feathered serpent Quetzalcoatl, father of mankind, who now watched over the degenerate children he failed to save. The ancient god congratulated his visitor on braving the trials required to reach him and enlightened him.

“The Teyolia is the essence of life, that which separates the living from the dead,” Quetzalcoatl said. “A Tonalli may take many incarnations, but the heart-fire is unique to each vessel.”

“What of darkness?” the sorcerer asked. “Why must the bat feast on fearful men?”

“Because it would starve otherwise,” the great serpent replied. “Though the bat may travel between the realms of the dead and the living at will, it remains among the latter; and life is consumption. So it is that men must die to fuel the sun that gives them life. For the flame to be nurtured and the chain of existence to remain unbroken, it must feed continuously. The gods who cannot sustain their flame fade away into the depths of the earth, the same as any man.”

The tale made little sense to me, since I lacked true understanding of such things, but I knew it would serve him well, and so I engraved these words to memory.

The vision ended there.

The softness of the scroll under my fingers was replaced by the warmth of Ingrid’s sweating hips. She faced me, her arms coiling around my neck and her legs dangling in the void while I held her against her bedroom wall. Her warm breath blew on my face before her lips pressed against mine in a final kiss.

I had held true to my promise. I gave myself to her wholly and exclusively. Lady Zyanya and my other concubines didn’t hide their disappointment when I said I would carry Ingrid to her chambers alone after the spectacle in the bath, but it pleased my consort.

The Seidr ritual had worked better than I expected. I didn’t feel the same immediate connection I shared with Nenetl, but Ingrid had copiously studied her mother’s notes and methods. She held nothing back from me either.

I’d already considered using Seidr as a method of sharing information without being overheard by others, but Ingrid was the first to follow through with the idea on her own. She had begun to recover information about the First Emperor’s codex her mother gathered and gave me a peek at its secrets; she guessed, correctly, that I could make good use of them.

I couldn’t help but ponder about something else as we separated and caught our breath. I’d felt Ingrid’s love and dedication in every kiss and flash of memory. I’d shared the depth of her feelings for me, and I would be lying if I said it didn’t touch my heart.

I wanted to return at least a sliver of that devotion, and I could think of only one way to do so.

“I will show you Winland soon,” I said after putting my clothes on again.

Ingrid quickly caught on. She appeared deeply moved for a brief instant until her sense of reason reasserted itself.

“My lord was kind to offer me my own private Winland, but surely imperial resources would be better spent elsewhere,” she replied, when she truly meant, “Should we waste a ritual on indulging me rather than destroying the Nightlords?”

“I can find no better use of them than ensuring your own happiness.” And I meant those words. “Ingrid.”

She looked into my eyes, her pale marble skin glittering like moonlight under the glow of nearby torches.

“I will never take you for granted,” I promised her. “Every kindness you give me, I shall return tenfold.”

I wanted her to be happy, not because it would secure her loyalty to me, but because I wanted her to know how much I appreciated her. Because I valued her as a person… and as a wife.

Ingrid pondered my words for a moment before offering me a warm, genuine smile. “Thank you, Iztac,” she said before draping herself in a bedsheet. “I never doubted it.”

Somehow, those four words—so simple in their sincerity—felt better than any of the many empty luxuries which I’d enjoyed today.

I kissed Ingrid goodbye one last time and then moved to visit my last consort.

As usual, Eztli chose to share a room with her mother. I immediately sensed the distance between them the moment I walked in, both physically and emotionally. My vampiric consort rested in the only bed available, nude and smirking in anticipation. Necahual otherwise stood in front of the obsidian window, staring through it with a deep scowl on her face.

Most importantly, she was fully clothed.

“Haven’t you heard?” I asked while embracing Necahual from behind, my arms closing on her waist. She didn’t resist my pull. She knew that she was mine. “No one is allowed to wear clothes in my presence. You have disobeyed me.”

Necahual ignored me.

“What’s going on?” I inquired.

“I have been asking myself the same question,” Eztli replied while lying on her back. The marigold placed in her hair sent shivers down my spine. “Mother has been in a foul mood all day.”

“Is that so?” I kissed Necahual on the neck. “What bothers you so much?”

My favorite stopped watching the window just long enough to glare at me. “Your mother.”

“Ah.” I should have expected as much. Of course, learning of her survival rattled Necahual to the bone after what Mother had put her through—doubly so since she came into contact with her own daughter. “Yes, learning about her survival came as quite the shock.”

Necahual didn’t believe me. I could see it written all over her face. She knew that I knew and that I’d kept it to myself. No wonder she gave me the cold shoulder.

“She was quite the sharp woman,” Eztli commented. “I could smell the scent of danger around her.”

“She still hasn’t been found?” Necahual asked coldly. “Nor has Astrid?”

“Not yet, but they will be caught in time,” I replied without really meaning it. This only served to deepen Necahual’s scowl until she turned back to gaze at the world beyond the window while sulking in silence.

Necahual’s jealousy of Mother’s gifts was half the reason she threw her lot in with me. She craved the magical power her romantic rival wielded. Hearing how Mother managed to swoop in and steal Astrid from the Nightlords while Necahual failed to protect her own daughter no doubt infuriated her.

Eztli, who had been observing us for a while, crossed her legs in the bed. “Mother saved him.”

“Whom?” I asked.

“That sick refugee child. Teyok, I think his name was?”

“Teiuc,” Necahual said sharply, her arms crossing beneath her breasts. “His name is Teiuc.”

“That is great,” I said with sincerity. That child was within a heartbeat of death when we found him, and I felt some responsibility for him. I did order his father murdered after all. “How did you do it?”

Necahual gathered her breath and then showed me her palm. A small scar marred her smooth, beautiful skin. I immediately recognized the leftover trace of a slashing wound.

“You fed him your blood?” I muttered in disbelief.

“Since you saved Nenetl by giving her yours, I assumed I could do the same.” Though Necahual continued to scowl, I detected a brief flicker of pride in her eyes. “You visited my bed so often I thought… that your vitality would rub off on me, I guess.”

“Being my mother must have helped,” Eztli guessed. “You are blessed in many ways.”

“Mayhaps,” Necahual conceded with a shrug.

I knew better. Necahual and I practiced Seidr so often she could transfer her Teyolia to another through her blood. Of course she could. If Sigrun could steal the vitality of others without being a Nahualli, why couldn’t someone else give it away?

I finally understood what put her in such a foul mood. Necahual achieved her first feat of witchcraft by saving a child wavering on the brink of death, only for it to be overshadowed by Mother’s much more daring and spectacular return. It reawakened so many old wounds.

“Fulfill your promise,” Necahual muttered under her breath.

I tensed up. She didn’t say which promise, but there was only one oath I had sworn to her: that I would share in my sorcery in exchange for her full assistance and servitude.

And after being forced back into Mother’s shadow once again, her patience was running thin.

“I gave you everything. My soul, my body, my daughter…” Necahual gritted her teeth while her hands moved to her belly. “Even this. Now give me what you promised me in return.”

“Not yet,” I whispered back into her ear. I couldn’t put her through the Mometzcopinque ritual without testing it on Lahun first. The risk of losing her was too great.

Necahual wouldn’t listen. “I want it now.”

“The child?” Eztli asked with enthusiasm.

Necahual froze in my arms. As for myself, I was used to hiding my emotions enough not to show surprise.

“Sorry for eavesdropping,” Eztli replied without meaning it, her gaze lingering on her mother’s belly with the thrill of hunger. “I can’t help but feel you’ve finally decided to… commit.”

“You are right,” I said, both to deflect suspicions and finally address the trihorn in the room. My grip on Necahual’s waist strengthened slightly. “Your mother and I are trying to conceive.”

“We are,” Necahual replied, her head turning to glance at her daughter. “As you no doubt wished when you sabotaged my contraceptives, my daughter.”

“Do you blame me?” To her credit, Eztli didn’t bother denying it. “Deep down, you both wanted to cross that line. The tension between you two was palpable.”

She might have been right, but her casual playfulness when considering such a heavy subject rattled me.

“It remains a serious breach of trust,” I warned Eztli. “You knew how sensitive the matter was for the both of us.”

“And what was I supposed to do? Stand by and watch as you continued to be at each other’s throats, as you had been for years?” Eztli sounded genuinely confused by our reaction. Had her humanity degraded so much? “You craved the thrill of crossing that taboo but feared to. I simply helped you do so.”

“It was our choice to make, my daughter, not yours,” Necahual replied. Her voice carried no resentment, only concern for Eztli’s behavior. “Did you want me to bear a child for our sake, or yours?”

“Both.” Eztli smiled at us in a way that I found both innocent and frighteningly intense. “Don’t you see how it will be the lynchpin that binds us together? The blood that ties us? We can finally be a real family, all three of us, without Father standing in the way.”

She said those last words almost absentmindedly, as if it were a detail we all agreed on. The statement’s true significance sank into my heart, while Necahual stared blankly at her daughter in shock and disbelief.

“What?” Eztli asked. She’d picked up on our reaction.

“Eztli.” I took a deep breath and braced myself for her answer. “What’s your father’s name?”

“Why that question, Iztac?” Eztli scoffed in amusement. “It’s Yohuach⁠—”

Half of the First Emperor’s cursed name escaped her lips before she could catch herself.

A tense silence filled the room. None of us dared to speak or move a muscle for a few seconds. The magnitude of that simple mistake didn’t simply dawn on me or Necahual, but Eztli herself. She was the first to move again, sitting at the edge of the bed with her unblinking eyes staring at the wall. Her face was utterly blank, wearing an expression of utter vacuity.

“My father…” Eztli grabbed her head with both hands, massaging her skin as if to jog her warped memory and only succeeding in falling deeper into confusion. “He’s inside me… My father was a god, so why is there a man’s soul within my belly?”

I was too weak to stop Necahual from breaking out of my embrace and too spooked to say a word myself. I could only stare at Eztli in silence, my mind conjuring visions of the Razor House. I saw her with a crown of flowers, her mischievous face twisted by Yoloxochitl’s madness.

I’d identified the marigold in her hair and prior behavior as warning signs of her mental degradation, but I didn’t think it’d progressed this far already.

“Eztli,” Necahual said, kneeling in front of her daughter and facing her. “Eztli, look at me.”

Her daughter’s eyes stared through her mother, rather than at her. “Why can’t I remember his name?” Eztli muttered to herself. “I can’t recall it anymore…”

“Your father was a man named Guatemoc,” Necahual said while reaching for her daughter in concern. Though we both know Eztli had been sired by one of my predecessors, he was the father that mattered. “Eztli⁠—”

Eztli slapped her mother’s hand away, her expression twisting into a snarl of rage. “You made me like this!”

Her venomous words shook Necahual harder than any slap. My favorite recoiled from her own daughter, her skin bleaching.

“It’s your fault…” Eztli hissed angrily, anger boiling at the surface of her heart like pouring magma. “It’s your fault I can’t stand in the sun anymore.”

“Eztli, it’s not,” I said, trying to intervene before it got ugly. But it was far too late.

“It is!” Eztli gripped her knees with such pressure that she began to bleed where her nails sank into her flesh. Her eyes were two crimson pits of boiling blood glaring at Necahual. I’d never seen her so hateful. “We all asked you to stop mistreating Iztac. I did, Father, my real father, who died because of you… He ordered you to stop, but you never listened! You just couldn’t let it go!”

Necahual remained as silent as a tomb. Her jaw tightened, her eyes moist with guilt and shame. She didn’t provide an excuse because she had none.

“It should have been my life,” Eztli whispered in utter defeat, her face buried in her hands. “All I wanted was a good husband, a happy family, and children who would laugh with me. Was that too much to ask for? Instead, I have to crawl away from the sun for all eternity and spend all of existence as a cold, lifeless thing who murdered her own father!"

She began to sob, each sound a dagger in my heart.

What was I supposed to do? What was I supposed to say? That Eztli shouldn’t worry about slowly transforming into another person, forgetting her entire life as a cruel role subsumed her very will? That I would kill the Nightlords and free her before it came to this? That we would get through this together?

What could I say that wouldn’t sound like empty platitudes?

I had to do something, so I took a step forward and reached for my consort. “Eztli⁠—”

“Stop there,” Necahual said sharply.

Her icy tone froze me in my steps. She had given me an order without care for decorum or caring if anybody listened. Though her expression remained tainted with sorrow and remorse, her eyes brimmed with that same unbreakable resolve she had shown me time and time again.

Necahual wanted me to trust her. Eztli was right; Yoloxochitl wouldn’t have picked her had she not spent so many years tormenting me. She put her daughter in this situation, even if it had been involuntary, so she wanted to resolve this herself. If she couldn’t help her own daughter, what other hope did she have?

So I stayed my hand for now.

Necahual gave me a little nod of gratitude, then forcefully grabbed her daughter and forced her to look at her.

“I… I am sorry, Eztli.” Necahual’s apology always came out as awkward even now. she wasn’t used to, nor was she built for them. “More than you can imagine.”

“Sorry?” Eztli sneered in disgust. All the pent-up resentment she bore for her mother bobbled back to the surface and gave her a certain kind of clarity. “You are sorry, now? You stole my life!”

“I did n—” Necahual stopped herself, biting her lower lip. “I know that my bitterness is to blame for your suffering. If I could turn back time and spare you this fate, I would.”

Eztli snorted, her voice laced with disdain. “I wish I could trade you for Father.”

I winced, words dying on the tip of my tongue. Necahual didn’t say a word either. She probably agreed with her daughter deep down.

“I didn’t mean it,” Eztli apologized immediately before looking down at the floor in shame. “I’m… I can’t think… I don’t even know who I am anymore.”

“You are Eztli, my daughter,” Necahual replied firmly. “That will never change.”

Eztli didn’t believe her. “Your words mean nothing.”

“Then I shall back them with action.”

Necahual grabbed her robes and partly tore them off to expose her left breast. She grabbed it with a hand, pressing the nipple, and then presented it to her vampiric daughter.

“Drink,” Necahual said.

Eztli and I stared at that madwoman in shock. Horror seized me as I immediately recalled the awful sight of Necahual’s blood-drained corpse lying on the temple’s grounds, her husk fed upon by a host of vampires.

The vision of Lords of Terror unfolded before my very eyes.

“Do not!” I all but ordered. “Neca⁠—”

“This is my choice!” the woman venomously hissed at me. “I told you, I will never be your slave!”

My teeth gritted into a snarl of frustration. “You are a fool if you think I will let you kill yourself.”

“He’s right, Mother,” Eztli pleaded. “If I do drink your blood… If I do, I think I’ll start seeing you as food.”

Necahual didn’t waver. “I’ve fed you before you could even speak. I’ll do so again.”

“No, you don’t understand.” Eztli glanced at her mother’s breast with a mix of hunger and fear. “I’m… I’m not sure I can stop once I start.”

“You won’t take my blood. I will give it to you the same way I gave you life so many years ago.” Necahual shrugged. “If I must spend eternity as a voice inside your head reminding you of who you are so that you may live, then I shall.”

I was about to slap some sense into her when I caught a glimpse of Necahual’s hand-scar. Her plan suddenly appeared clear to me.

Yoloxochitl asserted her dominance over Eztli by feeding her blood in a perverse attempt to usurp Necahual’s place, reshaping my consort’s will and memories until she lost herself. Now that Necahual had become aware enough of her lifeforce to pass it on to a mortal, she hoped to repair the damage—to transfer her memories and feelings to her daughter until she recalled who she was.

It was a brave and dangerous plan fraught with danger. If Eztli lost control of her thirst and accidentally killed her mother, the sheer trauma would destroy her mind for good. Necahual had to know that, yet I sensed no fear in her.

Her show of devotion touched Eztli. “You… you would truly do this for me?”

“Yes.” Necahual gently caressed her daughter’s cheek, wiping away a tear of blood. “I would do anything for you, Eztli. Anything.”

Eztli stared at her mother’s breast for a moment, her hunger struggling with her inner humanity.

Then she bit down.

I swallowed a gulp of disgust as my consort’s fangs sank into her mother’s breast in the blink of an eye. Necahual let out a faint cry as red droplets dripped down her skin. Eztli’s eyes widened with thirst, her mind overtaken by vampiric instinct. She grabbed her mother’s flesh to gain a firmer grip on it, which Necahual encouraged. She moved a hand behind her daughter’s head and pushed her deeper into her bosom while stroking her hair.

I knew from experience how thrilling the vampire’s kiss felt for both its victim and perpetrator. Neither Eztli nor Necahual were exceptions. The former sucked and drank with feverish excitement, while the latter let out soft moans and sighs of pleasure.

“I love you,” Necahual whispered in her daughter’s ear. “I love you. I love you.”

The scene was about as unnerving as it was arousing. I watched on with concern and focus, ready to intervene and forcefully separate them should the worst come to pass. I’d seen Eztli drink her father to death in a minute’s time in a frenzy. Each gulp rang like the horn of incoming death.

Yet Eztli slowed down once the first few seconds passed. She continued to suckle her mother’s breast and drink her blood, but more gently, more kindly. Necahual kissed her daughter on the forehead, her mind clear like the morning sky, and then plucked the marigold in her hair and tossed it aside. Eztli paid it no mind.

As astonishing as it looked, Necahual’s plan appeared to work. Eztli was calming down.

“I asked the seer to read my future,” Necahual told me, her hand stroking her maddened daughter’s hair. “After an hour’s worth of rituals, she came up with three sentences.”

I braced myself for what would follow. Lahun warned me that the prophecies would benefit Necahual at the expense of everybody else.

“Which ones?” I inquired.

“Cruel widow becomes the mother of witches. Slave to the demon emperor flies on borrowed wings.” Necahual’s jaw clenched as she looked at her daughter with concern. “The parent buries the child.”

The last sentence rang inside my skull for a while before I could muster a response. “Burial can mean many, many things.”

“Or one.” Necahual locked eyes with me. “Fulfill your promise.”

That was more of a prayer than a demand, but one that I considered nonetheless.

I carefully considered my options. Both Necahual and Eztli were quickly reaching a breaking point. The former was sick of being powerless as the latter underwent a mental breakdown. Her patience was wearing thin.

I’d planned to put Lahun through the Mometzcopinque ritual first in order to test it because of the risks involved. Switching her with Necahual presented some danger, but now that I’d learned how to heal with my blood… It should make it safer. Empowering her would both secure her loyalty and reassure her that we were making progress.

Eztli concerned me more. If she struggled to remember her own father’s name, then how long until she began to think like Yoloxochitl? The Razor House had given me a taste of that fear. I didn’t want to experience it once again.

I wouldn’t allow it.

“Very well,” I replied without elaborating.

Necahual appraised me for a while, then gave me a small nod of assent and gently let go of Eztli. My consort slowly emerged from her post-feeding daze, her mind recovering. Her mother had grown a little paler from the blood loss but didn’t seem in any danger.

“Eztli?” I asked.

She looked at me without a word. I took her hands into my own, knelt in front of her, and then stared straight into her crimson eyes.

“Everything will be alright,” I said without emotion.

It wasn’t an attempt at reassurance or empty words, but a statement.

I knew what I had to do now.

I thought back to the information Ingrid decoded from the First Emperor’s codex about how the Tonalli and Teyolia intertwined. From my understanding, Eztli lost the latter once she became a vampire and required feeding on the heart-fire of others to linger among the living.

Meanwhile, her Tonalli, the very source of her identity, was slowly being transformed by the occult weight of the Nightlords’ ritual until it matched that of Yoloxochitl.

The Ride spell already proved that a foreign Tonalli could temporarily possess the body of someone without requiring a Teyolia, since it worked for the Burned Men that Mother unleashed around Smoke Mountain. If the vampiric curse clung to the hungry pit that replaced the victim’s heartfire instead of their own, then I could see a way to save Eztli’s soul.

I would require Chindi’s “assistance” to pull it off, however—something I thought I would only force if she proved too much of a liability to use any other way, but which I now believed to be an inevitability. I also needed Mother’s wisdom and secrets.

In the meantime, all I could do was to lessen Necahual’s burden. Feeding Eztli my burning blood directly might do her more harm than good in the long run, but I could replenish her mother’s lifeforce after every feeding session with Seidr. This ought to dilute my sunlight and lessen the risk of Necahual suffering from blood loss.

I wouldn’t let Eztli waste away any further, even if I had to break a few rotten eggs along the way.

My confidence seemed to reassure my consort. One of her arms grabbed me, while the other caught her mother and pulled us both into a tight embrace. Eztli hugged her only remaining family with a series of pained sobs.

I returned the hug, as did Necahual. Eztli felt so weak and fragile in our hands in spite of her inhuman strength, but I think we offered her a brief moment of respite amidst the fear and madness.

Of course, there was always a shadow to ruin the moment.

“Quite the touching sight, songbird,” Iztacoatl said. “If I could, I would cry.”

I had been too focused on Eztli to notice the rotting snake slithering in.

Eztli let go of us, mother and daughter staring at the Nightlord with fear. I was the only one to gaze at her with cold, unfeeling eyes.

“Alas.” Iztacoatl’s lips stretched into a carnivorous smile. “The likes of you do not get happy endings.”

As befitting of a self-proclaimed goddess, Iztacoatl both decided to ignore and mock my proclamation. While she visited me in her splendid robes, she also dragged in a naked slave by a leather leash. It was a pretty woman around my age with deep brown skin and long black hair, with cheeks marked by fresh tattoos representing crimson chains traveling down until they reached her throat and then her heart. An unbearably tight bronze slave collar covered in complex Yohuachancan scripts bound her neck. A black blindfold obscured her eyes and her skin bore countless marks, which I attributed to a strenuous whipping session.

I immediately recognized her from Chindi’s memory.

“We have completed our preparations,” Iztacoatl said before tugging her captive’s leash. The woman was forced to step forward, her fingers bent like claws and her jaw frozen in an expression of seething hatred. “Let me introduce you to your new consort and our new sister’s replacement, Anaye. Quite the splendid pet, don’t you agree?”

Chindi obeyed me by hiding within her sister’s stolen skin.

“Is this the Skinwalker?” I said while pretending to discover my new consort, grabbing her mouth and examining it. She didn’t resist me. She was smart enough to feign powerlessness. “Does she bite?”

“We kept her teeth and tongue to pleasure you,” Iztacoatl replied. “But you may notice a few missing bits. If she behaves, she may even get them back.”

It was a lie, since the Nightlords never rewarded their service. I quickly guessed which “bits” Iztacoatl referred to when I pressed my hand against Chindi’s blindfold and sensed thick scars where the eyes should have been.

The Nightlords had blinded her.

I would have been horrified once, but now I could hardly muster the strength for surprise or annoyance. Of course they would blind a creature capable of manipulating others with her gaze. I suspected the slave collar would also prevent Chindi from changing her shape.

This reduced my options when it came to exploiting her gifts… but convinced me to go forward with my other plan for her.

“Does my new master enjoy what he sees?” Chindi asked me with a half-feral smile.

“You will suffice,” I said, though mostly to myself. “If you never forget who holds your leash.”

“I can hear your lack of enthusiasm from here, Iztac,” Eztli said with a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. She had chosen to hide her pain and unease behind a mask of impish insolence, as usual. “Be reassured, though, that I will continue to visit you.”

“I am sure he will find his dear Nenetl more appealing than either of you,” Iztacoatl replied with stifled laughter, her hand moving to cover her lips.

Something about her behavior sent chills down my spine.

“Does it bother the goddess?” I inquired.

“Not at all,” she replied with a stifled chuckle. “You have my congratulations for finally tying the knot. You have made my sister Ocelocihuatl a very happy goddess and filled my heart with joy. I very much needed a reason to laugh in these trying times.”

Her expression boiled the blood within my veins. I’d come to loathe that unbearable, smug conviction that she knew something I didn’t.

I apparently didn’t hide my frustration well enough, since it encouraged Iztacoatl to laugh at me.

“You don’t know?” she taunted me. “Of course you don’t. What a prophet you make, not to see the moon to your sun.”

I knew the wording was meant to be a cruel hint of some kind, but I drew a blank at what it referred to. A wolf totem’s association with the moon and my own with the sulfur sun, mayhaps?

Whatever the case, I refused to let her scramble my mind. “If the goddess is pleased, then so am I.”

“Of course,” Iztacoatl replied, unmoved by my utter insincerity. She surrendered Chindi’s leash to me. “Now, bind that animal somewhere and come with us. You too, my new sister.”

Eztli froze in place, as did Necahual. I alone refused to give her the satisfaction of seeing my fear.

“What does the goddess have in mind?” I inquired.

“Well, I did promise you a reward for winning my little hunt, didn’t I? So I will share a little secret that none of your predecessors ever learned.”

Iztacoatl’s hand grabbed my shoulder, her fingers growing scales and pressing against my naked skin.

“I shall show you firsthand,” she whispered into my ear, her fangs turning into that of a snake, “how I murdered my father.”


19
DROWNED IN DARKNESS


Icouldn’t breathe through the First Emperor’s mask.

Cold obsidian stone pressed on my cheeks and jaw, sucking out the air out of my lungs and the warmth of my sunlight blood. Colder hands removed my clothes from my flaccid, pallid blue skin. I could hardly feel them.

“Do you know what godhood is, Iztac?” Iztacoatl asked me, her voice a pale mist slithering inside my ear. “True godhood is appetite.”

My body was slow and sluggish from the drugs coursing through my veins. I tried to turn my head and glare at the Nightlord, but my own skull felt so heavy and my lips so weak… I was a stone atop an unmoving hill.

“Shush,” Iztacoatl said. “No more singing, songbird. Keep your voice for the full performance.”

Her voice was so soft it could have lured me to sleep easily enough. The Nightlords didn’t give me that mercy. The four chains grabbing each of my limbs slowly pulled them, the occasional jolts of pain forcing me awake under a dark sky.

“I remember the days back when Father was a mere man rather than a god,” Iztacoatl said. “I believe he was freer back then. Happier. His power enslaved him, Iztac. It strengthened his hunger until it mastered him. Lust, bloodthirst, gluttony… no excess became too great for him. Every high had to be more extreme than the last.”

I struggled to follow her train of thought. My mind was muddled by pulque, drugs, and spices.

“Father was always so possessive too. We were his precious treasures. I still remember the looks he sent me whenever I toyed with a village boy, but it was Yoloxochitl’s fiancé who bore the brunt of his contempt. She was his favorite, do you know that? The youngest, the romantic. He couldn’t stand the fact she would fancy a wastrel like that… Tloroc? Tlocan?” I heard a dark chuckle. “Whatever, Father killed him anyway.”

The taste of a young man’s blood formed on the tip of my tongue. I heard Yoloxochitl’s screams and sobbing prayers and the sensation of flesh down my gullet. A memory that was not my own lingered at the edge of my consciousness.

“I think that’s why he bit us first. He couldn’t stand the idea that we could leave him or that another could steal us away. He wanted to ensure we would be his forever.”

Iztacoatl’s eyes looked down on me, her vile smile obscuring the stars in the sky.

“Did you know Yoloxochitl was pregnant from her Darling when Father bit her?” I sensed her fingers pressing against my mask. “She miscarried, of course. Our immortal bodies aren’t meant to shelter life, only to devour it. I think that’s when she started losing it.”

A wave of shame and disgust washed over me from within. I saw a small, blackened thing crawling in a pool of blood, an abomination of my own creation.

No… I struggled to keep these intrusive thoughts out of my skull. I fought to keep my sense of self separated from another. Not mine…

“Father wanted to sleep with us,” Iztacoatl said, her mocking chuckle ringing into nothingness. “I used to tease him about it. Touch him in some places, invite mortals to couple with me while I knew he was watching, tempting him. I knew he hated those lusts and that it took all of his willpower to resist them. He was disgusted with what he had become, but the more he resisted, the stronger his urges became.”

Her sharp laugh cut through my ears until I felt blood dripping down my cheeks.

“I couldn’t wait for him to snap,” she gloated with all the weight of her malevolence. “And one night, he did, in the most unexpected of ways! He had four of his concubines brought to him, reshaped their faces into mirrors of our own, and then he took them.”

Her laugh merged with that of that hag Chamiaholom, who had told me this story first. I hadn’t connected the dots back then—why had I been forced to wed four consorts when they were meant to represent the First Emperor’s own flesh and blood.

“You could say those four were the first consorts. Wives in the shape of his beloved daughters whom he refused to despoil any further; for we were the final refuge of his own decaying humanity,” she scoffed in disdain—Iztacoatl, who had cast away all vestiges of morality in the name of her cruel pleasure. “Yoloxochitl’s actress was his favorite. It hardly took him a fortnight to impregnate her.”

“Enough,” Eztli’s voice cut through the vile words.

I heard a slap ringing through the chill air of the empty night. The stars had gone dark, and the moon began to fade away too.

“My sister was there when she gave birth,” Iztacoatl said. “Having miscarried herself, watching a woman with her face giving birth to her father’s own son was… traumatizing, I suppose.”

“Shut up.” I heard Eztli beg out of my vision. “Please…”

Iztacoatl cruelly denied her plea. “I wonder if you will look like her once your mother gives birth too. I’m sure you will act like my dear sister did back then, greedily grabbing that child in your grief and longing.”

Her voice became lower, laced with smugness.

“You will claim it like she claimed you,” she whispered to Eztli beyond the range of my vision. “With your fangs.”

Eztli’s sobs tore at my heart. If the drugs had allowed me enough strength to feel anger, I would have slapped Iztacoatl in the face in revenge. Alas, I could do little more than mumble incoherently with my back pressed against a floor of stone. Chains continued to stretch me thin until I heard my bones crack oh so slightly…

“It was then that we realized we didn’t need Father to make more of us.” Something cold grabbed my cock and caressed it. “Well, not all of him.”

Something stirred within my heart. A pitch-black darkness awakened, his crimson eyes glaring through the bars of his ancient cage.

“My sister Ocelocihuatl formed a plan. Blood for blood, she said. The sons will bind the father. She conceived a trap, which I executed. I lured Father in with so much fresh blood until he grew drunk on it.” Her laugh echoed again in the night, louder and sharper. “Can you fathom how much blood it takes to get a god of hunger drunk?”

I remembered. I remembered the frenzy of the thundering drums beckoning me into the shadow of a blazing mountain, lightning flashing, a plume of smoke rising into the storm-wracked sky. They came to me naked, a line of a thousand birds guided by my daughters into my waiting maw. I recalled the soft noise of their bones being crushed within my palms, blood and pulque dripping on my fangs.

I remembered the shame and guilt, the horror at what I had become, the disgust that my own clawed hands inspired in my heart, but I could not stop… I was thirsty, and the blood of men tasted so sweet…

“Then, when he was in the throes of his blissful addiction, we gently carried him to bed,” my daughter said, mocking me. “You should have seen him, songbird. How he kept saying he loved us, that he did it all for our sake. What a fool.”

I remembered the chains my daughters put around my hands and feet. Their links burned with words I was too drunk to recognize. I did not fight them as they led me to the altar, for I was too tired to think. I only wished to sleep and rest, to forget the pain of existing…

“It was always about power with us, long before your godhood,” my third eldest said. “We had it all; we obeyed you; and when we had a chance to rule in your place, we seized it.”

And then I recalled their twisted betrayal.

I struggled against the chains, my mask’s jaws snapping with anger. My heart burned with a sulfur glow and my lungs screamed with the rage of centuries past.

“Finally awake, are you?” my treacherous daughter taunted me. How I longed to snap her neck with these borrowed hands… “Good. We can at last put you back in your place, Father.”

“̵̐̓͛̿́̏́̕͝
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I smelled it in the air. That delectable scent of fear, that creeping horror at the thought of lurking death. It only grew stronger as my true children circled us above us, a cloud of blood and fur on jet-black wings. They used to demand blood and worship once.

Now I only craved silence.

“Are you in there, songbird?” my beautiful snake of a daughter asked my other self, the tyrant sun to my endless night. We were one tonight, united in spite and pain. “Then you will feel it too. What we put him through that night⁠—”

“Enough, Iztacoatl,” Ocelocihuatl’s voice cut through the chatter. “Let us proceed.”

My jaguar’s words were as cold as my fury boiled with sulfur flames. She was the one who I loathed most. The one who led her sisters down the path of treachery. The one who learned almost all of what I had to teach her and whose gifts she turned against me, her own father, after I had saved her from that so-called god’s jaws!

How I loathed her! How I wished to skin her, to bite her, and drink her to the last drop of rotten blood!

I raged against the chains constraining our limbs, but my other self was too weak to free us from their sorcery and the drugs inhibiting our veins. My daughters’ shadows gathered around us, each of them holding one of our bindings. Yoloxochitl’s replacement held onto us with feebler hands than the others, her eyes weeping tears of blood, but it made no difference.

They were fools, all of them. The door would never close again. They could keep pressing against me for years, centuries, but I would not let them sleep soundly anymore. One night they would falter, and I would devour every single one of them. I would welcome my children back into my bottomless belly, where they shall never escape me again.

But that night was a long time away.

My daughters spoke words of power that I’d taught them once. My true children fled, repelled by my own stolen sorcery. We heard liquid dripping on a stone floor, black and viscous. My other self recognized the smell of the vile tar, which he had seen flowing so many times underground, but I?

I remembered the pain.

“Burn!” my daughters chanted as the black tide crept upon us. “May your body burn like the sun, foolish father!

The tar swallowed us both, devouring our skin and flesh as I once ate so many others.

And we burned.
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I died screaming.

I had already tasted the cold kiss of death once, so I knew I hadn’t merely been knocked out unconscious by the pain. Sleep wouldn’t have sent the message, wouldn’t have hurt their Dark Father through me the way they’d hoped to.

The Nightlords roasted me alive, like they cooked their sire once.

They boiled me in black tar until the flesh was stripped from my bones. They burned me to death until the sharp sting of agony overpowered the numbness of the drugs and until the pain sank into my marrow.

My eyes blazed within their sockets. My vision became a shining light that pierced the veil between life and death, between existence and nothingness, between the past and the future. I saw a great golden condor flying under a blinding sun and above golden mountains, whose radiance was denied to me.

Brother, I thought before recalling the last time I’d seen this bird. Inkarri?

But that wasn’t my brother’s name. I had no brother of my own. I was…

The thread of my life snapped, and I was alone in my head again.

Death tore the First Emperor and me apart in a violent splintering of the soul. This was no gentle separation. Our selves had blurred together for a few minutes, the actor and the role so closely intertwined I couldn’t tell where I began and where the dark god Yohuachanca began.

Such had been the purpose of the Nightlords’ ritual: to let their father possess me by reenacting his trauma so they could hurt him again through me.

I was thrown back into Xibalba’s crossroads with all the violence of a sudden murder, my mind a chaotic maelstrom of disordered thoughts and mangled ideas. I thought dying once already would have softened the backslash but so thorough was my soul’s violation that I shivered when I recalled the memories that I’d shared with the First Emperor. So much pain and hunger…

Monsters, all of them. Father and daughters both.

I fought to crawl onto my knees, my head dizzy and my body unbearably warm. My current shape in the Underworld was partly influenced by that of my physical body above ground. When I looked at my hands, the flesh had been stripped from their bones.

I would likely look no different from the Burned Men, just without the baleful heart-fire burning inside my chest. Just another charred skeleton wandering the ruins of an undead world.

I slowly acclimated to the chilling air of Xibalba and recovered my thoughts. Hatred helped my mind achieve a certain clarity. Meditating over my grudge helped me anchor myself into the present moment.

The Nightlords would pay for this humiliation.

I should have expected them to kill me to weaken the First Emperor at one point or another. Why wouldn’t they? So long as they kept my soul in bondage, the Nightlords could afford to bring me back again and again, as many times as it took to cow their betrayed god back to his slumber. An emperor was little more than an effigy to suffer in a dark god’s place to them.

Would the Nightlords do something to my body before they brought me back from the dead? Would they carve spells into my bones?

I activated Bonecraft to form a skull in the palm of my skeletal hand and used the Legion to infuse it with my predecessors’ spirit. The pale glow forming within the eye sockets reassured me greatly. My sorcerous powers remained undiminished. The Nightlords’ cruel ritual hadn’t denied me my gifts at the very least.

“We weep for you, our successor,” the past emperors said with genuine compassion. They had experienced death often enough to sympathize with my situation. “The Nightlords may have burned away your flesh, but your spirit shines brighter.”

“It doesn’t feel this way…” I rasped. My own words sounded like crackling embers. “It was… difficult.”

Not the torture itself—I had suffered far worse in Xibalba’s trials—but the loss of my identity. I hated the thought of becoming the puppet of a higher power. To have my own sense of self blurring with that of another disturbed and enraged me to my core.

Was this how Eztli suffered every day? Slowly losing herself until her thoughts were no longer her own? Having experienced it for myself, I could understand why she broke down the way she did.

This only solidified my resolve to spare her any further violation.

“We wish we could do more,” the Parliament of Skulls apologized to me. “Alas, unless our minds join together through the Legion, we cannot shield your mind. You will require more power before our collective may serve as your shield.”

“I understand…” I had every intention of claiming Tlaloc’s embers soon enough. “How much… how much did you see?”

“Everything,” my predecessors replied. “We are certain that the totem you saw in your vision was indeed the condor, Lord of the Sky. The same totem that blessed the Apu Inkarri, who hounded you in the Underworld’s first layer.”

“And who hasn’t plotted against me since,” I noted. “Is he truly limited to the first layer without King Mictlantecuhtli’s blessing?”

“He may be simply unwilling to access Xibalba in any way,” my predecessors said. “Few would dare to do so. We suspect he must have been focusing on gathering resources for our now inevitable conflict.”

I nodded sharply. He would likely strike me during the Flower War when I would approach his territory. “There… I think there is more.”

I recounted to my predecessors what unfolded during my latest Xibalba trials. I told about the carvings I’d seen, the tales of the two brothers which they represented, and my argument with the Lords of Terrors when they failed to corrupt me any further.

My predecessors pondered the matter for a long time before sharing their observations. “These carvings that you have observed present a very interesting development, assuming that they contain the truth. We cannot exclude the possibility that the Lords of Terrors are trying to deceive you.”

“I felt the tale was a little dubious too,” I replied. “But my vision… it at least confirms some parts.”

“Yes. If the First Emperor indeed had a brother with a condor totem who fled into the mountains after his sibling’s ascension, signs would seem to point in the Sapa Empire’s direction.” Ghostfire light flickered in my predecessors’ eye sockets. “If we recall correctly, the Sapa believes that their empire was first founded by a son of the sun that descended from the sky, who then sired the imperial line that rules over them to this day.”

The similarities with my own situation were too great for me to ignore. “You believe it could have been the First Emperor’s brother?”

“If they were indeed brothers, and if the story happened according to those carvings,” the past emperors replied with heavy skepticism. “We are basing our thoughts on visions, unreliable information, and assumptions. We suspect we would be better off discussing the matter with your mother. Having passed the trials herself, she may possess insight that would help clarify your findings.”

“Agreed.” I rose back to my feet, pulled the skull in my hands close, and summoned the Doll to carve a path open into the floor. The way to my mother’s den appeared to me without issues. “They could not obstruct it. I guess this is part of their deal with Mother.”

“Your recent feud with the Lords of Terror concerns us,” the Parliament said. “However bound they might be to this city’s laws, the fact remains that you are trapped in their seat of power. Proceed with caution until you escape these walls.”

“I shall not lower my guard,” I promised.

One trial and a ballcourt game.

One more trial and a game, then I could leave this place for good.
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I found my parents arguing in their living room.

I used the term argue loosely. While my mother didn’t hide her frustration, twitching and clenching her fists, my father remained unmoved like an ancient stone. I don't ever recall him ever truly showing fury.

“My answer is no, Ichtaca,” Father said. “This… crosses too many lines.”

“I do not wish to do it with anyone other than you,” Mother said with a voice full of bitterness. She wasn’t used to being denied anything.

“Then let us find another way. I do not know; would it not be possible to create a temporary body for me to inhabit?”

Mother groaned. “Why create something that we already have plenty to choose from?”

“Because people do not belong to us!”

“They wouldn’t remember anything!” Mother took my father’s hands into her own. “You would be the one in control, Itzili. I would be all yours…”

“I…” Father looked away. “Even if I wished to go along with this plot, I… I don’t think I could perform in those circumstances.”

“I will cast a Veil over you so neither of us will be able to tell the difference,” Mother pleaded. “Please, Itzili.”

“I will know,” Father replied with skepticism before noticing me walking into the room. He immediately let go of Mother’s hands and rushed to my side the moment he saw my charred, fleshless appearance. “Iztac?! By the gods, what happened to you?!”

“I died,” I replied bluntly.

“You…” Father took a step back in shock. “You died, but… how…”

“He did not die permanently,” Mother replied upon noticing my blazing heart-fire. She studied my bones and noticed the charred traces on them. “The Nightlords?”

I shrugged my shoulders. “I have experienced worse.”

“Iztac, they burned you to the bone,” Father replied in concern. “This is not nothing. Do you need⁠—”

“I am fine, Father,” I replied before he started worrying too much. His concern touched me, however uncalled for. “I do not need anything. They will bring me back sometime soon.”

“Do you see what our son has to go through, Itzili?” Mother told Father. “If you went along with my proposal, I could help him better.”

Her hypocrisy caused me to choke in outrage. Even Father shook his head in tiredness. “Ichtaca, are you truly trying to drag him into this? I will not do it.”

“Your father is impossible,” Mother complained to me with a groan. “Perhaps you will be able to beat some sense into his thick skull.”

“What’s going on?” I asked, though I had my suspicions.

“Your mother has…” Father fidgeted in embarrassment. “She’s keen on trying a new spell that involves the two of us… well…”

“Making love?” I guessed while struggling not to laugh. “You finally agreed to try out Seidr, Mother?”

Mother snickered in annoyance. “Your smugness is unbefitting of you, my son.”

“So you’re the one who put her up to it, Iztac?” Father shuddered. “Unfortunately, being dead limits the possibilities on my side. Your mother suggested a solution I am not comfortable with.”

“She wishes you to Ride someone above ground.” Of course Mother would do that. She was already working on a spell to transfer minds permanently, and she was more interested in mating with Father’s soul than his current vessel. “It could work.”

“See?” Mother said, immediately pouncing on the opportunity. “He understands.”

Father gave me a mortified look; quite the difficult feat to achieve when you had a skull for a face. “I do not wish to sleep with my wife in another’s body, Iztac. Your mother may call it a meeting of the souls and say that it wouldn’t count so long as I was in control, but”—he shook his head in disgust—“it does matter to me.”

“That would be awkward,” I conceded. I wouldn’t feel comfortable making love to Nenetl while in, say, Tlaxcala’s body. “How about you both possess newlyweds, then? I can think of two who would fit nicely.”

“I cannot believe what I’m hearing.” Father sounded angry for the first time in years. “How is forcing two people to have sex against their will any different from a rape? Except that in this case we would have two victims instead of one?”

Mother refused to give up. “Iztac is right, though. We could possess an existing couple who has consummated their relationship. What would be the problem? They would already make love without us Riding them.”

“They would not experience nor remember anything either,” I added. I intellectually understood his concern, but I’d used the Ride spell to kill my vessels, so using them for lovemaking sounded middling at best; hardly anything to get worked up over.

“Their bodies will experience it, and… it is a slippery slope. I fear it will become easy to justify stealing another man's life so that I may enjoy what I lost.” Father sighed and looked at his lifeless, skeletal hands. “I want to hold you in my arms, Ichtaca. I want to feel your warmth, I want to kiss you, and I want to be with you.”

His sincerity took Mother aback. If she wore her mortal body rather than her Underworld form, she would have likely looked quite flustered. “Then why are you being so difficult about this, Itzili?”

“Because I want to hold you with my arms, not borrowed ones,” Father replied before embracing his wife. “We will find a better solution, Ichtaca, but not this one. Not at any cost.”

While I remained ambivalent and Mother grumbled in defeat, my predecessors immediately supported his decision. “Your integrity honors you, Lord Itzili.”

“I am no lord, Your Majesties,” Father replied with embarrassment.

“You have the heart of one,” the Parliament insisted. “We have watched this world for over six centuries. We have seen too few good men with principles during this time and fewer with the resolve to abide by them. Though some of us have indulged in the worst pleasures this world can offer, we all respect your decision.”

“I’m, uh… Thank you.” Father respectfully bowed to the skull. “Your praise honors me.”

“Enough,” Mother grumbled while moving toward the door to her divination room. “Come with me, my son. We have little time to continue your training before your captors raise you again.”

“Will Your Majesty stay with me until they finish?” Father asked my predecessors. “I can set up a Patolli game for us to play in the meantime.”

“We must advise our successor for now, but we can split our attention over six hundred ways,” the Parliament of Skulls replied with what could pass for enthusiasm. They had clearly taken a liking to my father. “Would you kindly create another vessel, Iztac?”

I agreed to the request, leaving one skull in Father’s care to give the dead emperors a reprieve from their monotonous existence and taking another with Mother in her divination room.

“Your father is so stubborn!” Mother complained the moment she closed the door behind us. “So unreasonable!”

I chuckled. “Isn’t that why he won you over?”

To my amusement, Mother’s behavior softened considerably. “Yes, it is,” she replied with a heavy sigh. “I simply wish he would be more flexible. The Embrace could assist me in my research to help return him to life, and I do not wish to share my bed with anyone else.”

For some reason, I found myself warming up a bit to Mother on the matter. While it annoyed me that she would only push Father to try it out after I’d shown her the spell’s potential, I was happy that she didn’t even consider doing it with anybody else or forcing the matter on him. I was starting to believe that her feelings for him were indeed completely genuine.

“I would love to share thoughts on Seidr,” I said. “I have been experimenting with it lately, and I formed a surprisingly strong bond with Nenetl.”

“Nenetl?” Mother asked in confusion until she recalled the name, at which point she grew curious. “Ah yes, your Nahualli consort. Did the Embrace spell behave differently with her?”

“I think it did, yes,” I confirmed. “Our connection was… intense. It was like we were a single soul sharing two bodies.”

“Odd,” Mother replied. “You said her totem was the wolf? There is no special association between her totem and yours.”

“It could be love,” I replied with a chuckle. “I am very fond of her.”

The past emperors remained skeptical. “We suspect there is more to this, our successor. Remember the White Snake’s reaction. She would not rejoice over you and your consort finding love unless she meant to destroy it.”

“True,” I conceded. “She called Nenetl the moon to my sun. I am uncertain what this means.”

Mother didn’t say a word.

I waited for her to comment on the matter, but she simply stared at me silently for a while. I found her blank expression quite unnerving.

“How old is this Nenetl?” she asked me suddenly.

What an odd question. “Around my age?” I replied with a frown. “Maybe slightly younger, I think. Why?”

“I am merely curious,” Mother replied with a shrug that looked… faked. “What is she like?”

Her question surprised me. “Very kind,” I replied. A smile would have formed on my lips if I had any left. “Much like Father.”

“I see.” I caught a strange glint in Mother’s eyes, though I couldn’t identify its nature. “You should stay away from her. Practicing Seidr with a fellow Nahualli might have unforeseen consequences that risk alerting the Nightlords to your true potential. Growing attached to her will only give your enemies more means to pressure you.”

Her concern sounded quite reasonable, but I was starting to know my mother; enough that I could smell a lie.

She was hiding something from me. Something that concerned Nenetl.

Should I push for details? It was only a hunch, and I doubted Mother would remain silent if it was anything truly serious. It did arouse my curiosity, however. I decided to play the fool and stay quiet for now.

I would have other opportunities to find out later.

“Let us discuss more productive things, my son,” Mother decided. “What have you witnessed in the House of Bats?”

“Carvings,” I replied. “Who was Camazotz, Mother?”

“The cruel bat god who once ruled Xibalba.” Mother tilted her head to the side. “So you have reached the same conclusions I did.”

“You believe that the First Emperor is the man from the carvings?” My predecessors inquired. “The moon brother?”

“Evidence would point that way,” Mother confirmed. “I have researched this Camazotz and interrogated the ancient dead on the matter. According to them, he used to be a god of bats and terror that lurked in Xibalba and terrorized mankind all the way back to the Fourth Sun’s dawn.”

“He was a Lord of Terror?” I asked before quickly excluding the possibility. “No, it cannot be. He would have been bound to the city otherwise.”

“As a god associated with the bat totem, I suspect that Camazotz could move freely between the realms,” Mother replied. “A monster that could torment both the living and the dead and who would have no equal in a world where most of his surviving brethren perished to raise the Fifth Sun.”

“In this case, we can assume that the First Emperor likely consumed him during his ascension,” my predecessors said. “In doing so, Dread Yohuachanca usurped control over their shared totem and corrupted it. A bat consuming another for supremacy.”

“That’s the source of the vampire curse,” I muttered to myself upon piecing things together. “A corruption of the totem choosing its Nahualli incarnations.”

“Maybe, maybe not,” Mother replied with uncertainty. “The process of how the First Emperor usurped Camazotz’s role remains uncertain. We’ll need the remaining codices to confirm our assumptions, and I couldn’t extract any more information from the Lords of Terror.”

I would have to inform her about those demons’ power play, but a more urgent matter occupied my mind. Namely, Ezlti’s fate.

“Do you think the vampire curse stains only the Teyolia?” I asked Mother. “Or would it stain the Tonalli too?”

“I would assume the curse most focuses on the former,” Mother replied. “While the lesser Nightkin turn into bats to a fault, the Nightlords have retained their original totems in spite of having been claimed directly by their godly sire.”

I nodded sharply. “I had hoped it would be the case. I would assume that your soul transfer spell project would focus on overwriting the Tonalli of another?”

Mother studied me carefully. “Do you have something on your mind, my son? I recall that you showed distaste at the idea of using the spell.”

“For my own sake, most certainly,” I replied. “If I remember, you said that it would require a strong spiritual connection between the participants? Would an actor and its replacement suffice?”

My predecessors were the first to catch on. “You are thinking of your consorts.”

“My former consort, Eztli, is having her mind slowly being taken over by her predecessor and her body tainted by the vampiric curse.” A smile stretched on my lips. “I would like to offer her soul a fresh start… in a new skin.”
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It said something about Mother that the prospect of transferring a girl’s soul into a monster’s body aroused her intellectual curiosity.

“Quite the brilliant plan, my son,” she congratulated me while casting a spell on her divinatory pool. The purple water’s surface rippled, with indistinct mirages forming on it. “Very bold. Tell me, how do you intend to bind those two?”

“My idea was to piggyback the ritual’s web of connections, the same way my predecessors and I exploited it to fuel the Legion,” I explained. “If Chindi is now supposed to represent Eztli during the Scarlet Moon, then this should create a sympathetic link between them.”

“Your former consort’s identity crisis already provides proof enough of this bond,” my predecessors replied, albeit with a caveat. “Nonetheless, can a Skinwalker’s spirit be conquered so easily?”

“A Skinwalker’s soul is a pitiful, fragmented mirror,” Mother countered. “Its malleability is why the Nightlords selected that creature to play the role of a replacement actress in their foul play. Its face will grow to fit the mask others force it to wear.”

I took her answer as encouragement. “So you think my plan can work?”

“Undoubtedly, albeit only with sufficient preparations.” Mother waved her hand over the pool, with the image of Chindi appearing on it. The Skinwalker rested in her new lavish bedroom, while poor Atziri did her best not to attract her predatory attention. The way Chindi smiled, with saliva dripping between her teeth, caused my stomach to sink. “This presents so many opportunities. Would young Eztli retain her new body’s powers if she overtakes its Tonalli? Or would she kick the old spirit out, magic and all? Would their spirits merge into a new personality?”

My enthusiasm quickly petered out. I hadn’t considered those outcomes. “You think Chindi’s mind may influence Eztli?”

“Who can say?” she replied. “My version of the spell is designed to take over a normal human’s body by casting their Tonalli into the Underworld and taking over their flesh. A Skinwalker’s Tonalli is stronger than any mundane soul, yet splintered and malleable. It might merge with young Eztli, adapt and force the invader out, or depart for its afterlife.”

“The third outcome is the most preferable,” I said. Eztli already struggled with sharing her mind with one monster, so I didn’t have the heart to impose the presence of another. “Is there no way to guarantee it?”

Mother shook her head, crushing my hopes. “The spell is experimental, and I do not have a handful of Skinwalkers to test it out on. We cannot know if it will work on its intended vessel until we try.”

My teeth ground against each other. “Which makes it quite the gamble.”

“I do not believe we will find a better host to house Eztli’s mind,” Mother argued. “Save her mother perhaps, which is an option I assume neither would entertain.”

She was half-right. Necahual would do anything for her daughter, even give her life, but Eztli would never consent to it.

“No,” I confirmed.

“I assumed so,” Mother said. “Then either it will work with this Skinwalker or it never will.”

The Parliament of Skulls urged us to proceed anyway. “We would suggest proceeding with the spell as soon as possible, our successor. Whatever risks this plot carries pale before the possibility of your former consort revealing all of our secrets under Yoloxochitl’s influence. Her mind is breaking down at the seams, and she knows too much.”

Unfortunately, my predecessors had a point. I had already received a glimpse of what fate awaited me should Yoloxochitl’s image fully take over Eztli’s mind in the Razor House. Necahual’s blood donations would only stabilize her daughter for a while, but I doubted she could keep it up forever.

“Heed their wisdom, my son,” Mother said with what could pass for fondness. “Young Eztli reminds me of myself when I was her age. I am certain that she will adapt to her new vessel easily enough.”

I wasn’t sure how I should take that remark. Alas, I had very few other options and a lack of time to find a better one. Time was running out for us, and I had no idea when this particular deadline would come calling.

“How do we proceed?” I asked Mother. “When should we proceed?”

Mother smiled at my enthusiasm. She delighted in showcasing her expertise. “I see three hurdles that we must address before we begin. First of all, I designed my spell to transfer the caster’s soul, which would provide a stronger anchor. Since young Eztli is not a Nahualli, your current plan would have you serve as the intermediary between them. You will need to mark both of your consorts in a way that will allow you to serve as a bridge between them.”

“I can think of a few ways,” I replied with a shrug. Seidr should take care of that issue, and I could reinforce the bond by other means, such as feeding Eztli and Chindi my blood and bones. Recruiting Necahual as a Mometzcopinque assistant might help me improve the sympathetic connection as well. “What’s the second problem?”

“The cost of success.” Mother’s smile faded into a scowl. “Even if we do transfer young Eztli’s essence into her new vessel, then this will leave her old body an empty shell filled only by the vampire curse.”

I knew this subject would come up. “Do you think this will allow Yoloxochitl’s influence to possess the empty body?”

Mother thankfully explained otherwise. “You would need an actual spirit to settle in there. The Nightlord Yoloxochitl is well and truly dead, her Tonalli forever trapped in her father’s belly. She does not possess young Eztli from beyond the grave; your consort’s mind is simply being reshaped by the ritual into a copy of her predecessor. Without a spirit to transform, that vampire body will become no more than a piece of meat fueled by darkness. It may become catatonic or transform into a mindless monster.”

“Either outcome will bring the Nightlords’ attention,” my predecessors warned me. “We must proceed in a way that will lay the blame at another’s feet. We suggest the First Emperor.”

“He would make for a fine patsy,” I conceded. After what he went through tonight, it would be easy to make my lover’s transformation seem like a direct backlash from the First Emperor—a spiteful attempt to punish his daughters for putting him through the agony of his own murder. “Eztli’s ability to replace Yoloxochitl for the ritual is already an unexpected fluke. We could trick the Nightlords into believing that she simply couldn’t survive the occult strain it put on her, if we cover our tracks well.”

“This will nonetheless raise their suspicions, fuel their paranoia, and cause them to keep a closer eye on Eztli’s replacement,” the Parliament pointed out. “You will find your options even more limited than before.”

“Which brings me to the third issue with the spell.” Mother tilted her head to the side. “While the Skinwalker’s consent isn’t required, Eztli must agree to it. Any doubt she might have in her heart will cause the transfer to collapse partway through. She must accept her new life without remorse, never looking back.”

“I do not think she will object to the transfer, not too much,” I replied. Eztli hated her existence as a vampire, and I couldn’t see how the possibility of escaping Yoloxochitl’s hold on her mind wouldn’t appeal to her. The risks of our plan paled before the certainty of becoming a Nightlord’s vessel. “Breaching the subject with her undetected will prove more difficult, but I can manage it.”

I had spent a lot of effort building a network of intermediaries by handpicking my consorts’ handmaidens. Between them and Necahual, I could give Eztli enough hints and information to figure out my plan on her own without arousing the Nightlords’ suspicions.

“We would not be so confident, our successor,” the Parliament replied. “It would be difficult for anyone to wake up and see the face of a stranger in the mirror.”

“I got used to the Ride spell quickly enough,” I countered. “But I see what you mean. Agreement and resolve are two different things.”

“You will only have one chance to cast the spell successfully,” Mother warned. “Do not try it unless you are absolutely certain your consort will go through with it with a clear mind.”

Eztli and clarity rarely went together nowadays, but for the sake of the plan, I would find a way to dispel those clouds obscuring her thoughts. This would likely require Necahual’s assistance.

“How does the spell work?” I asked. “Must all of its participants be in close proximity?”

“No, so long as they are properly marked and their Tonalli properly resonate,” Mother replied. “You will however need to guide Eztli’s soul to its new receptacle and ensure the host’s will is suppressed. Both will likely require your physical presence near the Skinwalker.”

“But I could mark Eztli and transfer her soul remotely.”

“If you time the spell correctly,” Mother said. “The spell works only one way too, since it is based on an advanced form of the Ride.”

“So there is no risk of Eztli and Chindi switching bodies?” I felt no loyalty to the Skinwalker, but the possibility of her running around in a vampiric shell disturbed me. She was better off gone.

“Of course not,” Mother replied gruffly. “I would never be stupid enough to let someone run around in my body. No loose ends.”

I could agree with that mindset. This greatly simplified a very difficult situation.

I considered how to proceed. My first order of business would be to put Necahual through the Mometzcopinque ritual in Zachilaa, then use the Flower Wars as a distraction to run the soul transfer spell.

The Nightlords would never allow Eztli to risk herself near the frontlines for fear of disturbing their wicked ritual. They would keep her at the palace while the rest of us traveled south to fight the Sapa.

Which meant I had only a very short time window to both mark Eztli and convince her to use the spell.

“I will work on refining the spell as much as I can,” Mother said. “You should face the last of the Lords of Terror in the meantime. This will clear the path to the pyramid and grant you a final spell that may or may not come in handy in your endeavor.”

This would also give the Lords of Terror an opportunity to sabotage me too. I doubted they had taken our last encounter well, however bound they were to Xibalba’s rules.

“Will I be able to return here afterward should I pass the trial?” I asked. “They have already denied me access to your Owl House when I needed to contact you the most.”

“That won’t be a problem anymore after you conquer the last House of Trials,” Mother replied reassuringly. “Conquering them will mark you as worthy of entering the Black Pyramid and of participating in the Lords’ sacred ballcourt game. All the city’s doors will open to you then.”

“All of them, except the exit.”

“Crossing that threshold will require another sacrifice.” Mother marked a short pause, as if hesitating to broach a peculiar subject before deciding against it. “Go now, my son. Your final trial awaits you.”
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I faced Xibalba’s misty archway for the last time.

The thick mantle of fog swirled with the rancid stench of bitterness and nauseating fumes of disdain. I sensed no invitation to a trap or to uncover ancient knowledge like my previous visits. The threshold no longer bothered to deceive and trick me with a false allure of safety.

The farce was up. I would only find hatred beyond this doorway to darkness.

“Are you ready, our successor?” the two skulls in my hands asked. “There is no telling what awaits you inside.”

Their concern was not unwarranted. I’d refused to become the Lords’ pawn. This sixth ordeal and the ballgame that followed would be their final chance to either corrupt or punish me for my defiance. I could expect almost anything.

Yet I felt no fear. My mind was clear like a cloudless sky, my will stronger than the thickest stone.

“Many times have the Lords of Terror tried to destroy my spirit and failed,” I declared, both to my predecessors and this cursed city. “This trial will be no different.”

Whatever foul ploy they planned for me, I would beat it.

In a way, the Lords had succeeded in their aim. They had purged me of my fears and doubts until only the twin flames of hatred and resolve remained. Neither gods nor demons would intimidate me anymore.

I absorbed the skulls back into my skeletal frame and crossed into the fog alone with my thoughts.

The mist seared my bones.

The heat sharply increased the moment I crossed the threshold, as if I had walked into Smoke Mountain’s crater. It almost felt like a breeze compared to the boiling tar that melted the flesh off my skeleton, but it was noticeable enough to spook me. I felt dizzy all of a sudden.

Then I fell.

I didn’t trip; I was sure of that. The ground simply vanished beneath my feet and caused me to fall down through the mist. A familiar plunging feeling sank into my stomach as the fog cleared and revealed a clear blue expanse all around me.

The sky welcomed me in its free-falling embrace.

I immediately activated Spiritual Manifestation. I flew on wings of black feathers into a pure blue expanse that stretched as far as I could see. The horizon shone so brightly it hurt to look at it.

It went on forever.

No cloud obscured my view, nor did any sun shine in this endless expanse. I couldn’t see the ground below me either, nor any mountain peak challenging the heavens.

The ground was gone too.

A vast, empty abyss stretched beneath my wings. No wind pushed against my feathers, whether they carried the prayers or malice of men. I was gliding down on hot air in a void without beginning or end. I couldn’t even get a sense of my direction. I was alone in a quiet world of nothingness.

I could already identify one of the two fears that this place represented.

Falling.

Was there a ground hidden below me? A set of stone jaws waiting to surprise me with a sudden snap the moment I lowered my guard? A floor on which to crash at the last second? I activated the Gaze spell to dispel all illusions around me, yet detected none.

This didn’t mean anything. The Lords of Terror running this house didn’t need lies to deceive me. They could materialize the ground from thin air at any time.

How long would I have to wait? Or would I continue to fall until I found a way out?

I flapped my wings and rode across currents of hot air. The air felt heavy and lifeless. It lacked the dust and ashes that suffocated Tlalocan, the smell of flowers or snow, or the moisture of rain and clouds. This sky never floated above the earth of any kind, nor did any bird ever explore its vastness before me.

And the silence… The silence weighed on me.

I’d never heard of skies quieter than these. The heavens above were usually a noisy place, a maelstrom of winds and air blowing onto my face. The world constantly moved because it was alive.

Yet no matter how long I focused, I could only hear the soft flap of my wings and the resistance of my feathers against the air.

Was I flying east or west, north or south? I could hardly tell without any frame of reference. I searched the horizon for any floating island, cloud, star—whatever could help me find where I was or if there was a place to go in this void.

I flew.

I flew.

I flew.

I flew for so long, and all I could see was the endless blue. I floated aimlessly in a void without a beginning nor end, without ground or up, without people or obstacles.

At this point, I began to realize what the word alone truly meant.

Nobody was ever alone in this world. Even a hermit living in the wilderness or a cave could often hear the sound of the rain, the sensation of a bug crawling on their skin, or rejoice at the smell of a warm meal cooked on the fire. There was always some kind of movement to remind the human mind that it did not exist in a void separate from everything else.

Only in this place did I truly feel the crushing weight of true isolation.

Loneliness. The thought crossed my vertigo-addled mind in a flash of insight. This place’s other fear is loneliness.

I was alone in a world without ups and downs.

“Show yourself!” I called out to the void. “Come out! I know you are there!”

I receive no answer besides the echo of my own voice.

I reviewed my options. There was no wind for me to call upon in this lifeless void, nothing solid to which I could attach myself to with the Doll spell, and no shadow to use the Curse or the Haunt on.

I used the Blaze to unleash fireballs in multiple directions, trying to measure whether this void was indeed infinite or merely a trick of my mind. My baleful flames flew across the horizon until they became flickering stars in the distance and then vanished.

The Pit wouldn’t be too useful in my situation and required ground to stand on anyway. Which left the Word.

“Stop.”

My voice echoed across the nothingness and rippled with power.

Nobody answered, whether to obey or to laugh. No one was listening.

What was I supposed to do, then? Was this a lesson about letting go? Of the joys of surrendering oneself to the vast meaninglessness of an empty universe?

I closed my eyes and let myself fall. I folded my wings and embraced the call of gravity.

The sky yanked me back.

Down became up, and up became down. I suddenly fell backward, or at least what felt like backward. The force observing this void denied me the comfort of a clear direction and the calm acceptance of a freefall.

A warden observed me in this wall-less prison. A will who didn’t want me to find rest, even in feigned surrender.

But what else was I supposed to do? What lesson was I supposed to learn to escape this trial? I could do nothing.

Nothing…

My heart grew cold as I finally understood.

There was no trial for me to pass. I had no lesson to learn and would receive no apprenticeship in cruelty. The Lords of Terror had either given up on corrupting me or decided to use me as an example to uppity sorcerers.

This house was a trap. It had no exit nor hidden ground for me to land on.

There was only the fall. A down without an end where time and space had no meaning.

The sky would be my coffin.
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How long had I been falling?

Hours? Days? It felt like days, but I couldn’t tell without directions or any frame of reference. I could hardly focus enough to count seconds in my head. The Lords of Terror ruled over time within their dominion. I might have spent years within this place for all I knew.

The dizziness and vertigo only increased over time. I felt sick. My world flickered into fractal lights and azure spirals whenever I opened my eyes. The void twisted and bent to mock me, to cruelly refuse me whatever peace I could find in the mundane, the usual.

My very senses betrayed me. The sky didn’t let me rest either. Whenever I grew too comfortable, it would adjust my direction and velocity. It denied me any form of comforting certainty, keeping me on my toes and ripping away any form of reassurance.

I forgot how often I snarled in rage or called out to the Lords of this cursed house to fight me rather than hide. Often, I struggled to recall how many trials I’d conquered. It became harder and harder to conceptualize the world before the emptiness.

It was awful how weak the human spirit proved to be when denied an anchor on which to focus and how much we relied on others to understand reality. What was there left for me to compare myself to?

Who was left to see me?

I thought of Nenetl, Ingrid, Eztli, Chikal, Father, and Mother… I tried to use their memory as an anchor, but it became harder and harder to remember the sound of their voices, the shape of their faces, and even what they meant to me. What I would have given to see them even for a moment.

The numbness and silence were maddening. They drained me.

I needed someone to talk to. Someone to anchor my drifting sense of reality.

I crafted a skull from my hands and attempted to summon my predecessors through the Legion, only for an invisible force to yank it off my hand before I could speak the correct incantation. The piece of bone flew into the distance and then vanished without a sound.

The sky ate my skull.

The blue would ensure I remained alone.

I didn’t think I ever realized how oppressive loneliness was before today. I had suffered for years at the hands of my fellow human beings, who had mocked and resented me because of their own prejudices, who had thrown stones at me and spat on my face… but at least they had been there, seeing me, acknowledging that I existed.

Even a glare remained a human interaction at the end of the day; a reminder that one existed as part of a greater world. I almost came to miss them. I would have given so much to have even the likes of Tezozomoc, Tlacaelel, and all those bootlickers and abusers speaking to me right now. I would take any reminder that someone—something—existed outside the prison of my mind.

To become truly weightless, unburdened by anything and anyone, meant stopping to exist.

And it felt awful.

The silence numbed my soul. The sky would devour my mind piece by piece, slowly corroding my sense of self until I forgot that there used to be a ground beneath it. Only empty blue, forever and ever.

Absolute isolation could drive any man to insanity.

“Anyone?” I whispered to the void, then shouted. “Answer me!”

Not even the echo of my own words answered me. The sky denied me that small mercy.

Perhaps the Lords would let me out if I begged for their forgiveness or if I agreed to a pact that would bind me to their service. Maybe a single word of apology separated me from hitting the ground and the comfort of an ending, of collision with another.

“No.” Something within me flowed out of my mouth, a raw, stubborn desire born of my pride and tattered conviction. “No, no, never surrender, never compromise.”

I refused to give in.

I said… I said once that I would beat this trial. I remembered it. I promised it to… to someone I couldn’t recall…

I fought back the tiredness and exhaustion in an attempt to focus. I closed my mind to the velocity and the maddening silence of this maddened atmosphere. I retreated into myself in search of an answer deep within.

I sensed it. A chain binding my heart to ghosts of an ancient past. The one anchor that the blue couldn’t take from me—a leash that I loathed from the very bottom of my soul.

Yet gazing upon it filled me with gratitude, for I sensed so many presences through it. Links in a chain praying for my success.

There had to be a way out of this cell. A spell I hadn’t considered. A secret trick that would let me escape.

I couldn’t be powerless…

Powerless.

My eyes snapped open. A mad idea had crossed my mind.

I canceled Spiritual Manifestation and became a man again. I faced the new fall calling me and stared into the endless abyss with a wicked grin.

“Behold, demons!” I taunted the void. “How a man brings down the sky!”

I slammed my hands together and called upon the secret terror engraved within my heart.

“Powerlessness,” I whispered with a smile.

I called upon the Tomb to swallow me whole.

My power rippled out of my body like a storm of dirt filling the empty air. Baleful purple flame spread through the void. The whispering shadows of a birdcage made of vengeful skulls swirled around me, unformed and half-born.

The strain affected my Teyolia and Tonalli both. The Tomb required more power than I had to fully manifest it. In the absence of more embers, it was condemned to remain an incomplete and stillborn manifestation of my own fear. Its true potential remained beyond my grasp for now.

But it didn’t matter now. I could already sense the pressure buckling against my Tomb.

Although this place seemed endless, it remained a closed domain within Xibalba—a House of Trials.

And no two houses could stand in the same spot.

My metaphysical weight pushed against my prison, imposing structure into the formless void. It recoiled and raged at this violation. The blue cracked like glass, thin lines spreading across the horizon. They were thin at first and hardly more visible than the shadow of dancing clouds in the distance, but the mere sight of this change in the unmoving nothingness filled my heart with glee.

The blaze of my soul burned brighter and strengthened the unborn Tomb it called forth from the depths of my being. I sensed it as the chain around my heart-fire strained and answered my call. A horde of ghosts sang within my half-born birdcage, their fears and spite resonating with mine. A chorus of past emperors lent me their aid, my plea an echo of their own.

The curse that bound us together pulled the weight of over six hundred ghostly spirits down onto this empty house.

I was not alone anymore, nor had I ever been.

We were legion, and we were many.

A greater darkness stirred at the beginning of the chain as I pulled it to me. I sensed the First Emperor look upon me from high above. My resolve and pride pierced through the veil of pain and horrible memories the Nightlords put him through, and the weight of its distant, eldritch gaze proved too much for this paltry excuse of a sky to hold.

The void shuddered in pain, like a gullet struggling to hold back a piece of food too spicy for it. Vibrations coursed through the nothingness around me, slowly building up toward its apex.

Then the sky screamed.

The void let out an inhuman noise—a high-pitched wail of pure pain and suffering, whose strength was only matched by that of my roaring laughter.

What boundless joy to hear the heavens weep!

Only when the scream finally reached its apex did the ground appear below me. A floor of stone sprawled and rushed toward me with gnashing teeth of sharp obsidian. A mouth the size of a city opened to swallow me whole, and within it, I saw only smoke and a tongue of steaming magma.

I looked into the dark abyss of its gullet and uttered a single Word.

“Close.”

The maw snapped shut.

I summoned my jet-black wings and gracefully landed on a tooth longer than my entire body. I sensed the fanged ground shudder beneath me, its animalistic hunger fruitlessly pushing against the power of my will. A vain effort. This thing was little more than a wall with hunger, a beast meant to obey the orders of higher beings.

Its master swiftly whispered in my ear, “How?”

I almost mistook its voice for the Yaotzin’s at first, but no wind blew in my ear. I only sensed the pressure of air.

I looked up to the sky and found myself facing a spiral. The shining blue sky had transformed from an endless expanse into a maelstrom of air. I almost suffered from vertigo simply by looking at it.

As I focused and my eyes adjusted to the blinding light, I noticed a shape in the spiral’s center: the floating body of a hairless, gray humanoid in a fetal position, so far above me it would take me hours of flight to reach it. I must have looked exactly the same when the sky had caught me in its grip.

The last two Lords of Terror looked down upon me in defeat. Their jail of air had failed to hold me.

“How?” the spiral whispered in my ear with a feminine voice. “How did a mere mortal destabilize our den of fear?”

“You answered your own question, demon,” I replied with my head held high. “There is nothing mere about me.”

I was the heir to a six-hundred-year-old legacy of death and murder. Its occult weight allowed my unborn Tomb to overwhelm even the Lords’ domain.

“Yes… yes, I see that now.” The spiral coiled into a fractal, a mind-numbing vision of light and blue colors. “You gaze upon Xic, the vast and wingless, she who brings men down and down into the deepest void. Behold Patan, the forsaken, the weightless loner.”

The lonely humanoid did not turn to address me. I figured that the demon of isolation would not deign to greet its visitor. How impolite.

“You are wasting your immense talents on the happiness of lesser beings, sorcerer,” the sky said. I sensed no anger in her voice; only disappointment. “Why will you not embrace true freedom?”

“What are you talking about?” I scoffed. “It is freedom that I seek above all things. The freedom to do as I choose.”

“Such a state can only be achieved by true weightlessness,” Xic argued. “When chained to others, a soul can only fall further down toward its doom. Only by severing themselves from their mortal attachments can a sorcerer live free of suffering.”

I snorted and glared at Patan. “You would have me end up like him, then? A crawling shadow left adrift in the void?”

“The fall never kills, Demon Emperor,” the empty sky replied. “The impact does. Only a soul that travels unburdened can remain beyond the reach of pain and sorrow. You believe your bonds strengthen you when they are no more than a noose tightening around your neck.”

“Then give me the spell which you owe me so that I can sever my obligations to you Lords of Terror and fly far away free,” I replied coldly. I was done taking lessons. Now I would seize power. “You can be alone again in this endless prison you call your house.”

“Beware the pride before the fall, Demon Emperor. No one escapes Xibalba without paying their due.” The sky coiled and unfurled like a great beast shifting its form. “We bestow upon you the Fall spell. Up, down, left, right, forward, and downward. You alone will decide which way gravity falls.”

Another spell was added to my repertoire.

I had concluded my last trial.

Only the final ballcourt game stood between me and this cursed city’s threshold.
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FORBIDDEN UNIONS


Iwoke up alive.

My body felt both fresh and sluggish at the same time. My skin was smooth like a fresh fruit, and my flesh was brand new. The Nightlords had stripped my old, burned remains from my skeleton and draped me in a new shell of life.

My senses were sharper than knives. The smell of incense filled my nostrils and raised me from my slumber. I rested on a bed of white flowers with stone borders, all while dressed in my imperial regalia. My eyes looked up at the ceiling of an underground vault lit up by ghostly flames. The corpses of a hundred red-eyed bats were nailed to the surrounding walls with their hearts pierced by obsidian stakes. The dead servants of the First Emperor looked at their prophet in utter silence.

I realized that I hadn’t woken up in a bed but inside a coffin.

“How is it to die, songbird?”

The snake whore who helped put me in said coffin looked over me with the coldest of faces.

Iztacoatl loomed on my left with the palpable disappointment of someone who would have preferred to see me dead and stiff rather than alive again. Eztli stood on my right, her eyes alight with a mix of relief and sorrow. From the red rings around them, she must have cried tears of blood over my corpse. I couldn’t see the other Nightlords.

How long had I stayed dead?

“I asked you a question, songbird,” Iztacoatl reminded me sharply. “How does it look on the other side?”

I wondered how much I should lie, but the Nightlords likely knew of the Underworld. I decided to stay evasive, like a man waking up from a confusing dream.

“Nothing,” I replied. “There’s nothing worthwhile on the other side, Goddess. Nothing but darkness, bones, and tears.”

“How thankful I am to linger in this world, then… and how I rejoice at the thought of your soul weeping in the dark for all eternity.” Her frozen hand caressed my forehead. “I should put you back into the ground, help you prepare yourself for it.”

She was angry, which I took as a good sign. “Have I disappointed you, Goddess?”

“Partly,” Iztacoatl replied with a sinister glare. “Father has grown quiet, but your blood continues to burn at his command. A shame we have to parade you around for the Flower War. I would have preferred another rehearsal of the Scarlet Moon to put the both of you in your place.”

“I am truly sorry, Goddess,” I lied through my teeth. “I truly wish I could serve you better.”

She didn’t believe me, and I didn’t expect her to. Thankfully, losing face in front of her sisters had forced her to play along. “You will have the opportunity to serve,” Iztacoatl said. “We are in Zachilaa’s grand temple, and we will need you to strut about to reassure the herd. Do not fail us again.”

“I shall not.” In fact, my plan required that I play along. “I have learned my lesson, oh goddess.”

“Yes, of course.” Iztacoatl shook her head in disappointment. “This will be the last night we share for a very long time.”

My heart nearly skipped a beat in surprise. “What does the goddess mean?”

“My sisters believe that I have grown too invested in you. That my…” Iztacoatl’s smile boasted a set of serpent fangs. “That my boundless affection for you clouds my judgment.”

If she had shown me affection so far, then her hatred was likely safer. Nonetheless, assuming that she was indeed telling me the truth, then I would struggle to hide my joy.

“Besides, you will move straight to the Flower War after that pointless marriage concludes,” Iztacoatl said. “Sugey will thus take over your safety and ensure you do not humiliate us in the field of battle.”

“Saddening,” I lied. I didn’t look forward to serving under Sugey, but that one at least didn’t seem as likely to put me through mind games. The Bird of War always struck me as the direct sort of monster. “I shall miss your advice, oh goddess.”

“We both know you won’t.” Iztacoatl glared at me with all of the weight of her disdain. “Deep inside your heart, you believe us to be monsters who deserve your scorn. Abominations.”

She leaned in to better look into my eyes—an act that caused me no end of concern, for her scowl swiftly turned into a ghastly smile of pure delight. I could sense her brimming impatience.

Whatever she was about to tell me, she had been dying to do so for a very long time.

“But if you ask me,” Iztacoatl whispered, her voice struggling to stifle her laughter. “The real abomination is the one you planted in your sister’s womb.”

A dreadful silence fell upon the vault, fueled by my doubts and confusion.

My sister’s womb? Does she mean Eztli? I briefly looked at her, but my previous consort looked just as lost as I was. No, that’s… not possible.

“Don’t tell me you didn’t know?” Iztacoatl asked with a dark chuckle. “Nenetl and you?”

Nenetl?

Nenetl? What absurdity was this? Was this Iztacoatl’s newest mind game? A plot to destabilize and sicken my mind with doubt? If so, then she could have found a better lie. It was so transparent, so obvious, that I should have answered it with mocking laughter.

Yet a sick feeling sank in my stomach, though I couldn’t tell why.

“Goddess, I fail to understand,” I said.

“You’ve never noticed the family resemblance? Beyond the hair and eyes? Looking at her must have felt like fucking your mirror.” Iztacoatl shook her head with a mocking sigh. “What a poor elder brother you make.”

She was lying through her teeth.

That was ridiculous. Nenetl resembled me because we were both Nahualli, born with totems marking us for a great destiny. Moreover, I would have known. Mother kept secrets to herself, but Father didn’t have an insincere bone in his body. He wouldn’t keep something so big from me.

Nonetheless, I smiled and played along with Iztacoatl’s plot. “Apologies for my forwardness, but the goddess must be mistaken,” I argued. “My father never told me of any sister.”

“Because he never knew himself, songbird. He sired her on your witch mother a mere few days before our priests came to arrest her.” Iztacoatl snorted in disdain. “My servants said you were still crying in your crib back then.”

I should have disregarded her words as mere lunacy. A diseased phantasm born of a maddened, cruel mind.

Yet… yet a memory wormed its way to the forefront of my mind. That fragment of the past which obscured my vision the two times I laid with Nenetl, where I made love to my mother in my father’s skin.

I’d heard a child’s cry in the background back then… if… if it had been mine…

“We had access to her husband’s blood, so it was easy to track her unborn child,” Iztacoatl whispered, her lips oozing venom metaphorically and very literally. “We kept hounding her for months, each day getting a little closer. I could almost taste the sweetness of her neck bending under my fangs… until that day when we found her crying child weeping and screaming alone in a cave.”

It wasn’t my conception that I saw.

“You should thank us, songbird. Your sister would have died without our rescue.” Iztacoatl’s scratched my hair, savoring every ounce of my dread and disgust. “Your mother bravely abandoned her to save her own hide. She knew how to hide herself easily enough now that she had freed herself from the burden of a family. Did she truly deserve your help?”

Lahun’s words rang in my skull. Forbidden unions beget abominations.

No. No, no, it was a lie. It couldn’t be true, couldn’t be real. It was just a lie playing on my fears and half-cryptic prophecies. It was just a ploy to destabilize me psychologically before the Flower War, a bully’s last attempt to spit on me.

But Mother… Mother had behaved so strangely when I told her about Nenetl. I’d sensed she was hiding something—something that bothered her and compelled her to remain silent. Had it been shame?

Could Mother even feel that?

“Ocelocihuatl kept that girl in reserve like a treasure and called her Nenetl. Puppet. A doll always meant to serve a purpose.” Iztacoatl delighted in savoring my expression. She knew that I was starting to believe her. “When the stars deigned you as our new emperor, we knew that the time had come for her to fulfill her role.”

I felt sick. A wave of nausea washed over me, which Eztli’s horrified expression and guilty silence didn’t help in the slightest.

“Can you fathom how rare it is to have two Nahualli born of one?” Iztacoatl taunted me. “That gift is neither common nor hereditary, songbird. So for all of that woman’s children to show it… your bloodline is special. It had to be…”

Her cold, dead hand moved under my robes and caressed my cock.

“Concentrated.”

I wanted to vomit. My heart refused to believe it, but my mind couldn’t help but see all the tiny hints, all the guilty avoidances, and the visions and the prophecies and the Nightlords’ cruelties forming a monstrous picture. I tried to tell myself that Nenetl’s other totem meant we couldn’t possibly be related, that it was a mistake.

Yet… yet I recalled how it felt to sleep with her, how our souls melded so easily and harmoniously, like halves of a greater whole eager to merge together…

“You enjoyed it, didn’t you? Rutting like an animal with your own flesh and blood?” Iztacoatl’s laughter echoed inside the vault, vile and cruel. “You must have both loved it quite a bit. It’s rare for a man to be so virile as to impregnate a woman on the same night he deflowered her. Imagine my joy when I smelled that sinful seed of blood planted in her fertile womb.”

She removed her hands from my crotch and then kissed me on the cheek, like a twisted parent approving of their child’s naughty behavior.

“I wonder how this affront against nature will look when it crawls out of your sister’s thighs,” she whispered, so soft and sweet. “You were an aspiring merchant once. Surely having a daughter and a niece in one transaction sounds like an excellent deal.”

My body tensed with such boiling fury that I all but bolted out of the coffin. Iztacoatl’s vicious smile made me want to choke her myself with my bare hands, to smash her head against the stone and tear her apart with⁠—

Eztli’s hand grabbed my shoulder, kindly but firmly. My head briefly snapped in her direction to see her expression of anger and concern. It brought me back to reality. I had almost made a terrible mistake.

“Enough,” Eztli rasped. “That’s enough.”

“It is not enough until I say it is, my dear new sister,” Iztacoatl replied with a hiss. She was nowhere near finished with me. “You have outplayed me, songbird. I don’t know how, but you’ve managed to make a fool of me in front of my sisters. We give emperors a measure of power so that they may embody our foolish father in the eyes of gods and men, but you already do that so well on your own. So why should I let you keep even a scrap of authority?”

She grabbed me by the throat with inhuman strength, yanking me out of Eztli’s grasp and forcing me to look at her.

“I know how Tayatzin suggested that you organize marriages between nobilities,” she said, her snakelike eyes glaring into mine. “I’ve already denied his request. Your plans to form a power block around yourself? You can forget them. Your spies? I’ll root them out and kill them. I will tighten your leash until you choke. I will make a lake of your concubines’ blood and drown you in it, do you understand? Do you understand?”

Yes. Yes, I understood. When I looked into her eyes, so desperate to hurt me, I fully comprehended the depths of hatred that I felt for this hag and what I had to say to hurt her back.

“I remember what he told you,” I whispered. “Your father.”

These two simple words caused Iztacoatl to recoil as if slapped in the face.

“What?” she asked, her fair face twisted in a scowl of anger and unexpected surprise.

“I remember what he told you, Goddess,” I repeated myself, being very careful to state a neutral fact rather than a threat. “The truth he spoke through me.”

Iztacoatl slapped me with such strength I thought she would break a bone. I did not flinch. She raised her hand to hit me on the other cheek, but a mere look at my cold, dead eyes was enough to shake her confidence.

We both knew how she would die.

And I swore to the gods that I would ensure it myself.

“There is so much I can do to you and your whores,” she hissed at me in an attempt to recover the initiative. “So many torments you can hardly imagine them.”

I couldn’t bring myself to respond. Not after what I’d learned today, not after what I went through. I was simply so shocked and horrified I’d grown numb, at least for a brief moment. I had died again, except I was still breathing.

I saw Iztacoatl hesitate to strike me, to threaten my consorts and to promise a hundred more tortures, but the wall of my silence proved too high for her to climb. Poisoning my relationship with Nenetl was the best victory she would earn today.

“Get out of my sight,” Iztacoatl hissed at us in disgust and impotent anger. “Both of you.”

I sensed her angry gaze on my back long after Eztli guided me out of the vault and into dark underground corridors.

While I held nothing but disdain for Iztacoatl—Nenetl might be my sister—I would be a fool to disregard her warnings. If she intended to proceed with a palace purge—Nenetl was my sister—then I might lose access to many resources. It would be a blow to my operations—I’d impregnated my sister—but no emperor defeated the Nightlords with mundane means, so long as I accumulated spells and forbidden knowledge—forbidden unions beget abominations—then I would remain on track to destroy—incestuous horror—destroy them—Mother lied to me.

I held my head with a hand as those awful thoughts continued to intrude upon my mind, even as I tried so hard to focus—a daughter and a niece—tried to focus on what mattered right now!

It took all of my mental strength to deny these vile allegations to myself, to bury all these tiny hints—my own flesh and blood—which I’d ignored and now couldn’t banish from my memory. They kept returning, again and again, waves of disgust that left me feeling soiled and violated.

“Eztli,” I said once we were alone, unable to bear it any longer. “Is it true? Nenetl?”

“I…” Eztli bit her lip. “I don’t know, Iztac.”

“I need to know.” I refused to accept it, not without proof, not without confirmation. I couldn’t. “I need to know, Eztli.”

Whether these accusations were true or a false ploy born of my own fears and Iztacoatl’s cruel lies, I couldn’t let them distract me. Not when Eztli’s own existence hung on a precarious balance, not with war coming to me, not with the trials of Xibalba soon reaching their long-overdue conclusion. I had to face the future with a clear mind.

My former consort, who had acted uncharacteristically meek toward me so far, dared to speak up again on her own. “Iztac⁠—”

“I forgive you for last night, Eztli,” I said before she could apologize. “You were forced into it. I do not fault you for participating.”

“Iztac, I helped boil you alive,” she snapped at me, her hands reaching for her arms and rubbing them. “They… they had me drink your blood too. I can’t… I can’t brush it off.”

I looked at her for a brief second, then pulled my arms around her waist and pulled her closer to me. She didn’t resist me, but she didn’t return my embrace either. I forced her to look into my eyes.

“My blood is yours to drink whenever you wish to sip it,” I stated. “Freely given.”

“Iztac, you don’t know what⁠—”

I forced a kiss on her lips, dispelling her doubts with my hunger and desire. My passion surprised her at first, having no doubt expected resentment and coldness from me after participating in the Nightlords’ rituals, but her hands eventually grabbed my hair and returned my embrace.

“All of me is yours, Eztli, without exception,” I said upon breaking the kiss. “What happened last night changes nothing between us. I love you.”

None of Iztacoatl’s vicious little games would split us apart.

Eztli’s expression twisted into one of deep doubt and sorrow. “You truly mean that, Iztac?”

“Yes,” I replied without hesitation. Much like her mother, I would do anything to ensure her safety and happiness. Even use forbidden magic. “You are mine, and I am yours.”

Eztli nodded to herself, my words reassuring her a bit. She planted a light kiss on me, short and sweet. “I love you too,” she said with a small, painful sigh. “I hope that I will remember it.”

“You will,” I reassured her. “I promise you.”

If anything, drinking my blood during the ritual would make that task easier.

Eztli looked at me for a long while. She’d detected the confidence in my voice, and she knew me well. She’d guessed I had a plan, albeit one I couldn’t discuss in the open.

“I am sorry,” she whispered.

“I told you⁠—”

“I know, Iztac.” She put a finger on her lips to silence me before I could interrupt her. “I… I haven’t been myself for a very long time. Not with Mother, not with you. This curse of mine obscures my thoughts, but I should have… I should have seen it earlier.”

“None of this is your fault.”

“Is it?” Eztli shook her head. “I’m not so sure, Iztac. I am guilty of weakness. The way I treated you, the way they treated you and Nenetl, it’s sick.”

Eztli was sick, true, but not in a way that made her guilty. “Your mother is a healer,” I said. “She would be the first to tell you that you⁠—”

“That the sick cannot be blamed for succumbing to their disease?” she finished for me. “Maybe not, but I’ve closed my eyes on your own suffering. I’ll try to…” Eztli gulped. “To be more mindful.”

I opened my mouth to answer, but no wise words came to me. I simply nodded in acceptance and tightened our hug. It was the only comfort we could offer each other for now.

“We should go,” Eztli said after breaking our embrace. “The others are waiting.”

Such words would usually reassure me, but not this time. Not this time.

The Nightlords had set up quarters for us almost identical to those I enjoyed in Iztacoatl’s little forest retreat; I began to think their architects followed a similar design for all of them in order to build these dens of evil more quickly. I found my consorts, old and new, waiting in the living room while nearly separated by a table. Chikal, Ingrid, and Nenetl faced Chindi in her “Anaye” disguise with various degrees of wariness; the latter had put on a dress, though she retained her blindfold and collared leash.

I could cut the tension with a knife.

Chindi’s smile seemed demure enough, almost charming, but I could sense the undercurrent of predatory wrongness I’d noticed in her previous disguises. She could mimic normal humans well enough to pass for one among those unfamiliar with Skinwalkers because we humans had grown to expect the familiar. Those in the know noticed the tiny hints of wrongness about her posture and character, like an actor’s true self leaking through their character.

My consorts had picked up on them. Chikal stared at Chindi with the cold, calculating focus of a warrior expecting a jaguar to jump at them at the first sign of weakness; Ingrid disguised her uneasiness behind a mask of queenly composure; and Nenetl didn't hide anything. Having nearly died at the Skinwalker’s hand, she shivered and stared at the ground rather than face her gaze.

That was good, because Nenetl likely missed the stare I sent her myself. The sight of her used to fill me with delight, like a man returning home to find sanctuary from the world’s horrors; now she only inspired doubt and shame.

“Master, Goddess,” “Anaye” said with a musical voice. She had sensed our approach before the others, likely thanks to her enhanced senses. “You have returned to us.”

All gazes turned to me, all of them filled with relief; but Nenetl’s own filled me with a terrible kind of dread. My eyes lingered on her stomach before I knew what to do. Iztacoatl’s mocking words rang in my head and sapped me of my strength.

“Is something the matter, Iztac?” Nenetl asked me with concern.

I suddenly realized what kind of face I was making, the same one that Mother had showcased when I’d told her how I loved Nenetl.

“No.” I used to lie so easily, but this one tore me apart to my very core. “Everything is well and fine, Nenetl.”

Her reassuring smile made me feel soiled. Stained.

I needed to wash it all away somehow, and a look at “Anaye” told me how. I grabbed her leash with a firm hand and pulled her so quickly she fell off her chair. This ought to showcase to everyone the hierarchy between us.

“I see that you have been acquainted with my new consort,” I said before patting Chindi on the head as if she were an animal. “You have behaved well, pet? You know what happens to those who defy me.”

“Yes, master,” she replied with servility. “I did not forget.”

Chikal’s eyes moved from me and back to Chindi, as did Ingrid. They both guessed I had a plan in mind. My confidence also reassured Nenetl a bit, although my behavior unsettled her just as much.

“What happened, my lord?” Ingrid asked. “The goddesses would not tell us anything.”

“The goddesses put me through a purification ritual to cleanse me of my sins before the Flower War,” I replied. Eztli couldn’t help but look away when I said that, which likely informed the others what kind of “purification” I had gone through. “I am told Lady Zyanya’s wedding will soon take place?”

“We have a few hours before the ceremony,” Chikal confirmed. “We will depart to the frontlines tomorrow morning.”

Ingrid nodded sharply. “Ayar Cachi’s gift has also arrived, my lord. I hoped to introduce her to you early.”

“Send her to me a bit later. Eztli and I will take a moment to”—my grip tightened on Chindi’s leash—“rest.”

I would soon see if my new consort would live up to her predecessor.
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She did not.

Making love to a Skinwalker was a miserable experience, even with Eztli there to keep us company. Part of it was my fault. My mind kept wandering back to my sist—Nenelt and Mother whenever I tried to focus on strangling her to calm myself. I couldn’t use Seidr with her either for fear of her learning my true plans for her.

Chindi wasn’t a good partner either. She shared none of the affection I had with my other consorts, not even lust. She wasn’t a woman in search of a steady partner or a good time, but a monster who craved the power I possessed. Nothing more.

Only when I cut my hand with a knife did she show arousal.

I recalled the visions I saw of her past back when I first invaded her mind. The Skinwalker enjoyed replacing women and then murdering their husbands after a night of passion. She craved death and suffering the same as any Nightlord would.

I think knowing I intended to dispose of her made it easier on my mind.

“What do you think of her?” I asked Eztli as I force-fed Chindi my burning blood, thus forming a link between us. “Do you find her pretty?”

“She has a certain wild edge,” Eztli whispered in my ear from behind, her arms wrapped around my chest and her chin resting on my shoulder.

“But is she fit to replace you?” I asked her. “Would she live up to your example?”

Ezli’s grip tightened slightly. She had sensed a hidden message in my words but lacked the context to interpret it correctly. I didn’t need her to yet. I was only… planting seeds.

“I do not think so,” she replied honestly. “I fear you will find everyone lacking compared to me.”

“When can I change my skin, master?” Chindi rasped after I freed her mouth. She scratched her cheeks as if to remove them. “I suffocate within this one. I have so many better faces to show you.”

“When permitted,” I replied before slouching on the bed. My two consorts crawled up to me. Eztli, with affection; and Chindi, with craven servility. “Can you detect lies as easily as you can switch skins?”

“Yes,” Chindi boasted. “I weave them, smell them, live them.”

“Good.” I stroked her hair. “A liar is coming to visit us soon. I want you to observe her closely.”

Chindi sensed a test. “The master wishes for me to keep an eye on her?”

“Yes,” I replied, though it was mostly to distract Chindi from my true plans. “Treat her kindly and report anything suspicious to me.”

“Shouldn’t we do this with everyone, Iztac?” Eztli asked mirthfully. “So many people wish you dead.”

“And they are welcome to try to take my life, if they dare,” I replied with false arrogance. “Those who defy the goddesses’ prophet will learn the meaning of suffering.”

I snapped my fingers, and Ingrid soon brought the Sapa spy to us.

As expected, Ayar Cachi’s messenger was a vision of charm and elegance. The lady standing before me couldn’t be older than twenty, with long chestnut hair woven into a braid falling onto the left side of her fair, aquiline face. Her pale green eyes were much paler than even Ingrid’s, and she dressed in a fantastic dress of woven fibers.

However, it was the color of her skin that struck me the most.

Golden.

I’d heard rumors that the Sapa people held rituals where their rulers would be caked in gold dust and then swim in holy lakes to purify them. This woman may have undergone those rituals once, except the water failed to cleanse her. Her skin had gained the very color and texture of glittering gold to the point I could have mistaken her for a moving statue without her eyes and hair.

This woman was a treasure, figuratively and literally.

Ingrid proceeded to introduce her. “My lord, this is Aclla Kuraka Coricancha, a virgin slave-wife and half-sister to Ayar Cachi, heir presumptive to the heavenly throne of the Sapa Empire.”

The man sent us his half-sister? My mind briefly conjured an image of Nenetl in Aclla’s place, which sickened me to my core. Families shouldn’t be treated like animals to be traded and… bred. What kind of man enslaved his blood and then sold her to a foreigner?

“Words of Your Divine Majesty’s bravery and cunning extend beyond the mountains,” Aclla declared in near-perfect Yohuachancan. She managed to mimic the Yohuachancan salute to the point I could have mistaken her for a native noble. “My master, the great and wise Ayar Cachi, sent me to strengthen the alliance between our honored nations.”

“I have no allies,” I declared with a fake scoff. Losing myself in the emperor act let me forget my true feelings for a moment. “Only thralls and enemies. Does your master wish to bend the knee, or to fight?”

The woman gave me a smile that reminded me of Lady Sigrun’s. “Your Divine Majesty is my master now.”

I smiled ear to ear. I recognized a trained diplomat.

“My honored brother does not wish to become Your Divine Majesty’s enemy, and he hopes that my presence shall be proof of his goodwill,” Aclla said. “I have been tasked with advising you toward the highest of paths: that of peace.”

“You people have tried to murder me and my consorts, among many other crimes,” I replied. “Would your emperor choose peace if he were in my place?”

“The fiends who threatened Your Divine Majesty should indeed be punished,” Aclla remained calm. “Wise Ayar Cachi will gladly assist you in bringing justice to the guilty and shielding the innocent from wrongdoings.”

In short, he asked that I kill his brother and deal with him as an ally so he might inherit the throne. Or so it seemed at first glance.

I could see two possibilities: either Ayar Cachi was indeed a self-serving snake, in which case Aclla would serve as his personal ambassador tasked with championing his cause and sabotaging Manco’s war effort—or he was secretly loyal to his brother, and she would be a spy for the Sapa Empire as a whole.

Either scenario worked for me. I could make use of both allies and enemies.

“I shall inform Ayar Cachi that his gift is well-received and appreciated,” I replied with the dignity of an emperor. “You shall henceforth be assigned as my dear consort Nen…” I suppressed a wave of nausea and powered through. “My consort Nenetl’s handmaiden. Serve her faithfully and showcase your loyalty to your new home. Should you prove worthy, I may grace you with my favor.”

I’d been looking for a candidate to serve as my sist—Nenetl’s handmaiden for a while now. Aclla would do. She would do. Let me focus on something else whenever I… whenever I visited Nenetl.

I would have preferred a loyal servant to serve in this capacity, but a Sapa spy would prove even better. How unfortunate it would be if a critical message “accidentally” fell into the enemy’s hands because Aclla overheard something she shouldn’t have…

“Your Divine Majesty’s wisdom more than lives up to the tales,” Aclla flattered me. “I shall endeavor to prove my usefulness to you and your esteemed consorts. Besides the arts of diplomacy and the history of my people, I can weave, cook, brew chicha, dance, sing…”

“A woman of many talents,” Eztli mused.

“Those are interesting skills, but many share them in my harem,” I replied. “I am interested in… practical applications.”

Aclla’s smile failed to hide her calculating gaze. “If Your Divine Majesty would allow me to fetch a map, I would gladly enlighten them in the secrets of my homeland.”

She knew how the game was played. Good.

So many soldiers never managed to return from foreign conflicts.

I would ensure Sugey joined their numbers.
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MOTHER OF WITCHES


Ientered Zachilaa as a god among men.

Itzili had grown and recovered enough for me to ride him as we passed through the city gates. How mighty I must have looked to the commoners of my forlorn empire, clad in the scarlet armor of past emperors atop a feathered tyrant. An army of trihorn riders and footmen followed in my wake, singing my praises with their mouths and war horns. My consorts, old and new, waved at the cheering crowds from atop the imperial longneck. If anybody noticed that Chindi had slipped into Eztli’s place, no one showed a hint of it.

I supposed it made sense. My subjects only ever saw my consorts from afar and at night. Few made the trip from Zachilaa to my capital, and fewer still would be able to tell the two apart. As far as the world was concerned, “Anaye” had always been my fourth consort. A scarf hid the collar and leash marking her as a glorified slave.

What a joke.

After my triumphant entrance, I proceeded with the usual ceremonies. I met with Lady Zyanya’s father, a portly noble thrice my age with more titles than actual power, whose obsequiousness matched that of my most zealous priests. I could almost taste the family’s desperation to remain relevant.

Iztacoatl had ordered me to behave on behalf of the other Nightlords, and considering the depths of her recent humiliation, I knew better than to tempt their wrath. I blessed the city in the goddesses’ name, completed public rituals at their grand temple, visited the sick and dying, and then promised the recruits who would march with me into the Flower War glory in this world and the next. In short, I acted like the perfect puppet emperor.

At least until the wedding.

I had witnessed a few of them back in Acampa, so I knew the procedure well enough. First of all, Tlaxcala housed his guests in a stone mansion in the heart of the city, one that his father once purchased on his late brother’s behalf. Though my entourage received the largest share of attention and courtesy, he had also invited his family’s business partners and all of Zachilaa’s nobility to witness the ceremony. I suspected many came to see me over him. They even had to reject some visitors considered too baseborn to feast in my presence.

Most marriages in Yohuachanca were arranged by matchmakers, who decided the date of the ceremony under a favorable day sign and then carried the bride to her future husband’s house for the wedding feast. That role technically fell to me, but it was beneath an emperor’s dignity to carry anyone on his back, even a noble. I thus assigned this duty to Lahun in order to reinforce her political position as my personal soothsayer.

Watching the bridal procession from the manor’s threshold was quite the sight. Lady Zyanya’s relatives arrived at nightfall, walking with bright torches in utter silence. I had my consorts join them in order to honor the bride, who was carried on Lahun’s back across the street in all of her finest finery and then delivered into Tlaxcala’s waiting hands.

The “happy” couple invited us to the feast in the manor’s grand hall afterward. While I knew it was large enough to please any noble, I found it laughably small compared to my palace’s rooms. Gifts to the newlyweds piled up near a central hearth meant to honor the First Emperor, who burned in the sky for the sake of all life on this Earth. I personally provided a wealth of gold and jewels that would shame the wealthiest of nobles. The other guests carefully ensured that their own offerings would pale before mine.

The wise man does not overshadow his emperor, I mused as my harem and I were granted a dais above the cramped floor on which the other guests were forced to gather. The lesser men among them had so little space for themselves that raising one’s cup meant hitting their neighbor. In contrast, I enjoyed more than enough space and the presence of Necahual at my side. I have a better place than the newlyweds.

As per tradition, Tlaxcala and his new wife sat together on a mat below the hearth, a bowl of incense filling the air with warmth and a thick odor. I had imagined myself and Eztli in their places once, drinking together and laughing as we celebrated our union. Tonight’s newlyweds hadn't exchanged a word, let alone a glance. No love nor complicity had blossomed between them, and from the way Tlaxcala eyed the nubile female slave serving him food, I doubt it ever would.

At least the food was nice enough. We were served a basket full of tamales, bowls of roasted turkey, and plenty of maize. The servants provided the guests with their fill of pulque while the pounding drums and wailing flutes of musicians resonated across the room. My consorts and concubines enjoyed themselves well enough at least. I could hardly hear their discussion over the noise, though Aclla earned laughter from Tenoch and Atziri. A few guests sent her distrustful glances due to her obvious Sapa origins, but none dared to complain in my presence.

I doubt any spy can hear us any better. I glanced down at Itzili, who remained alert at my feet. The guests wisely gave him a wide berth, even the roaring drunks among them. No sign of snakes either. Excellent.

I had set up this entire situation to create a unique opportunity, which I decided to seize now.

The music turned silent the moment I rose from my seat. All chatter ceased in an instant out of fear and respect. I would see to it that both soon turned to awe.

“At last,” I said with my pulque cup raised and my voice thundering through the hall. “The knotting!”

Acclaim and applause followed my declaration. Tlaxcala’s mother—a shrewish woman whose eyes were filled with the same all-consuming greed that fueled her son—and Lady Zyanya’s father rose to each bless their in-laws with a gift. Lady Zyanya received a white blouse wrapped over her shoulders, while a red cape was wrapped around Tlaxcala’s shoulders.

It was customary for the matchmaker to tie their clothes together and officialize the union between the newlyweds. Lahun made a move to proceed with the ritual, but I stopped her with a wave of my hand.

“No need,” I decreed with the grave authority of an emperor. “I shall bless these two myself as the Godspeaker.”

Murmurs spread across the room at my declaration, followed by quick and servile bows from the newlyweds.

“My house would ever be so grateful, Your Divine Majesty,” Lady Zyanya said, recognizing the supreme honor this would represent.

I also caught a glint of interest in her gaze. Unlike her new and less experienced husband, she likely suspected what I had in mind for tonight’s entertainment.

“Your Divine Majesty would please us beyond words,” Tlaxcala added with the obsequiousness I’d come to expect of him. “We shall be bound forever as your humble servants.”

You might swallow those words soon enough, Tlaxcala. I walked up to these two in silence, hundreds of eyes focusing on me. I grabbed the cloak of the groom and the blouse of the bride, then tied them into a tight knot. For Yohuachanca’s emperor to bind these two lines would already be a great honor, but I would ensure nobody would forget this night. Time for a miracle.

I grabbed an obsidian knife from my belt and slashed my left hand.

My burning blood surged from my palm in a streak of smokeless fire. Shouts and murmurs of awe answered my display of supernatural power. Some guests stared at me in shock, their minds unable to process the miracle unfolding before their eyes; others joined their hands in prayer and knelt in adoration.

I basked in Tlaxcala’s shocked expression and the fiery ambition in Lady Zyanya’s eyes. Both witnessed the First Emperor speaking through me in the capital, but it was another thing entirely to witness magic so closely. I had shown them a taste of true divine power, the likes of which mortal fools could only revere.

“I thus bind you by the grace of the gods, by the shining radiance of the Fifth Sun and his daughters in shadow,” I boldly declared as droplets of my fiery blood fell upon the knot. “Your union shall be Yohuachanca’s light in the nights to come.”

My blood had cooled off enough not to set the clothes on fire once it touched them, but it would leave an eternal mark on them nonetheless. I wondered if they would become a sacred heirloom in the future—a relic blessed by the one true Godspeaker.

While the thought amused me, this entire display only served to lay the groundwork for my next demand.

“Now, Tlaxcala, as per tradition, you and your wife shall spend four nights together to conceive our empire’s future champions.” I turned to look at Zyanya, a false smile stretching on my face. “But her first…”

I softly grabbed Lady Zyanya’s chin with my bloody hand, letting her feel the warmth of my divine power and forcing her to meet my gaze.

“Her first night belongs to your emperor alone,” I declared.

The hall grew quiet as I invoked the rite of the First Night.

The first hands soon clapped to congratulate Lady Zyanya. Her family was the first to do so, quickly followed by Zachilaa’s nobility and a very amused Chindi. Tlaxcala’s relatives and my consorts were the last to imitate them, mostly to avoid the shame of remaining silent when others rejoiced. Nenetl’s applause was the weakest and most half-hearted, while Ingrid and Chikal exchanged a quick glance. They knew me well enough to guess that I had a plan in mind.

Tlaxcala hardly hesitated. He removed his wedding cape without undoing the bindings and then relinquished them to me without a word of resentment. In fact, he seemed almost pleased. His wife didn’t bother to hide her pride at being chosen.

I suppressed a wave of contempt washing over me. Claiming a wife’s First Night in his own house would have been a humiliation for any husband under normal circumstances, but the Nightlords’ propaganda thoroughly turned it into an honor. My miracle at the wedding only reinforced their perception of me.

The divine could dispose of the mundane as they wanted in Yohuachanca.

Everyone present profited from this state of affairs too. An emperor whose blood glowed with the sun blessing a daughter of Zachilaa in such a public way would reinforce her and the city’s prestige, doubly so should she bear a child from my loins. Tlaxcala had already shown his willingness to give away his wife for political favors; he knew that planting her in my bed would no doubt earn my gratitude.

Opportunistic vermin, all of them.

“Necahual,” I said, my favorite straightening up. “A single woman is not enough to satisfy my needs, however gracious. Your time has come to assist the blessed bride.”

Necahual’s eyes widened ever so slightly at my subtle wording. She rose from her seat and followed me as I seized Lady Zyanya in my hands. I carried her into the bridal room upstairs to the cheering acclaim of the cuckolded husband and guests alike. Itzili crawled in our footsteps, his increasingly large frame struggling to squeeze through the doors.

The wedding boudoir reflected the newlyweds’ wealth and prestige, with mosaic patterns of the rising sun decorating the walls alongside a set of statuettes and stone masks honoring the gods-in-spirit. Urns stored plenty of food and water for the newlyweds to enjoy during their four-day honeymoon next to a luxurious, double-sized bed of jaguar furs and cotton blankets. A wood panel covered the only window while Iztili stood watch over the single door.

I laid Lady Zyanya on the bed, then quickly whipped up a Veil around myself. No gaze other than the two women present in the room interfered with my illusion. None of Iztacoatl’s spies hid in a corner, and why would they? I had only ever shown unease at the idea of claiming a woman’s first night in the past.

On the other hand, I had been careful to show some interest in Lady Zyanya so as not to arouse suspicions about my sudden change of behavior. Iztacoatl might suspect something was up, though I sincerely doubted that she would figure out the truth. Zyanya would serve as a fantastic smokescreen to obscure my true activities.

“You have served me well, Zyanya,” I said with a degree of sincerity. “Your obedience and loyalty please me greatly.”

“Your Divine Majesty honors me,” Zyanya replied with hardly disguised desire and ambition. She removed her blouse and clothes, letting them slide off the bed to unveil her nakedness. The sight slightly aroused me; I would not deny it. “All that I am is yours to seize.”

I sensed Necahual stare at this woman with deep contempt, which I shared in my heart and hid behind a smile.

“I have executed your first husband and forced the second to surrender you to me,” I said. “Are you so eager for these bloodstained hands of mine to fondle you?”

Lady Zyanya sneered, her true self shining through. “Neither of my husbands was worthy of me, unlike Your Divine Majesty.”

She had quite a high opinion of herself. I answered her by bending the knee and seizing her in my hands. She all but threw herself at me as my mouth approached her cheek.

Then I whispered a single Word in her ear.

“Sleep.”

Her body went stiff, her eyes snapping shut and her breath growing weak. She collapsed onto the cotton in the throes of deep slumber. I let her go with amusement.

Necahual stared at her with unease. “Is she…”

“Asleep.” I didn’t exclude killing her to hide the blood should the ritual go wrong, but I hoped to wake her up soon in the best-case scenario. “This night is ours alone.”

Necahual quickly caught on to my intention. “This farce served to offer us a moment of privacy.”

“One that will last until sunrise.” I turned to face her, my eyes studying her for a while. “It is time.”

Necahual tensed up with both apprehension and excitement. “You will complete your part of our bargain?”

“Yes,” I replied bluntly. “I won’t lie, there is a chance that you won’t survive the ritual. I will do my best to ensure your survival, but I cannot guarantee it. Power requires sacrifice.”

“Do you mean to dissuade me? After everything I went through for the sake of my promise?” Necahual sneered, her eyes alight with pride and resolve. “I am ready.”

I hoped so. I could not arrange another window of opportunity for a while.

“Strip and lay down on the mattress,” I ordered Necahual, who swiftly obeyed me. The bed was large enough to house her and Zyanya together, their clothes soon forming a pile on the side. “Bite your tongue or fill it with cotton.”

Necahual glared at me. “I will not scream.”

“This will hurt,” I warned her.

“I will not scream,” she simply repeated, her voice carrying the strength of stone. “Do it.”

“Very well.” I took in a deep breath, then knelt at Necahual’s side. I seized her left arm at the junction with her shoulder, my hands squeezing her soft flesh. I called upon the Doll and manifested talons of darkness from the depths of my soul. The Nightlords’ ritual to cripple their father failed to affect me, and my sorcery remained undiminished.

“Ready?” I asked Necahual.

My favorite observed the talons of darkness rising from my body with a mix of apprehension, fear… and envy. Envy most of all. She knew that the power I offered would carry a price, but she had sacrificed too much and brushed too close to sorcery to refuse its call.

Necahual gave me a sharp nod.

I tore off her left arm with the Doll.

My talons sliced through her flesh and bone like a knife through a scroll. Necahual remained true to her word: she didn’t scream. Her face instead strained into an expression of absolute agony. She was forced to bite her tongue, as I’d warned her to, and her eyes closed when I used a burst of my smokeless Blaze to cauterize her stump before any of her blood could fall onto the bed.

She didn’t scream when I severed the other arm either.

I should have felt nausea and unease at mutilating Necahual so thoroughly. I had shared this woman’s bed on many occasions and tasted the flesh I now despoiled. Yet I felt nothing. I had killed and dismembered so many that the sight of blood and suffering hardly aroused any emotional response from me anymore. My mind remained focused on the goal ahead.

I had grown numb to inflicting pain on others in the name of the greater good, even to a woman with whom I shared a complicated relationship. I wasn’t sure what to think of it. I used to enjoy demeaning and tormenting Necahual, but she had suffered so much in the name of our victory. I tried to tell myself that the end would make the pain worth it and only ended up feeling guilty.

The best I could do for her was to proceed quickly.

I went through the motions as I cut and cauterized each of Necahual’s limbs. By the time I cut off her last leg, her body had gone into the early stage of shock. Her skin had paled, her steaming stumps shivered, and she produced so much sweat I worried she would dry up.

But she didn’t scream.

Even as blood dripped down her bitten tongue and her lips, Necahual retained her dignity.

I saw it once again—that unbreakable resolve that no pain could break and that strange brand of bravery so similar to mind and which allowed this vile woman to endure the Nightlords’ tortures for so long.

Inspired, I soon proceeded to switch the severed limbs. I bit my palm to let my blood bind the stumps together in an unholy union. By the time I finished, wing-like legs stuck to Necahual’s shoulders, and hands replaced her feet like a bird’s talons. It was quite the disturbing sight, though far from the worst that I’d encountered.

I placed a hand on her chest, my bleeding palm pressing against her heart. I sensed it pounding wildly within her ribs. Though I hoped to alleviate the worst of it with a Seidr transfusion, the stress of this traumatizing experience would likely kill her should the ritual fail.

I would not allow it.

“Necahual Ce Quiahuitl,” I said, uttering her true name. “I am Tlacatecolotl, the owl-fiend of disaster. I hold your life within my very hands. Now I demand your soul.”

I immediately sensed a shift in my Teyolia and Tonalli. My owl-spirit stirred within the depths of my soul as I called upon it to form a binding rite of alliance. My shadow lengthened until it grew wings and talons.

“I shall take your name and heart for my own and bind them to my will until the day death drags us both into the Silent Dark,” I told Necahual. “In exchange, I shall grant you wings to fly into the night, talons to torment the meek, and flames to burn your enemies with. I shall make you the mother of witches, which all mortals shall dread. I shall make you a Mometzcopinque, hated and feared by men and women alike.”

I leaned over Necahual, my lips growing so close to her own that I could feel her panicked breath on mine. The ritual would soon reach its climax.

“Will you be mine?” I asked. “Now and forever?”

“Yes,” she replied without hesitation, fighting through the pain and the throes of incoming death. “Yes… I will.”

Her Teyolia blazed within her chest, and a pressure closed on mine.

I felt my strength fading for an instant as an unbreakable bond formed between Necahual and me. My power flowed into her heart, forming a chain that bound it as solidly as the ones the Nightlords used to enslave my soul. My malevolent heart-fire and the feathers of my Tonalli joined with Necahual’s essence, changing it, reshaping it, befouling it.

Her dying body metamorphosed before my eyes.

Her shoulder-legs grew a coat of dark, owlish feathers blacker than the darkest night. Her thigh-arms transformed into talons with claws longer than blades. All of Necahual sharpened. Her teeth, her features, her frame… She became beautiful the same way an eagle was, wild and savage with slitted yellow eyes brimming with ferocity. Her Mometzcopinque transformation reminded me of a Nightkin’s monstrous self, albeit bearing the marks of the owl rather than the bat.

The stronger she became, the weaker I grew. For all of the power I had accumulated from the embers of a dead sun, empowering Necahual spiritually diminished me. I remained strong enough to shake the world with my spells, but their edges would dull.

I traded strength for control.

I owned Necahual.

This truth was engraved within my very soul. By answering my words and swearing fealty to me, she had surrendered her very essence. She would not outlive me. She would not leave me. She would lord over others with sorcery, yet forever stay by my side. She was mine, physically and spiritually.

By the time my hand stopped trembling on her chest, I felt the soft movements of her chest rising up and down.

“It is done,” I whispered, gathering my breath to recover from my exhaustion. “It is done.”

Necahual let out a heavy sigh as her eyes darted around to look at herself. She raised jet-black wings marked with my own feathers. Her hand-feet had transformed into twisted talons. She moved one of them closer to her face to take a better look.

Then it caught fire.

Baleful purple flames born of my power surged from Necahual’s talons at her mental command. They came out on their own, almost instinctively. Their glow lit up her face and cast dark shades in the background.

Tears of bliss formed at the edge of Necahual’s gaze.

She had resented my mother’s gifts for so many years, languishing in envy of her magic and the freedom it afforded her. The powers I lent Necahual were a mere shadow of a true sorcerer’s might, but she didn’t care. She wielded sorcery of her own at long last.

She gently pushed me back without a word and grabbed one of the decorative stone masks. Her talons closed on it with such strength that it shattered into dust. The flash of pleasure on her face dwarfed any that I had seen thus far. She reveled in her newfound power after so many moments of weakness and surrender.

“You should be able to turn back into a human at will,” I explained to her. “The opportunity to train with your new powers will come, but for now, you will have to hid⁠—”

Her talons closed on my throat before I could finish my sentence.

Necahual slammed me against a wall with such strength that a few of the decorations fell off their perches. She pressed herself against me and pushed her lips onto mine with desire and bottomless hunger.

Her boldness surprised me. We mostly coupled at my initiative; Necahual made herself available, but I usually had to make the first move. She fully took the lead this time, folding her wings around my neck and devouring my face with lust. She soon whispered words I’d hardly ever heard said in my ear.

“Thank you,” she whispered with sincere gratitude. “Thank you.”

My blood stirred with desire, and my arms coiled around her waist. I used the Doll to remove my clothes without breaking our embrace, then grabbed her ass and lifted her up. She grinded against me as I penetrated her, her talons closing on my back.

Our lovemaking was wild, primal, and savage. I pounded her against a wall, any thoughts of asking her to return to her human form forgotten. The danger of discovery and Zyanya’s sleeping snorts near us only heightened the experience. Necahual welcomed me into herself with an unmatched passion that surpassed everything the likes of Chindi could come up with.

It hardly took a thrust for our Teyolias to connect and for me to sense that presence between us: a tiny unborn fire gestating in the shadow of our own flames, brighter than the one I’d sensed inside Chikal.

I froze mid-thrust in realization, my lips breaking a kiss just long enough to whisper three small words.

“You are pregnant,” I said, gasping and panting.

Necahual caught her breath, then nodded sharply. “Since the house.”

I detected no self-hatred or resentment in her expression, as I would have expected from her; only a twisted and inexplicable kind of pride that it happened on her terms rather than anybody else’s.

I knew we had planned for this outcome for a while, but it took a bit for its reality to hit me with all of its weight.

Necahual was pregnant with my child.

I’d sired a child on my mother-in-law at long last, something which she wouldn’t allow Guatemoc to do. We had violated the last taboo that stood between us.

The realization filled me with such peerless bliss. She was mine now, in body and soul. I had claimed her both within and without, marking her flesh in its innermost refuge and claiming her life for myself. She would give birth to my sorcerous brood and follow me into death’s cold embrace when King Mictlantecuhtli finally claimed me for the final time.

I had avenged myself of years of torment. She had given in to me, putting a slave collar on her own neck and letting me hold the leash. The thrill of victory washed away my earlier distaste and the humiliation of Iztacoatl’s previous taunts. I felt my confidence restored and renewed.

For a brief instant, I was the happiest man in the world.

“If you give me a daughter, I will call her Ichtaca,” I taunted her, twisting the knife. “Itzili, if it’s a son.”

Her smile had teeth. “How about I name our daughter Iztacoatl instead?”

I should have known better than to challenge Necahual to a contest of cruelty. She always bit harder than she took. It excited me, that thin frontier between mutual loathing, violent lust, and twisted affection.

“You are mine,” I whispered as my arms coiled around her back, claiming her, owning her. “Your soul and body are mine. You are all mine. I own you.”

“Do you?” She kissed me, biting my lip to draw my burning blood. “Who comes crawling to me whenever a vampire wounds his poor heart? Who needs me to soothe their pride? Who requires the comfort of my bosom to feel strong?”

Necahual licked my blood while her talons marked their territory on my back.

“Who owns whom, Iztac?”

I remembered the twin terrors that tormented me in the Razor House; how the Lord of Control relinquished power the moment its abused slave spoke for itself. When a master required tormenting their servant to feel powerful, were they truly in control of themselves? Or simply a slave to their own desires and others’ perceptions?

Necahual had a point. I was addicted to her. I needed her as much as she needed me, like poison required water in which to hide. I didn’t think I would have been able to keep calm had she denied me her embrace. She held power over me with strings subtler than any spell.

I would never let her leave me. I would kill any man who dared to touch her. I would sire witches and demons on her until we started a whole dynasty. She would love me, and hate me, and counsel me, and comfort me. That was the price I exacted from her.

In return, Necahual would bask in my power and rule at my side as my favorite. She would fly over the mundane humanity she used to be part of and enjoy youth eternal fueled by sorcery. She would no longer linger in my mother’s shadow. At long last, I would allow her to stand proud at my side as my most trusted advisor.

My seed built up in my loins. Necahual was already full, but she accepted my gift all the same. The union of our souls came quicker now that they were bound by the chains of our contract.

As our minds melded together, demon and witch cavorting over a sleeping fool, I showed her my plan for Eztli. I gave her the information she required, not with words and whispers, but pictures and thoughts.

When the white flash passed and empty serenity followed it, I still held Necahual pressed against the wall. Her hands had changed back into fingers, and her eyes had returned to normal. Her feathers were unseen, but not gone; she had retracted them into herself, hiding her newfound inhumanity the same way I kept my own powers beneath notice. Her posture had strengthened, though, and she held her head higher than before. Her heart swelled with the secret pride of a witch. She would masquerade as the bitter woman she used to be until the moment to strike came.

A time that would come soon enough.

“We have little time,” I said as I relinquished my hold on her legs and allowed her to stand on her own two feet once more. “Can you convince Eztli to go along with it?”

“Yes,” Necahual replied with confidence. “I already have an idea how.”

“Good. She will know when the moment comes.” I had my ways of informing Eztli of the coming ritual, even if I didn’t stand in her presence. “All I need from her is a cloudless mind free of doubts.”

Necahual responded with a small nod. That was reassurance enough for her. She would do as I asked, end of the story.

We lay in the bed afterward, right next to the sleeping Zyanya. Necahual hardly spared her a glance. “Will you wake her up?”

“Soon,” I replied. “I will say she fainted at my touch, then claim her for appearance’s sake.”

Necahual scoffed, “What a waste.”

My hands caressed her belly. Once she would have recoiled in disgust at my touch, yet she did no such thing. Her hands joined mine and encouraged them to press against her skin; to celebrate the fruit of our twisted union.

Our child was desired by both sides.

“Are you happy now?” I asked her softly.

“Almost,” Necahual replied. “I will not raise her in a prison.”

“Her?”

“Your soothsayer believes it will be a daughter.” She caressed my hair almost lovingly, the way Zyanya would have with Tlaxcala had they shared any affection for one another. “Mother of witches, remember?”

I smiled. “That implies I will sire more than one.”

Necahual answered me with a smile full of condescension, “If you are man enough to keep up, maybe.”

She knew how to challenge me. I kissed her again, basking in the taste of her blood on her lips. A demon and a witch made for a fine pairing, stronger than a gnarled tree.

“What happened with Nenetl?” Necahual asked me, her eyebrows furrowing upon sensing the tension racing down my spine. “I am not blind. You keep avoiding her gaze while you could hardly look away from her a few nights ago.”

I had no wish to speak of the matter, for the wound remained sore. However, Necahual had been my truest confidant for a while now and was wiser than expected. Perhaps I ought to seek her counsel.

“She… she may be my sister,” I confessed. Merely saying the word disgusted me. “Nenetl.”

Necahual pondered my words for a very long while. “I see.”

“I see?” Her subdued reaction disturbed me. “I might have committed incest.”

Necahual snorted in disdain. “That taboo hardly stopped you when you first crawled into my bed and that of my daughter.”

“That’s not… that’s not the same.” My jaw clenched. “You think it is possible?”

“Your mother wouldn’t think twice about cheating on your father,” Necahual replied with bitter hatred. Her assumption was incorrect, but her opinion of Ichtaca might not be too off the mark. “The Nightlords have done worse too. Still, can you confirm it?”

“Not yet, but the thought won’t leave my mind.” I hoped this would be one of Iztacoatl’s ploys meant to disturb me and nothing more. If not… “Nenetl was the one relationship the Nightlords hadn’t tainted yet. I thought I had something pure going on with her. Now I feel sick whenever I look at her. The love we shared has been turned into a twisted experiment.”

“It might have been,” Necahual replied. She studied me for a while, her sympathy for my situation tampered with cold calculation. “You ought to confirm the information first, then discuss it with Nenetl. You should at least inform her of your reasons for ending your relationship. Otherwise, your silence will wound her.”

“What am I supposed to tell her if this proves true?” I replied in annoyance. “‘I am your brother, and we slept together?’”

“It will be better than guilty avoidances and lies,” Necahual replied bluntly. “Have you such little faith in her?”

I frowned. “This is not about faith. The truth will devastate her.”

“She is stronger than you think and wiser than you give her credit for. She may react badly, or she may not. If you truly love her, then you will tell her the truth and help her move on,” Necahual scoffed. “Or are you so craven that you would rather stay silent and let her suffer?”

My hand moved up her neckline and closer to her throat. “You tempt me, witch.”

Necahual remained utterly unimpressed. “If you want a shoulder on which to cry on, Iztac, then go find someone else. I sold you my soul, not my tongue.”

And I loved her for it.
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MURDER IN THE FAMILY


Itook as much from Lady Zyanya as I gave her.

Draining lifeforce through Seidr came to me much more easily than healing wounds. The latter required direction and a sacrifice on my part, while the former was like drinking from a pond of honey. I simply had to pace myself to avoid draining my partner dry without letting her notice.

I was unwilling to train this skill on my consorts considering the risks involved. Zyanya was expendable, and I wouldn’t sleep with her often enough for her to notice the long-term effects of Teyolia draining anyway. I would leave her more exhausted than usual; hardly anything suspicious in itself for her, but a good exercise for me.

Draining her without notice proved a bit more difficult than I expected. I had grown experienced enough at seeing the shape of my and my partner’s soul that I could snuff out their lives like candlelight. There was something faintly addictive about stealing another’s health and vigor, especially after giving Necahual some of mine. It was so easy to steal rather than to earn.

The Nightlords probably felt that way when they betrayed their monstrous father. The thought kept me grounded enough not to overstep, though it demanded a mental effort to restrain myself.

Zyanya was thankfully a skilled lover, so I found the experience quite pleasant. I hardly spared a thought for the late Tlazohtzin and poor Tlaxcala while I spent my seed into their moaning wife; the way I saw it, it was merely a necessity to hide the Mometzcopinque ritual.

“Your Majesty…” Lady Zyanya let out a sigh of pleasure and exhaustion once we finished. “That was… divine…”

“Savor that memory, Zyanya,” I replied after pulling out and letting myself fall on the mattress’ side between her and Necahual, who had been watching everything. “That pleasure will taste all the sweeter for its rarity.”

Zyanya’s satisfaction turned into a grimace. “Your Majesty is welcome to enter my bed at any time.”

“While it is an enticing thought, I have a war to wage,” I replied while Necahual lovingly stroked my hair. “You and your husband will serve the empire better by staying here in Zachilaa and keeping our internal enemies in check.”

Truthfully, I was content to end this charade and move on from this opportunist. I’d spent weeks pruning her and Tlaxcala to set up this exact situation. With Iztacoatl going on the warpath against my imperial privileges and the loss of surprise that taking her First Night provided, Zyanya’s usefulness to me had sharply dropped.

Nonetheless, it never hurt to be polite.

Zyanya studied me with a scowl. I could see her assess her different options. On paper, she had already gained much from our association. Tlaxcala might not be the ideal partner, but he granted her access to his family’s wealth and connections. Publicly “gracing” her the way I did would also bring her great prestige. What more could she want from me? And what did she have to offer in return?

“Would you mind indulging a simple request, Your Majesty?” she asked me suddenly. “Would you kindly show me your holy blood again?”

“Have you developed a taste for sunlight, Zyanya?” I mused. Though her wish surprised me, it was easy enough to grant. I bit my palm and let fire pour out of my wound. “Behold its shine and warmth.”

Zyanya eyed the burning flame of my blood with desire. It reminded me of Lahun’s own intense interest, albeit with a subtle difference. Lahun’s fascination was born of comprehension, of watching the sorcery she sought for years performed before her eyes in true. Zyanya’s own interest was born of ignorance, of the awe of seeing something she couldn’t fully understand. She was a mortal entranced by the sight of a true miracle.

Zyanya dared to move her hand close to mine, although she pulled back the moment the flames licked her skin. I saw her hesitate to try again. She reminded me of an animal enticed by honey: the prize looked so sweet, but the buzzing bees lurking nearby never ceased to threaten her.

“I have seen many emperors,” she whispered to herself, “but none who could perform Your Majesty’s miracles.”

“My predecessors paved the way for my coming.” In a way, I was entirely truthful there. “I am the herald of a new age for Yohuachanca.”

“Yes… Yes, I see that now.” Zyanya nodded to herself, as if reaching a decision. “I must inform Your Majesty of a plot against his person and that of his consorts.”

My palm clenched into a fist. Necahual tensed up at my side, her eyes narrowing in suspicion.

“A plot?” she asked on my behalf, knowing an emperor couldn’t show concern in front of a lowly mistress.

“My husband and I were approached three nights ago by a priest in Lady Iztacoatl's service,” Zyanya declared. The mere mention of the Nightlord’s name caused my heart to skip a beat. “We were ordered to spy on Your Divine Majesty and report any suspicious behavior. In return, we would receive financial favors and protection beyond Your Divine Majesty’s term.”

I would have loved to say it took me by surprise, but I’d sadly expected as much. It also helped contextualize some of their recent behavior.

My predecessors had warned me that Iztacoatl would seek to subvert my spy network and plant someone in my bed in order to gather information. Approaching Tlaxcala and Zyanya made sense; after all, I’d selected them as my catspaws because they were greedy and ambitious opportunists willing to do anything for imperial favor.

It was why I’d been careful to use those two without revealing too much about my true activities. They had been useful but untrustworthy.

Why would Zyanya tip her hand like this?

“Interesting,” Necahual said while faking amusement. “And have you found anything suspicious?”

“I do recall that Lady Ingrid had us obtain an odd set of supplies and send them to what I assume was an intermediary,” Zyanya replied sharply, her eyes meeting mine. “Nothing incriminating by itself, but definitely suspicious. Of course, I saw no reason to waste the goddess’ time with mere supposition, and my new husband is too foolish to notice anyway.”

I waited a moment before finally speaking up with a low, dangerous voice. “Are you threatening me, Lady Zyanya?”

“No,” Necahual said shrewdly. “She would not say it now of all times, when we could easily snap her pretty neck with no one the wiser.”

“Your favorite is cunning, as expected of her,” Zyanya replied with what could pass for halfway sincere flattery. “I am Your Majesty’s faithful servant.”

“For a price, of course,” Necahual guessed. I let her do the talking for now in order to keep my options open without committing to anything. “What do you want?”

“First of all, I would like to deepen my relationship with Your Majesty.” Zyanya traced a line along my chest with her finger. I must have left a good impression on her. “I have no wish to end up trapped inside your harem, but I would enjoy the benefits of your public affection.”

“You wish to become my official mistress,” I guessed. “Did Iztacoatl put you up to this?”

“My husband and I thought it would be the best way to worm our way into both of your good graces,” Lady Zyanya replied. “I expect to be showered with the wealth and honors of my station. Meanwhile, I will ensure that Lady Iztacoatl hears everything she needs to hear.”

Necahual looked at her with some measure of interest. “Everything we want her to hear.”

“I see no difference,” Zyanya replied with a cunning smile.

“You intend to play both sides for as long as you can,” Necahual said with a hint of contempt. “To ensure you win no matter what.”

“Why make this offer at all?” I asked Zyanya. That part puzzled me. “You are not blind. Surely you must know that a Godspeaker cannot offer more than the goddesses he speaks for.”

“Simple.” Lady Zyanya glanced at my wounded palm. “A goddess would not ask me to spy on Your Majesty if you weren’t a threat to her. If she wants me to investigate Your Majesty and keep an eye on those close to you, then it means that she fears you.”

I knew Zyanya was shrewd, but her sharp insight took me aback. Of course, it could be a lie—a long con meant to gain my trust on Iztacoatl’s behalf in order to sell me out later for a higher price. Nonetheless, the miracles I’d performed would indeed present me as something utterly new in Yohuachanca’s history: a viable alternate source of power to the Nightlords. The potential rewards of such an uncertain situation exceeded the risks.

“It is quite the unique opportunity, I’m sure Your Majesty would agree,” Lady Zyanya said.

“You said ‘first of all’ earlier,” Necahual noted. She had grown halfway experienced at intrigue by now. “Becoming his mistress is only part of your price. What else do you want?”

“Widowhood.” Zyanya’s face twisted into a scowl. “I would like Your Majesty to secretly arrange for my new husband’s demise, hopefully as soon as I can confirm my pregnancy. A heroic death in battle would suit me best so that he departs this world with glory and honors our house on his way out.”

I couldn’t help but scoff, “Has Tlaxcala truly been so tiresome that you would seek his death so soon?”

“Tlaxcala is a wastrel and a fool,” Zyanya replied with a scoff of absolute disdain. “Which I assume is why Your Majesty chose him as their tool.”

“True,” I conceded. “Nonetheless, a good tool is always useful.”

“He hardly listens to me, and I swear that he will waste away his father’s fortune within a mere few years with his incompetence.” Zyanya’s sneer reminded me so much of Necahual’s. “I do not appreciate Tlaxcala, but I desire his family’s wealth and contacts, both of which I would inherit once he perishes. He has outlived his usefulness to both Your Majesty and me since the moment we held our wedding. I would see his wealth prosper and serve Your Majesty better than he ever did.”

She was probably right, though I saw a wrinkle in her plan.

“It is true that he has no heir that could threaten him now,” I said, having removed his only major competitor myself. “Nonetheless, your claim on his assets will remain shaky as his widow. You would need to bear him a child to secure your position.”

“Yes.” Zyanya smiled ear to ear. “‘His’ child.”

A dark shiver coursed through my body. I knew Lady Zyanya to be ruthless and willing to throw her husbands to the wolves for an advantage, but I never expected her to go this far to secure our alliance. She was well and truly ruthless.

“Quite bold, are you?” I asked while stroking her cheek. “This could lead to… complications.”

“Who will be able to confirm the truth?” Zyanya replied, her wicked ambition now laid bare before me. “Certainly there will be rumors and ambiguity, but those were unavoidable the moment Your Majesty took my First Night. Were my husband to die in a glorious battle, any protest would be seen as slander and be met with outrage. Your Majesty’s bloodline would rule Zachilaa forevermore, and I would not have to suffer my husband’s existence.”

Necahual studied Zyanya with a cold, blank expression. She had already been forced to bear an emperor’s child while passing her off as her husband’s own, so I assumed the proposal deeply gnawed at her.

“You would use your own flesh and blood as a tool to secure your wealth?” she finally asked Zyanya, her tone more disappointed than anything.

“We women have precious little power in this land, Lady Necahual,” Zyanya replied with a shrug. “Our gods value us for our work and ability to give birth, and our men for the pleasures we provide. We do what we must to scrap what freedom we can find. I will do what I must to secure my house’s place in the sun.”

I finally realized why Zyanya had often felt so familiar: she reminded me of Lady Sigrun. Perhaps Ingrid’s mother behaved the exact same way once, scraping any bit of power she could secure through her bloodline and political connections to an emperor. The Nightlords had seen to it that the empire’s women would fall into that trap again and again; they were condemned to play pointless games of intrigue for a scrap of glory and a vampire’s ingratitude.

Nonetheless, Lady Zyanya’s offer presented an opportunity I couldn’t pass on. Assuming that she spoke the truth, at least partially, then I had a unique way to filter information to the White Snake in a way that would provide me with a key advantage.

I knew Iztacoatl. She wouldn’t let me go even if Sugey sidelined her for the duration of the Flower War. If informed of a plot, she wouldn’t resist the opportunity to catch me in the act herself. This would neatly reinforce the operation that I had in mind for her, Astrid, and Fjor; perhaps even ensure its success. I could spin a web so strong it would catch the snake in its net.

I reached a decision.

“I could have you and Tlaxcala join us for the Flower War,” I said, stroking her hair. “There he could find the glory he deserves…”

“We would, of course, accept Your Majesty’s invitation,” Zyanya replied, her eyes alight with ambition. “I shall also keep an eye on that Aclla woman, as you asked me to.”

Necahual observed us for a moment, then spoke up. “On which day were you born?”

“The first day of the Monkey Month,” Zyanya replied with a frown. “Might I ask why?”

My favorite lied about learning divination, though I knew better and suppressed a smirk of amusement.

My witch was already scouting her future coven.
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I awoke in front of the black pyramid.

I had only ever seen the edifice from afar in the past, though it could be observed from any point in the city. Now it towered over me like the fang of a hungry and starless night. Its obsidian walls were smooth and untouched by the decay that struck the rest of the city; its peak seemed to rise on forever, obscuring the gray sky and the faint glow of Tlaloc’s sun in its dark majesty.

A single entrance was carved into its base, served by a set of stairs and surrounded by decorations that reminded me of teeth. Shadowy vapors and vile mists billowed out of this maw of nightmares to fuel the fog overtaking this cursed city. A thick and impenetrable wall of miasma surrounded the edifice and kept me separated from the rest of Xibalba.

Mother awaited me atop the stairs.

“You knew,” I said immediately upon seeing her, my heart overtaken with resentment. “You knew about Nenetl.”

Mother looked down on me with haunted eyes. She always carried herself with authority, even in her human form; yet tonight her posture seemed frail and fragile, like a stick of wood ready to fly away with a burst of wind.

“Yes,” she whispered, far too softly. “Yes, I… I knew.”

Something was wrong. Utterly wrong.

I could feel it in my bones. Mother’s eyes were sunken into her owl-mask, her posture too crumpled for her, her voice too weak.

Mother was shaken.

“I was afraid that…” Mother cleared her throat. “That your father would think less of me if he knew that I…” She looked down with an emotion I’d never seen from her: shame. “What I’ve done to survive.”

“He would. He will.” I clenched my fists. “We have to tell Father. You don’t get to keep his daughter away from him.”

Mother remained silent for a terribly long moment, then slowly shook her head. “It… it won’t change anything now, my son.”

The sorrow in her voice chilled me to my core. The seed of the darkest of doubts wormed its way into my heart. “Mother?”

“Come in,” she said, so quietly I hardly heard her. “The Lords of Terror await you.”

“Let them wait,” I replied angrily. “You said that this city’s doors were open to me.”

“Things have… things have changed.” Mother joined her hands together and looked down at the stone floor. “The invitation comes from above. From the First Fear itself.”

I frowned in confusion. “The First Fear?”

“The heart of Xibalba.” My mother’s hands were shaking. “The primal terror from which all the others arose.”

By the gods, she is terrified. Mother was a powerful sorceress with the knowledge and spells to cheat death itself. For her to be shaken enough to tremble like a leaf…

The most horrible of fears suddenly seized me. I could only think of one thing that would scare her.

“Mother?” The dreadful words formed on the tip of my tongue, my blood turning to ice in my veins. “Where is Father?”

Her long, ominous silence was enough of an answer.

The Lords of Terrors had spent many nights trying to find a way to scare me and finally found one.

“What have they done?” My fists clenched in panic and cold rage, as did my jaw. “What have they done?”

“There is… no other way but forward now, my son.” My mother turned her back on me, her gaze facing the maw of Xibalba’s pyramid. “No other way but forward.”

I hardly hesitated before ascending up the stairs, my steps echoing across the silent mists of Xibalba.

My concern for Father’s soul was only matched by my blazing fury. My baleful heart-fire shone as bright as the all-burning sun of Tlalocan.

Were they holding Father hostage inside the pyramid? Was that their ploy to force me to behave as the demon they wished me to become? If those so-called Lords of Terror dared to hurt my father, then I swore to the gods I would gather all the past suns’ embers and return here to smite their cruel city to smoking rubble!

The suffering they inflicted on their victims would look like a childish prank compared to what I would put them through!

I followed Mother into the pyramid, through the vast miasma pouring out of it as though moved by pulsing lungs. I could hardly see through it, even with the Gaze spell on. The ground had turned chalky white, its ancient stone replaced with a carpet of powdered bones. Walls of obsidian carved with ancient diagrams, words, and forgotten tongues glowed around us.

I began to hear a sound the further we progressed; a subtle, pounding tremor that coursed through the air and stones, too weak to be an earthquake yet too strong to be caused by the drums of war. Part of me found it strangely familiar, though I couldn’t put my finger on why.

The path behind us had long vanished into the mists by the time we reached the ballcourt. It was immense, larger than the capital’s greatest arenas. Its stadium stretched on a plain of bones surrounded by dark stands of carved obsidian and crystal skulls. The upper goal, a ring of bones overseeing the ballcourt from a wall, loomed high above us.

The twelve Lords of Terror watched us from the spectators’ stands.

They were all gathered on six platforms of bound bones and sinew. Each of them hosted a pair; ghoulish Hun-Came stood in the light and the illusive Vucub-Came remained in the dark, an unknown phantom hidden in the shadows; sweet smiling Chamiaholom sat next to Chamiabac, the very essence of a hateful world materialized in the shape of a skeletal cloud of ice; Xiquiripat and Cuchumaquic, the plague and the hunter, remained side by side as a totem of bone and a hill of diseased flesh; Ahalpuh and Ahalgana, two faces sharing the same loathsome body, ate a rotten meal in a bowl between their thighs; Ahalmez and Ahaltocob, the master and the slave, had the former floating above and dangling the latter on his bench like a puppet; as for Xic and Patan, the swirling spiral of the void holding the lonely one trapped in her bosom. All of them had materialized in the form of human-sized avatars looking down on us mortals from above.

“We welcome thee into our hall, sorcerer,” Hun-Came said, the fear of death and first among equals. He stomped the ground with his ancient staff like a judge opening a court case. “Your graduation to true demonhood is at hand.”

“Where is he?” I seethed through my mouth, looking up to better glare at these overmighty parasites. “Where is my fath⁠—”

I stopped upon catching a glimpse of the thing hanging from the ceiling.

It dangled from high above, far higher than the Lords of Terrors themselves, like how the sun shone upon kings and commoners alike; though there was nothing shiny about this horrible, monstrously huge diseased organ pounding above my head.

I’d seen enough human sacrifices to identify a heart.

It was blacker than the darkest night and of titanic proportions. Whatever giant once bore it in its chest probably rivaled King Mictlantecuhtli in size. Its diseased flesh pulsed with the strength of unlife, its surface a tapestry of silent faces frozen in eternal terror—for no one would hear them scream in the House of Fright. Hooks of iron and bronze hung the heart above the ballcourt by black feathered wings, replacing its arteries. I immediately recognized them for what they were.

I’d found the heart of Xibalba, and it had owl wings.

“Behold the First Fear, the Heart of Nightmares; the very soul of Xibalba made manifest,” Hun-Came declared with reverence. “Gaze upon the flesh of terror and despair. Every fear, every evil, every cruelty known to mortalkind flows into it; as we feed it, so does it feed us. Gaze upon your progenitor, Tlacatecolotl.”

My progenitor? The longer I looked up at this heart, the more the owl in my soul rejoiced. This dark heart called to me with each pulse of its rotten countenance. I sensed its vile and putrid alien affection for me, like a proud parent welcoming its child back to the roost. Its whispers soothed the fear seizing my heart, albeit only barely.

“This is…” I inhaled the mists in the room. They tasted of home, of a nest of nightmares from which the beast within me once took its first flight. “My totem?”

“Yes,” Hun-Came said. “The first fear and the last, born not of men, but of the very gods themselves. The fear of the end.”

The heart fueled Xibalba’s fog. Its faces breathed out the cursed mist with each pounding, letting the essence of fear flow into the city to give life to a thousand nightmares. This place had taken its first pulse on the dawn of the first humanity and would continue to haunt it well into our final nights.

“When the four creators gazed upon the skull of King Mictlantecuhtli for the first time, they too learned that they were mortal,” Hun-Came explained. “That all of life, all that which they have created, all their glories and triumphs, would one day come to a close. As their terror wormed its way out of their hearts, it grew wings and flew away to the land of the living to torment them. At the site of its birth arose our eternal city—the nest to all of the children of fear, and which has followed in death’s wake as new suns replaced the old.”

The word children broke me out of my trance. The anger surging within my heart lifted the cloud of fascination obscuring my mind and reminded me of my purpose for coming to this cursed place.

“It’s quite the touching family reunion, but the only one I seek to see is my father,” I rasped, a finger pointed at Hun-Came in challenge. “What have you done with him, demon?”

“Nothing,” said the Fear of Death.

“Lies!” I snarled, my hands swirling with the fires of the Blaze. I would burn down this entire temple and its very heart if I had to. “I have conquered your trials and overcome your schemes! You have no right to take my father’s soul away!”

The Lords laughed at me, Chamiaholom first among them.

Their dark glee echoed across the halls. Not all of them mocked me, since the likes of Hun-Came were beyond laughter and joy of any kind, but enough did so to shake the walls.

My heart sank into my chest. I had suffered enough mockery in my life to recognize what kind of joy I inspired—the smug, condescending irony born of watching a fool unaware of a hurtful truth.

Hun-Came stomped the stand with his staff and silenced his colleagues.

“Your presence and freedom within these halls are at the whims of the First Fear and the will of Xibalba,” Hun-Came declared to me. “Your father’s soul was your mother’s property, as per the covenant she formed with us. We had no power over it until now.”

“I’m afraid you misunderstand, sweetheart,” Chamiaholom said with a rancid smirk. “We are here to congratulate you and your mother on your graduation. You have already passed with flying colors.”

“The ballcourt game is a pure formality in your case, Iztac Ce Ehecatl,” Hun-Came said calmly. “Your mother already supplied the required sacrifice.”

He uttered the last words so absentmindedly, like a bureaucrat discussing a technical administrative issue, that I almost missed their awful and deep cruelty.

The pieces fell into place into a ghastly picture.

My mind refused to entertain the possibility at first, in spite of all the hints presented to me. My eyes turned to Mother, whose guilt and sorrow were written all over her face. She cradled her arms and suppressed a sob.

She wouldn’t have… In spite of her cowardice, in spite of abandoning me and Nenetl, in spite of everything… That was the one line she would never cross. She couldn’t have…

Lies. Those were lies. Another illusion meant to deceive me like in the Razor House, a vile trick to poison my mind against my mother and crush my spirit. I could tell it was all a lie.

A lie told to myself.

“What have you done?” I dared to ask, though I already knew the truth within my heart. “What have you done, Mother?”

Mother wouldn’t answer. The coward wouldn’t even face my gaze. Even in the face of the ultimate crime she could have committed, she still wouldn’t own up to it.

“What have you done?!” I shouted at her, the flames of my rage and disbelief illuminating the ballcourt.

“Don’t tell me you didn’t know, sweetheart?” Chamiaholom wiped out a tear from her eye—an act that I found infinitely more ominous than the trials and laughter of Lords of Terror. “Every sorcerer must provide their ball to play their graduation game and leave our fair city. Such is the toll that Xibalba asks of you… a duty that your loving mother so kindly agreed to pay out of parental affection.”

Hun-Came stomped the ground with his staff, and all of Xibalba trembled.

“Fetch him the ball,” he ordered.

The ball court shifted beneath my feet, its powdered field of bones reassembling itself into a small tower of skeletal hands. It arose in front of me, fingers clicking and chittering as they brought forth a treasure buried beneath the arena’s floor and presented it to me.

Hope died within me the moment I laid eyes on it.

My father’s soulless skull silently stared back at me.
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There were moments in the life of a man that seemed to go on forever.

How much time did I spend looking into my father’s empty eye sockets, desperately searching for a hint that the skull within my hands was a clever forgery? My heart wished to believe in a lie when my reason knew the truth well enough. I sensed no soul in this empty skull, no shadow hiding in the dark in an attempt to deceive the Lords of Terror; only the remnants of paternal warmth and the lingering scent of betrayal.

The silence would have lasted forever had Mother not broken it.

“I did it for you,” she said quietly.

My hands gripped my father’s skull so hard I heard it crack within my palm.

“If you had killed him yourself, you would have become a Skinwalker,” Mother said. It might even be true, but her words reeked of a shamed soul’s pitiful attempt to justify her hideous crime. “They wanted to stain your soul forever, beyond repair.”

Chamiaholom’s laughter resonated across the stands, her cruelty echoed by the mocking chuckles of half her siblings.

My sorrowful heart burned with the kind of blinding fury no word could ever describe. I raised a hand at the stands in my rage and unleashed the power of the Blaze upon its spectators. A torrent of all-consuming flames devoured the Lords of Terrors as I turned the very power they taught me against them.

It failed to silence Chamiaholom and her colleagues. The fire devoured their flesh and bones, only for new ones to grow and replace the old in an instant. My flames didn’t burn so hot that they could kill the fears of men.

“It’s useless, sweetheart,” Chamiaholom said after calming down, almost kindly. “We are you. We are humanity. We are life.”

“So long as fear endures in the hearts of men and gods, so shall Xibalba stand eternal,” Hun-Came added. “No spell nor prayer will end us, child.”

“Besides, why attack us, my dear?” Chamiaholom asked. “We only accepted your mother’s sacrifice. She brought him to us out of her own free will, although she was under no obligation to do so.”

“Nor the only option available,” Ahalmez added, the Lord of Control.

I was about to throw another Blaze at these monsters, if only to calm myself, when their words struck me like a slap to the face. My head snapped in Mother’s direction, whose guilty expression immediately confirmed my suspicions.

“The ball sacrifice can be anyone sufficiently close to the sorcerer,” Chamiaholom explained cheerfully. “Your consorts’ souls belong to Lord Yohuachanca by right and are out of our jurisdiction, but your father and mother were both eligible sacrifices.”

I glared at Mother, who held my gaze back. The fact she would cowardly choose to save her own life over Father disgusted me to my core but hardly surprised me. This woman abandoned her own children to save her own skin and then never risked her life to save us from the Nightlords. She was a craven coward—the kind only my selfless Father could love.

My predecessors were right from the start. Their marriage was always bound to end badly.

I knew Mother was capable of sacrificing Father for the sake of saving her own miserable life, but I also understood the depths of affection he felt for his family. I wasn’t enraged enough not to see through the Lords’ attempts to sow discord between us either.

“Iztac—” Mother said, though I didn’t let her finish.

“Was he willing?” I cut in, although I already suspected the answer. If she dared to callously throw him away… “Did you tell Father what fate awaited him? Did you ask for his permission before you sacrificed him?”

Mother stared at the ground. She covered her eyes, as if to hold back tears of dust.

“Yes,” Mother whispered quietly, her voice breaking. “Yes, when I told him one of us would… would need to disappear for you, he…” she sobbed. “He volunteered.”

My blood turned to ice as Mother collapsed on her knees, her nails scratching her face in bitter regret. Her wail of agony echoed across the halls with such strength it silenced my anger with compassion and shared sorrow.

Mother was no actress and saw open displays of affection as weakness. I didn’t think she was capable of faking such deep depths of grief; and neither did the Lords of Terror accuse her of lying, though it would have certainly widened the wedge between us. For all of their cruelty, they were an honest and lawful sort of evil.

Father gave away his afterlife for his family’s sake.

A wave of deep and profound grief overtook me, as cold as my anger had been warm. It sapped me of my strength until my heart-fire’s light grew quieter than embers. I couldn’t muster the might to stay angry at Mother.

I didn’t even have the strength to cry.

“You should have told me,” I muttered under my breath, my hands cradling Father’s skull. “You should have told me.”

If she had, we… we could have found another way. There had to be another option we hadn’t considered, had those two fools not acted so hastily!

“You would have become a Skinwalker either way,” Mother said, her voice so terribly weak in her throat. “I… Your father and I made the best call we could⁠—”

“The best call?” My jaw clenched. “You knew this would happen! You…” My eyes widened in horror as a dreadful thought crossed my mind. “You knew this would happen.”

Mother had passed the trials before me. She must have sacrificed someone close to her to escape it the first time too; maybe one of her surviving parents who had abandoned her, or a friend I knew nothing of—if she was even capable of forming such a bond.

She knew the Lords of Terror would force me to select either of my parents as my sacrifice to pay Xibalba’s twisted toll the moment she invited me inside this cursed city. Yet she hadn’t done anything to smuggle Father out of Xibalba, nor warn me of the danger ahead. I didn’t think that she was incompetent enough to simply forget, especially after I cleared one trial after another.

Which meant…

The fire within me glowed like the sun, my eyes alight with hatred.

“You thought I might sacrifice you, didn't you?” I asked, the words choking in my throat. “Even though you knew Father would have taken that burden out of love… part of you feared I would choose you anyway.”

Mother signed deals with the Lords of Terror to set up her small owl nest in their basement. One of the clauses likely compelled her to answer their summons or forbade her from running away. Creating a home inside the House of Fright meant binding oneself to its inviolable laws.

Since Mother couldn’t skip town to avoid risking her soul, she secured insurance.

“Yes indeed, sweetheart,” Chamiaholom confirmed my suspicions, her lips stretched into a ghastly smile of absolute joy. “Your dear mother always planned to sacrifice her beloved husband should no other soul fit Xibalba’s demands.”

“Even in this, she disappointed us,” Ahalmez complained. “The truth is that your mother found herself unable to go through with the bargain. When we asked her to sever her husband’s head from his corpse, her resolve faltered. She tried to offer us a substitute.”

A substitute?

A shiver ran down my spine. I could only think of one hypothesis.

“Astrid,” I said, the name echoing through the hall like a curse. “You tried to sell them Astrid’s soul.”

Ahalmez let out a droning sound, which I took for a snort. “Why do you think she saved her life in the first place, child?”

A wave of nausea seized me over. Of course Mother wouldn’t think I would risk so much just to save Astrid on her sister’s behalf, or for the sake of protecting an innocent. If I put so much on the line to protect that child, it must have been because I cared deeply for her; perhaps enough for Xibalba to take in my parents’ place.

“We refused, of course,” Chamiaholom said. “The girl doesn’t mean that much to you, and Xibalba demands heartbreak. Even if the House of Fright had accepted her request, our brave Itzili wouldn’t let her argue her case.”

“That man sacrificed himself out of his own free will,” Hun-Came said. His cold, emotionless voice betrayed a hint of respect. “He did not fear me. He did not fear death.”

Mother didn’t even dare to look at me, nor contest their claims. She simply clenched her fists and brought them down on her thighs, struggling to suppress sobs. I had no doubt that her reaction was genuine.

It must have been a pretty new and disturbing experience for her—feeling shame.

Oh, I was sure she tried to cheat her way out of this obligation. Her obsession with a soul-transfer spell made a lot more sense as an escape plan to safeguard her and Father’s souls from Xibalba’s grasp. My mother loved her husband enough to work on saving him.

But whenever she had to choose between a loved one and saving her own skin, Mother always put herself first. She would rather weep over Father’s demise than die for him.

I had no pity for her. I was no stranger to anger and bitterness; they had fueled me long before the Nightlords had enslaved my soul. What I felt for the wretch who brought me into the world went far beyond mere wrath. My entire body shook with absolute disgust. My heart had become a depthless abyss of contempt and baleful hatred.

Mother’s obvious regret only made it worse.

“That’s what broke you, isn’t it, honey?” Chamiaholom taunted Mother, her tongue licking her lips as if she could savor our pain. “The knowledge that your husband loved you and your son so much that he was willing to bear eternal suffering on your behalf. That his affection for you was as deep as the sea and pure like the dawn. That’s the kind of love that only comes once in a century.”

“And now, it is gone forever,” Ahalmez said, cruelly salting our wounds with his venom. “You will never find anyone willing to love you like he did, Ichtaca.”

And Mother knew it all too well. The truth cut through all of her lies and deceit, even the ones she told herself. She must have expected Father to require some convincing before agreeing to the deal, or even thought she might have to force him to go along with it. She never expected him to give his soul away for her sake without question, because the thought of doing so herself never crossed her mind. Only when he went along with it did Mother realize she had sacrificed something priceless.

She only understood Father’s true value when she lost him.

“I was wrong…” she muttered, both to me and to herself. “I was… wrong…”

It was so easy to feel remorse or guilt after the deed was done. Feeling sorry cost us nothing. I was guilty of that sin too, of wallowing in self-pity for the crimes I’d committed to survive. Part of me supposed I ought to owe Mother some sympathy and understanding over it.

But the wound went too deep this time.

I could have forgiven Mother for sacrificing Necahual, Ingrid, even so many others whom I loved if it meant saving Father; I would have even wavered for Eztli or Chikal, even though the latter carried my child. I held great affection for all of them, but as much as I loved them, they weren’t the man who had raised me from birth. Father was blood. He had been with me since my birth and even in death sought to alleviate my burden in any way he could. That kind of kinship ran deeper than the bond between men and women or between friends sharing a common purpose. I would have traded any other soul for his own.

I would have forgiven Mother for sacrificing anyone else.

I knew it was hypocritical to condemn Mother for something I was guilty of. I had killed so many people in the name of my own safety and mission to take down the Nightlords. It was her refusal to seek any other alternative first, to cravenly fold under the tiniest bit of pressure rather than fight back with all her strength, that nauseated me to my core.

I was sure the Lords of Terror counted on this reaction. I had been acquainted with plots often enough to see the strings guiding us toward a fateful conclusion. The doors out of Xibalba should have already opened if there was nothing more to say.

I still had a choice to make tonight.

“What did you do with my father’s soul?” I asked the Lords of Terror, my voice quieter and sharper than an assassin’s blade.

“It now belongs to the First Fear and Xibalba,” Hun-Came replied calmly, his staff stomping stones. “Eternal terror shall be his afterlife.”

My spine straightened with purpose. “Unless I offer a substitute?”

“Yes,” Hun-Came confirmed.

Mother ceased her weeping. Her eyes stared at me with confusion, then the fear of prey who suddenly realized she was now facing the direst of dangers. My face might have been made of stone and my eyes of ice for all she knew, and when she turned to look up at the Lords of Terror, she only saw a pack of scavengers hungry for more death and despair.

“You said we would be safe,” Mother protested.

“You are both safe from us,” Cuchumaquic the Hunter replied. “One may still slay the other.”

This was the Lords of Terror’s final gamble. Either let my father’s demise go unavenged for my personal gain, since Mother had more to offer me; or sacrifice her and stain my soul with kinslaying.

Mother met my gaze. How quickly she forgot her grief when in the throes of fear. I supposed it made sense why she would find herself at home in the House of Fright’s basement; terror had always been the roots supporting the tree of her life.

“Iztac,” she said. “Iztac, this is what they want⁠—”

I only said a Word.

“Bow.”

My power seized her heart and body. I saw her surprise when she sensed a spell unknown to her overtake her will and compel her to follow my command.

She resisted, of course. Her limbs struggled against my absolute order, and she already summoned the Doll’s dark talons to defend herself. Whether she intended to fight or free herself from my compulsion, I didn’t know. I didn’t care either way.

“I said…” My eyes burned with hatred as I spoke with the voice of the Godspeaker feared by millions of slaves and foes. “Bow!”

My Word shook the walls of Xibalba. Its weight forced Mother’s forehead to hit the ground with a smacking sound, her hands gripping the chalky bone dust covering the floor and her talons of darkness vanishing. All of her willpower and magic hardly amounted to token resistance before the inevitable submission.

Even the Lords of Terror shifted in their seats. Though they only had to make a small effort to resist my compulsion, the mere fact that they had to at all filled my heart with grim satisfaction.

“Bow to your emperor, Ichtaca,” I ordered. The fact that this wench gave birth to me once would not afford her any pity. “Your life is in my hands now.”

Her hands shook with the awful dread of the condemned. So absolute was my power over her that no word nor breath escaped her mouth; she could only bow and fear.

“Do you see her now, Iztac?” Ahaltocob the Abused asked through his stitched lips. “Do you see her for what she is?”

“Yes,” I replied, my voice brimming with contempt. “Yes, I do.”

I didn’t need the Gaze to see past the veil Mother surrounded herself with.

From the very moment I met her, she had tried to portray herself as a powerful witch with access to forbidden knowledge and talents I did not possess. She reveled in secrecy and the image of a vile thief of souls, daring and dangerous, when she was neither of these things.

She had some power, yes, but what use was power when its owner feared to wield it? Mother hadn’t used her gifts to wage war on the Nightlords who oppressed her or carve out a kingdom of her own. She chose to hide instead. She abducted the souls of the dead who couldn’t defend themselves, terrorized civilians like Necahual, and searched for ways to steal another’s flesh to escape the icy grip of death. She had spent her entire life running.

Mother was weak.

She had always been weak. A craven soul too afraid to take the risks required to achieve true greatness. She was the kind of pitiful, fearful creature that only my father could love.

“You never dared to face Tlaloc yourself,” I guessed. “You knew the angry god would see through your lies and flatteries the moment he saw you. You were afraid he would smite you, so you put your hopes on me—the very son whom you had abandoned.”

Mother had so many ways to contact me, whether in the world of the living or the land of the dead. She could have used the Ride on a servant, called upon the Yaotzin to carry out a message, or any other method. Instead, she only met me once I entered Tlalocan and crossed into the Underworld’s second layer, when I would be of use to her.

“Speak,” I said, one Word freeing her from the other.

The tension overtaking Mother’s body didn’t abate. It simply came from within rather than without this time. She didn’t dare to meet my gaze again. She knew I would tear out her eyes if she tried.

“Iztac…” Mother gulped, struggling to find her words. Although she had given birth to me, she didn’t know me well enough to know how to talk me out of killing her. “Once we become gods, we can save your father, get him back⁠—”

“Once we become gods?” Such foolishness would have made me laugh bitterly, if I still had enough patience left to feel joy. “You do not have what it takes to become a god, Mother. You never did.”

“You sought godhood to free your heart from fear, you foolish shadow of a witch,” Ahalmez declared with mocking condescension. “But you had it all wrong from the start.”

“Wrong,” Vucub-Came whispered in the dark. “Wrong way, the other way…”

“Only the bold may reach the heavens, either as gods or demons,” Hun-Came declared calmly. “No coward has ever become a sun.”

“To be truly evil or truly good demands unwavering determination,” Ahaltocob said. “The fearful can only aspire to mediocrity.”

“The pain of others may buy favors from the strong,” Ahalpuh and Ahalgana spoke at the same time. “But true power requires personal sacrifices.”

“Again and again you have tripped on your ascent to power,” Xic taunted Mother. “Putting your faith in your wayward son, whom you had cast away in the name of your own safety.”

A voice arose from Patan the Lonely, so low I could hardly hear it. “You sought solitude not out of inner strength, but weakness,” he whispered. “You are unworthy of greatness, Ichtaca.”

“This is your true fear, sweetheart, the one you will never escape no matter how deeply you hide it,” Chamiaholom concluded. “Insignificance.”

Mother had misunderstood the heart of sorcery and the nature of power—the truth that I learned from Queen Mictecacihualt’s story of how the Fifth Sun came to be. Only those willing to sacrifice themselves could aspire to shine in the heavens. Those too scared to offer themselves to the pyre were condemned to linger in the shadows of brighter souls.

Mother bit her tongue. “My son⁠—”

“Blood won’t save you,” I cut in pitilessly.

“I can still be of use,” Mother pleaded, her nails scratching the floor. “I know so many spells which you do not, and Astrid…”

“If you had any secret spell worth teaching me, you would have already used it to free yourself from my grip. I have the means to recover Astrid too, should you perish.” My eyes narrowed on her. “You have nothing to offer me, except prayers.”

Mother quickly found her faith.

“My son…” she sobbed in fear and powerlessness. “Please, Iztac… I…” Her voice broke in abject dread. “I don’t want to die…”

“Die?” I snorted in disdain. “You won’t die.”

An ominous silence followed my declaration. I had spooked demons and witches alike.

“If I kill you now, I will become a Skinwalker. You can still be of use to me, Ichtaca…” I marked a short pause. “And Father wouldn’t want you to die.”

I respected his memory too much to go through with this. Not after he sacrificed himself for her. For us.

Neither would I let the Lords of Terror win, no more than I would either suffer living in a world where the Nightlords could get away with their crimes.

I looked up at this charade’s true playwright, at the beating heart of Xibalba, to which the so-called Lords of Terror were no more than thralls and prisoners. My trials and this parody of a game were all meant to feed this grotesque abomination.

It was the only audience that mattered.

“Xibalba! Heed my words!” I raised my father’s skull at the First Fear, not as a prayer, but a demand. “Return my father’s soul back to me, healthy and whole, and I swear to you that I shall shepherd this world to its ultimate terror! The thirteenth fear that surpasses all others!”

I clenched my free fist to the heavens.

“I am the fear of the gods!”

Some Lords of Terror emerged from their silence to laugh at me, but they were few in number. The likes of Hun-Came among them had sensed it too, same as me; that subtle imbalance in the pounding that coursed through Xibalba.

The First Fear’s heart had skipped a beat.

I had its undivided attention.

“I am the blood on the altar!” I boasted. “I am the priest who burns the heathens! I am the heavens’ judgment and the tribute of flesh! I am the prophet that foretells the doom of kings and commoners, the Godspeaker whose every miracle is a curse! I am the calamity that punishes the faithless and the faithful alike!”

I was the dread that the Nightlords made of me, the mask through which the First Emperor foretold the end of the world, the sorcerer who brought forth a Fire Dawn.

“I am the fear of the gods true and false!” I declared to the heart of terror itself. “I teach men that the gods exist but do not care for them! I show them that the heavens relish their suffering and drink their tears! I am the fear that the world is not cruel by chance and indifference, but by design and purpose! I am the fear that we were created to be laughed at and toyed with! I am the fear that this Fifth Sun shall end like all the others before it, to be replaced at the whims of its makers and destroyers!”

I staked my claim on the House of Fright, which my soul called home. In a world where the image of power carried a strength of its own, I was careful to put on a great show.

“Your slaves each embody a single fear, but I wield them all, weave them, bring them!” I dismissed the Lords of Terror, these thralls and parasites whom I had overcome one after another. “I kill in the light and plot in the dark! I bring forth calamities and lure men to sin! I wage war and spread pestilence! I starve my lovers of their strength and crush my foes! I enslave and abuse at my command! I madden the weak and cast down the strong from their thrones! Have I not fed you all well on the fruits of my kingdom?!”

Had there been any emperor since the First who had sown more terror and suffering than I did? Had any of my predecessors woken up the mountains, humiliated the Nightlords, and sowed the seeds of a war that would engulf an entire continent? What mortal could boast of causing so much destruction in the mere beginning of his year-long tenure?

And I was just starting.

“If you wish for a banquet of fear, then do as I command!” I ordered the First Fear. “For as I trample the Sapa underfoot and bring ruin to Yohuachanca, as I ascend to godhood to take my rightful place in the bloodstained skies, I shall teach mankind the folly of praying for mercy when the heavens have none! But if you do not relinquish my father’s soul…”

My free hand burned with the flames of my hatred, which had consumed so many souls and set alight so many houses.

“Then I swear to you, once I become a god—and I will become one—then I shall rise from the depths of the Underworld to slaughter every last soul on this earth,” I spoke quietly, not with passion, but with the cold determination needed to carry through a war to its conclusion. “The skies will rain fire in a spectacle that will make Tlaloc’s wrath look like a child’s tantrum. I will scorch the lands and seas so quickly its inhabitants won’t even have the time to fear their demise. I will blink, and then they will all be gone.”

The Lords of Terror had grown silent as a set of tombs by then. What would these parasites do once the men that gave them their lives disappeared, with no gods left to raise a Sixth Mankind to replace them with?

Nothing.

They could do nothing and would return to nothing.

“And once I have buried everyone who could ever possibly feed you, once the lonely Fifth Sun shines on ashes and silence, I shall descend to watch your end. And then you will know fear.” I marked a short pause, my eyes glaring at the first of all terrors. “If you think I do not have what it takes to do that, if you think I am not the kind of player who would rather burn the board than let my opponent win… then you haven’t been paying attention.”

I concluded on these words—not with a threat, but a fact.

For a moment that seemed to stretch on forever, the First Fear appeared to have a stroke. Its bloated heart stopped pounding mist through the House of Fright. Its malevolent intelligence, born of all of mankind’s terrors and cruelty, assessed my claim. After all the crimes that I had committed, all the devastation I had caused, and all the defiance I had shown in the face of danger, it could only reach one conclusion.

I would follow through with my promise.

And the fearful would always choose submission over death.

My father’s empty eye sockets glowed with ghostfire.

“That’s impossible…” Chamiaholom said, her shocked expression swiftly turning into tears of joy and pride. “The First Fear recognizes his claim!”

Mother dared to look up, her astonishment only matched by that of her tormentors. For the first and perhaps the only time in its entire history, the House of Fright had let go of its sacrifice. I could feel its blessing flow into my heart. It was a small tug, a single word whispered within the depths of my soul.

A name.

“You have been crowned with a new title, Iztac Ce Ehecatl, by which Xibalba shall know you forevermore,” Hun-Came said, his deep, wizened voice oozing pride. He stomped the stands with his staff, then sang my praises. “All hail Cizin, the fear of the gods! All hail the thirteenth Lord of Terror! All hail the demon emperor!”

The Lords of Terror acclaimed me in front of my spooked mother and father. The demons applauded, danced, and sang, for they knew the world of the living was now in bloody hands. The scavengers rejoiced at receiving the scraps of a banquet of terror.

“Iztac…” my father whispered feebly. “I had such a terrible nightmare…”

“Don’t worry,” I comforted him. “You don’t need to be afraid anymore.”

I had conquered fear itself.
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Ileft Xibalba a conqueror, holding my father’s skull in my hand and with Mother following in my wake.

I didn’t look back.

The city opened its gates through the mist and let us walk through its dark doors. The desert surrounding the House of Fright stretched across the horizon, the statues of destroyed totems standing still under the pale gray sky. I’d buried my carrying frame and its contents there.

“Are you well, Father?” I asked him out of concern. He hadn’t said a word since we left the ballcourt behind us.

“I…” The fire in his eyes slightly wavered. “I think so.”

“You do not sound well,” I replied while glaring at Mother. She didn’t even have the decency to look at the husband she sacrificed.

“I’m… merely shaken,” Father replied. He sounded tired, like someone waking from an exhausting nightmare. “It… it could have been worse, Iztac. I wasn’t in there for long, so I… I just need a second to gather my thoughts.”

We ought to consider ourselves lucky then. Very lucky indeed. Father was a strong soul with great willpower, but being absorbed into an embodiment of primordial fear would have probably driven him mad from prolonged exposure. As it was, he was only spooked.

I let Father rest for now as I moved closer to the statues and used the Doll to unearth the carrying frame from underneath the owl totem. Mother observed us without a word, too guilty to speak up or apologize.

That ship had sailed long ago.

I examined the frame to check on its contents. To my astonishment, the urn I was meant to deliver to Tlaloc and the First Emperor’s Codex inside it remained untouched. I would have expected Mother to steal one or the other while I ventured into Xibalba, but I supposed the city enforced certain rules against thieves. That or the totem indeed protected my belongings.

With Xibalba’s trials completed, I would now ascend to Tlalocan and confront its godly master for his embers; after settling another matter first, of course.

I put the carrying frame on my back and broke the silence. “Where is the way to Mictlan, Ichtaca?”

The fact I called her by her name rather than “Mother” ought to get the point across. It certainly woke her up from her guilty torpor. “The… way?”

“The door I used to enter this layer is one-way only, and I need to return Father to his proper afterlife.” Far away from you, I left unsaid. “Why do you think I spared you back there?”

Father’s eyes glowed in his eye sockets. “I… I have no wish to return to Mictlan, my son.”

That took me aback. “Father, I will descend into the Underworld’s third layer soon enough. It will be a dangerous journey, and I may not be able to protect you.” My grip on his skull tightened, my eyes glaring at the pitiful woman who once gave birth to me. “You cannot hope to stay with this… this traitor.”

“There was… no treachery,” Father replied, his voice a little firmer. Speaking seemed to help him put his thoughts in order. “I… I knew my fate from the start, my son.”

Mother flinched as if she had been slapped. “From…” Her voice was weak, hardly a whisper. “From the start?”

“When you took me to this city… you said I should not take anything that I was willing to lose with me,” Father reminded her with a small, ghostly sigh. How he managed to do so without a body escaped me. “I… Well, I assumed I was one of those things, my love. You left us once already.”

Mother stood still for a brief instant, then collapsed to her knees, sobbing.

I looked with disgust at this weakling witch who only learned the true value of people after she had discarded them. I felt cautious respect for her once, even harboring the hope that we might mend the bridge separating us, but now only loathing remained. I glanced at Father, expecting to see a similar feeling in his ghostfire eyes, or at least disappointment.

Instead, he looked at her with compassion.

“Are you pitying her, Father?” His wasted kindness boggled my mind. This selfish wench, who had cast away everyone who ever cared for her, did not deserve his mercy. “After everything she did to you, to us? Why won’t you spit on her?”

“That’s… that’s the thing about unconditional love, my son. It comes without reservations.” Father marked a short pause. “However…”

It was strange how a simple word could carry such weight. Mother looked up at him with genuine fear and worry, her flayed heart faltering at the mere hint of her husband condemning her.

“I have seen things… things on which I cannot close my eyes anymore, Ichtaca,” Father said, his voice heavier than stones. “When that… that evil thing made me a part of it, I became one with the terrors of the living… yours included. I became one with fear itself and learned of so many evil deeds…” Another short silence followed as Father mustered the courage to broach a most cruel matter. “Including our daughter.”

Mother stared down at the ground in guilt and shame. She did not deny it. I would have felt a pang of familial sympathy if she weren’t the reason Nenetl had found herself caught in the Nightlords’ grasp.

“Did you think I would think less of you if you admitted it?” Father asked softly. This time, I did detect a hint of disappointment in his words. “Oh, Ichtaca… I forgave you for abandoning us. I would have done the same if only you had reached out to her the same way you did with Iztac. It is your unwillingness to right your past wrongs that I… that I cannot accept anymore.”

He said these words with a strange kind of finality, firm yet gentle. They carried no anger, but no mercy either. Father was the kindest man I had ever met, and I’d rarely heard him set his foot down in the past.

Mother gulped. “Itzili…”

Father did not let her finish. “I cannot enable you anymore, my love. I thought that with time… I thought that with time, your better nature would come through… that you would put our son ahead of your selfish desires. I still want to believe there is good buried deep within you, but”—he marked a short pause as he searched for the right words—“it cannot stay buried anymore. This… this has to change. You have to change, do you understand?”

“I’m…” Mother clenched her fists in her weakness. “I’m not sure I can.”

I snorted in disdain. “You certainly won’t if you refuse to take a single step.”

“I have faith in you, Ichtaca… even if you do not believe in yourself,” Father replied kindly. “Are you happy as you are… driving everyone who cares for you away? Hiding and losing everything again and… over again?”

“I only meant well,” Mother protested. “Once we became gods, I would have made everything right. I would have saved you, saved our daughter. The end would forgive the means.”

“You are mistaken,” Father replied sadly. “An end… an end is shaped by the means used to reach it… and what we meant matters less than what we did.”

My jaw tightened slightly. While Father spoke to Mother first and foremost, I sensed a hint of reproach directed at me. Knowing him, he hadn’t appreciated my speech to the Lords of Terror.

“Moreover, I… I know what deal you have made with the lords of this place to create your sanctuary,” Father said, his wife flinching at his words. “The souls within it are only safe for a time. They will experience the illusion of life, but… once you have obtained and recorded all of their knowledge… their protection will be stripped away and the Lords will feed on their fear of their paradise coming to an end.”

I would have loved to say Mother’s deceit surprised me, but I only expected the worst from her by now.

“You will return those souls to their proper afterlife in Mictlan above, one way or another,” Father insisted. “They… they all deserve better than a fleeting false hope and an eternity of torment.”

“But their knowledge…” Mother protested. “They know so much…”

“Nothing that you hope to glean is worth the sacrifice of so many souls, my love. I will not abandon my children to eternal suffering in a vampire’s belly either. You will help us get them out of the Nightlords’ grasp, or…” Father’s bone jaw tightened. “Or this is farewell, my love.”

Mother remained silent for a moment but then nodded weakly. After nearly losing her husband—the only person in the entire cosmos who still loved her—she was unwilling to risk him again.

This served me well. While I detested Mother and distrusted any help she could provide, I still required Astrid to destroy Iztacoatl for good. If she had any sense, she would behave herself from now on. I would not be so merciful as Father.

Nonetheless, a detail caught my ear.

“Help us?” I asked. “Father, I told you I cannot take you any further down.”

“I will not stay in Mictlan praying that you succeed… I refuse to stand on the sidelines while my… my children risk everything,” Father insisted. “There is… there is another way for me to remain at your side.”

I stared into the skull’s eyes and immediately guessed what he meant. “No,” I said. “No way.”

“I have discussed this with the previous emperors,” Father insisted, confirming my suspicions. “I will not say I have much wisdom to offer, but at least… At least this way I can help you shoulder the burden of your quest and provide what little comfort I can.”

“I won’t use the Legion spell on you,” I replied sharply. “Besides the fact your mind would meld with a thousand more, you cannot fathom the suffering my predecessors are going through every waking moment. It is torture.”

“Then I hope my company will alleviate some of their pain… and yours,” Father said, his voice suddenly full of wariness. “Also, I… I think you need an advisor who will help you stay on the right path.”

My jaw clenched at the subtle reproach. “What is that supposed to mean?”

“I heard… I heard what you told the First Fear,” Father explained. “I am… concerned, my son.”

“It was a bluff,” I reassured him. “I have no intention to do the Lords’ bidding.”

“But you would have followed through with your threat, had the First Fear denied your request,” Father said, the glow in his eyes flickering. “Do not deny it, Iztac. I saw… I saw the evil in your heart, as did the First Fear. I know what you would have done. What you are… what you are capable of.”

I wondered how much he had seen. I wouldn’t put it past the First Fear to show him my worst sins without the context that made them necessary.

“Yes,” I confessed softly. “Yes, I would have burned this whole rotten world if it meant saving or avenging you. You are my father and raised me from birth. You thought I would simply surrender you without a fight?”

“Iztac, while part of me appreciates the thought…” Father searched for the right words. “I will not become your excuse.”

His words felt like a slap on my cheek. “You can’t tell me you would rather have spent eternity trapped in that cursed city?!”

“That was a price I was willing to pay for your safety,” Father replied, much to my utter consternation. “I took the burden of that sacrifice so that you… so that your and your mother’s hands would remain clean. So that you would live happy lives away from that awful place.”

“I swear to you that I will live free of the Nightlords one day,” I replied. However, I couldn’t make any promises for Mother after what we went through. “And you will spend your afterlife in peace rather than in eternal torment. We will get the best of both worlds.”

“No, my son.” Father let out a heavy sigh. “Words have power… doubly so when uttered in the House of Fright. Gaining that awful title of Cizin has stained your soul. Your choice will have consequences.”

“Whatever they are, I will bear them,” I replied confidently. I was not afraid of Xibalba and its craven thralls. “I did what was necessary to save you, and I do not regret it.”

Father didn’t agree. “I wish I could be so sure, yet… yet I fear you have begun to commit crimes not out of necessity, but out of convenience.”

“Sinful acts are justified in the service of a righteous cause, Father,” I countered, my heart struggling with a rising feeling of frustration. Why couldn’t he see the big picture? “If you were truly one with the First Fear, then you have seen what Nightlords do. Their very existence makes our world a crueler place to live in!”

“That is true,” Father conceded. “And if you continue down your current path… then you will become an equal scourge on the world.”

“Me?” I choked in outrage, my grip on my father’s skull strengthening in cold rage. “I haven’t forced a brother and sister to procreate, nor threatened to hunt and rape a child no older than ten, or tried to reorganize the cosmos into a vampiric realm of sulfur and terror!”

“Yet… yet I’ve seen you abuse Necahual and other women to feel more powerful,” Father replied. “I’ve seen you start a war for glory for gains that will remain elusive. I’ve seen you slaughter our village’s survivors and schoolmates for a spell… and to avenge your wounded pride.”

“I did it to save that wench, though she did not deserve it,” I replied, glaring at Ichtaca. “Though I did negotiate with the wind to earn a spell, it had made its demands clear.”

Father remained convinced. “But if you had the will to argue with the Yaotzin for a greater prize… why didn’t you argue for a lesser price instead?”

His question took me aback for a moment, though I had a good reason. “I need more spells to destroy the Nightlords.”

“Then why didn’t you negotiate another, lesser price?” Father sounded so sad it hurt to listen. “Don’t you see, my son? Human lives aren’t fruits to be plucked, to be sold and discarded. Don’t you see how awful that mindset is?”

“We cannot win without sacrifices,” I replied, more and more frustrated with his judgment. “If I have to choose who dies, then I would rather select those who hurt me than innocents.”

“My son, I… I understand your resentment, and I do not fault you for letting it guide your actions, but… did your schoolmates’ mockeries warrant death? It’s not something that should be spread so casually.”

I held his gaze. “It is an emperor’s duty to give people’s lives and deaths value.”

Father stared at me with deep sorrow. “Do you truly wish to become what you fight against, Iztac?”

For a brief second, I was no longer facing my father’s skull. Instead, I saw the great face of King Mictlantecuhtli, who had seen the first world’s dawn and would witness the last sunset. My father’s warning was an echo of the god’s, whose truth I had long ago buried deep within my heart.

Become what I fought against? I waged war against evil itself! Monsters who ruled the world from high above—like I did, a faint voice whispered in my skull—using and discarding humans at their leisure—the same way I brought witches into the fold and plotted to kill those whose usefulness to me had run out—while relishing the death and destruction they sowed in their wake—laughing over the flames which I spread and the blood I shed.

I held my head with a hand as wicked thoughts intruded upon my mind and weakened my resolve. Why was Father’s gaze making me doubt myself so much? I had done… I had done what needed to be done. I’d tried other means before, and they never helped me prevail.

I tried to tell myself these things, and yet Father’s heavy stare wore down on my resolve anyway. I recalled Queen Mictecacihuatl, who had offered me her kindness and protection when I was still an innocent soul full of hope. A grim question gnawed at me.

Would she have offered me her help had I come to her as I was now? Or would she have looked at me with disappointment, as yet another soul lost to dark ambitions?

It wasn’t the lack of answers that bothered me, but the fact I knew them all too well.

“You’re wrong, Father,” I insisted, both to him and myself. I opened my carrying frame and put his skull there next to the urn I was meant to deliver to the great Tlaloc. “You will see.”

“What are you doing?” Father asked in protest. “My son⁠—”

“If you truly wish to come along, then I’ll show you how mistaken you are,” I cut in before closing the carrying frame and trapping my father in darkness. It wouldn’t be the nicest way to transport him to Tlalocan, but it was still better than holding him within my talons. “Just wait.”

The sight of her husband being put into a carrying frame awoke Mother from her self-pitying torpor. “Iztac,” she whispered in protest, though I ignored her. “Iztac, what are you doing?”

“I will go visit Tlalocan and fulfill my destiny,” I replied harshly while using Spiritual Manifestation to take on the shape of a great black owl. “Don’t you dare follow me, selfish mother of mine. If you’re wise, you’ll free those poor souls as Father asked of you before I return.”

“Iztac!”

I flew away before she could say another word, leaving only guilt and regrets behind me. My great dark wings flapped over the desert surrounding Xibalba, blowing salt and dust across the silent landscape. Hardly a noise disturbed me as I ascended upward. The city of evil had let me go, and I couldn’t hear Father’s muffled words from within the carrying frame.

I was left alone with my doubts.

Become what I fought against? That was ridiculous. I wouldn’t deny I’d dirtied my hands time and time again, but I’d always done so in the service of Yohuachanca’s destruction. Every action that I had taken was only ever meant to free the Nightlords’ grasp on my homeland and ensure they would suffer for their cruelty. Even actions committed for my personal gain were meant to increase my power and odds of taking them down.

After all the horrors they had sowed—after they put his children through—how could Father not see that their demise was worth almost any price?

But if I fail, it would have been all for nothing, I thought grimly, my heart-fire wavering. History will remember me as just another monster, a mad emperor in a long line of puppet-tyrants.

The thought gnawed at me after I escaped Xibalba’s territory and returned to the rest of the Second Layer. Volcanic fumes choked the air, and the heat suddenly increased. I whipped up a Cloak spell to protect myself by promising I would shower the city of Zachilaa with favor on my way out of the city. A protective wind swirled around me, shielding me from the flames and ashes raining down from the clouds above.

I looked up at Tlaloc’s blue sun. Its radiance shone upon the world, which he had once devastated with fire and brimstone. I knew that his promised land awaited me above the clouds, his paradise untouched by the burning and the suffering of his countless victims.

Perhaps it would make a good afterlife for Father if Tlaloc allowed him to stay there. It would be better than Mictlan and certainly better than Mother’s false refuge.

A great shadow passed over me.

I barely had time to dodge to the side to avoid a pair of house-sized talons closing on me. A monstrous bird passed by me with a malevolent shriek of pain and fury, its feathers burned by Tlalocan’s flames and revealing only a skeleton coated in flayed burning flesh. It was huge, many times bigger than myself, with pitch-black eyes glaring at me with seething hatred.

Azcatlapalli.

I had completely forgotten about the mad spirit who had hounded Mother and me all the way to Xibalba’s frontier. Had he been waiting outside its borders until I finally escaped its grip, all for the grim pleasure of killing me?

Whatever the case, Azcatlapalli began to chase after me across the clouds with relentless aggression. I was smaller and quicker, but it pursued me with dogged malice and determination. The spirit had nothing to gain from killing me besides the satisfaction of sharing his pain with the living, and that was reason enough to hunt me down. Considering the agony from which he suffered since the Third Sun’s final twilight, I could almost sympathize with him.

Almost.

Mother suggested that we avoid a fight with this monster when it first began to stalk us. It would have made a powerful foe once, but I had conquered too many trials to be intimidated, and I was too angry for mercy.

This would be a good opportunity to test my newfound strength.

“Fall,” I said, activating the namesake's spell.

The course of gravity changed instantly, from down to sideways. My current version of the Fall could only affect one target, but it proved capable of affecting even something as big as Azcatlapalli. The monstrous bird let out a screech as an invisible force pulled him to the left and caused him to lose control of his flight.

I ascended upward to better look down on the wayward spirit.

“I am the fear of the gods,” I boasted, knowing he had been a lesser deity himself before Tlaloc stripped him of everything. “I am with you every time you look at the sun that burns your wings.”

I had hoped to break Azcatlapalli’s spirit and convince him to let me go without a fight, but the flames and the pain had long stripped him of his reason. His agony had burned away everything until only hatred remained.

The monster let out a soul-rending screech and blew his wings at me. A mighty gust capable of upturning trees and casting down houses hit me in the face. I was flung backward into the clouds, my Cloak spell lessening the impact enough to spare my carrying frame from destruction. The thought of losing my father to this creature incensed me.

“Fool,” I snarled as Azcatlapalli flew upward toward me. “Return to dust!”

I waved a talon and channeled the power of the Slice. A wind born of my victims’ last breaths cut through the sky in the form of a sharp blade of air. If Azcatlapalli had any remaining sanity left, he would have been wise to dodge it; instead, he was so mad that he took it head-on in his desperation to grab me with his beak.

My Slice cut off his left wing at the shoulder, causing the spirit to lose control of his flight. I avoided his last-ditch attempt to eat me alive with his beak and watched him fall onto the ashen ground below. His bones cracked at the impact, his shrieks echoing across the burned landscape.

“Now burn,” I said.

I opened my mouth and unleashed a flood of fire from my mouth. The Blaze of my soul erupted from the depths of my being to incinerate the fallen god. A purple inferno rained down from the sky to punish my enemy like Tlaloc’s wrath once did.

Azcatlapalli screamed.

If I had lips in my owl form, I would have smiled in cruel joy. My flames seared the last of his flayed flesh to reveal the bones underneath. I put the spirit through the same agony he suffered at Tlaloc’s hands in the fading days of the Third Sun. I roasted the turkey until only a feeble skeleton remained.

I burned him until he lost the strength to scream and could only whimper. Only then did I stop with a cackle of satisfaction.

“You were a fool to defy me,” I warned him. “I am your prey no longer.”

The monster answered with a pitiful cry of agony—one that brought me no satisfaction.

I stopped, my heart-fire wavering. The monster below me had been reduced to a one-winged, charred skeleton unable to fly. Azcatlapalli limped on the ground with moans of agony and sorrow, the noise echoing from his skeletal gullet akin to sobs.

Beneath the malice, there was only pain.

As I looked down on the miserable creature, I found myself suddenly overcome with pity. Yes, he had tried to kill me out of malice, but men once worshiped the creature as a god of beauty if my mother was to be believed. It used to be great and kind until Tlaloc’s wrath reduced him to this sorry state. Centuries of torment had robbed him of his mind. Azcatlapalli should only inspire compassion.

Yet his suffering had filled me with cruel joy.

“This”—I struggled to find my words, the seed of guilt overcoming me—“is wrong.”

After experiencing weakness for so many years, I’d begun to revel in my hard-won power. I’d laughed at killing priests and the Nightlords’ soldiers, although most were mere fools led astray by lying vampires, taken women as slaves for my pleasure, and delighted in sowing chaos.

I’d committed so many of these sins out of necessity, telling myself that they were mere chores in the name of a greater cause, but now I realized I was starting to take a perverse kind of joy in them.

I relished in cruelty.

Just like the Nightlords and the Lords of Terror.

My sunlit blood turned to ice in my veins. It was an awful thing to learn about oneself, to find happiness in the pain of others. I told myself that Azcatlapalli deserved this punishment for attacking me, but it sounded like empty justification even to me. Agony had stripped away all his rational thought. He wasn’t even aware of right and wrong anymore, no more than a rabid dog could be blamed for biting a man’s hand.

I’d enjoyed tormenting this animal because it helped make me feel strong. Nothing more.

This is wrong, I realized. I was starting to see what bothered my father so much. I’ve grown numb to the pain of others… and sometimes, I’ve grown to appreciate it.

But what else could I do? Should I put Azcatlapalli out of his misery? He was already dead. What would it take to reduce his spirit to merciful nothingness? Would grinding his bones to dust free him from his horrifying existence? Or would his consciousness endure even in this form?

I gazed upon that land of death and fire that stretched across the horizon. These ashes of a lost world, filled with Burned Men and tormented souls.

I could only think of one option to alleviate their suffering.

I flew upward, leaving Azcatlapalli on the ground for now.

Tlaloc awaited me.
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Iascended to the land of the gods.

I flew through the clouds of volcanic smoke upward into the searing skies. The dead world below me vanished through thick layers of ancient ash carried by mighty storms. They pressed against the Cloak of wind shielding me. So much dust blew into my face at one point that I couldn’t see Tlaloc’s sun.

Then I finally pierced the veil. I emerged from the ashes like a fish hopping out of water and into fresh air. The horrid heat and dust were replaced by a soothing and comfortable atmosphere, like a faint summer breeze. A pure and starless blue horizon stretched out as far as my eyes could see, its great azure sun shining over a sea of dust.

Then I saw the true Tlalocan.

I saw green.

A great mass of earth floated above the ocean of ashen clouds covering the Underworld’s second layer. It was huge, a whole island’s worth of space, if not more. Fields of grass and flowers covered its shores alongside pristine white houses, which I knew was impossible; no life thrived within the dead bowels of the Underworld. Yet they appeared vividly real to me as I approached. Soft melodies, unlike the screams and cries of the Burned Men, filled my ears soon after, growing louder with each flap of my wings.

Songs.

The call of drums and trumpets lured me closer until I flew over the island. A village appeared below me, inhabited by men, women, and children of all ages wearing fine clothes and feather crowns. They danced in a circle around a fire to the tune of musicians among their numbers.

All of these people had blue skin.

A quick glance was enough to ascertain that it wasn’t simply paint. Great Tlaloc had given souls in his domain flesh of their own, but only in his own image.

These people gathered in groups to eat food growing from the very earth beneath their feet. I saw a man wave his hand with a laugh, and a guava fruit appeared in it in an instant. Their cups never seemed to run dry either.

I expected to see fear in these people’s gaze and forced smiles on their faces. I searched for any glimpse of dread on their faces, like the fear actors forced to play for the sake of a divine audience who would not tolerate dissatisfaction in his paradise. I didn’t find it. Their laughs were too genuine, their eyes too full of sparkling joy for it to be a lie. These people were happy.

Tlalocan was a true paradise floating high above a burning hell.

Then I heard the call of thunder in the distance.

No storm clouded the clear sky, nor did I see any lightning bolt shine on the horizon. Yet I heard three thunder strikes, each carrying a booming word.

“Come to me!”

The sheer weight of the command steered my flight away from the celebration.

I was already flying above fields of blooming flowers before the mere thought of resisting even crossed my mind. The order was stronger than a Word and heavier than the mountains. I could not have disobeyed even if I had struggled with all of my strength. A terrible wave of fear and apprehension spread through every fiber of my being. A power that eclipsed mine like the sun cowed the stars had requested my presence, and they would punish disobedience with death.

I hadn’t felt that way since meeting King Mictlantecuhtli.

I wisely decided to go along with the voice’s demands for now, my wings guided by the call to the island’s center. I had to say that Tlalocan looked wonderful from above—a verdant paradise where every patch of earth was home to bright flowers and lush trees. Crystalline rivers coursed across the island and fed bountiful wildlife, though all of them—from deer to turkeys—showcased traces of blue in their fur and feathers. It reminded me of the House of Trials, where I braved the fears of being hunted and pestilence, but in this case I saw no lie hiding horrors lurking beneath the surface. Tlalocan was a true paradise.

Beautiful little villages popped up here and there, groups of houses and farms that only differed from places like Acampa in one detail: no one appeared to be working. I saw a few practicing pottery, art, or playing ballcourt games, but nothing that actually required them to toil for a living.

Tlaloc’s gifts were only matched by his punishments in their grandiosity.

I moved to what seemed to be the island’s center to me. I first thought I was aiming for a green mountain when I saw the branches and realized my mistake. A massive, primeval willow tree stretched under the blue sun of Tlalocan, its leaves and shrubs lush enough to fill a forest’s entire canopy on their lonesome. Happy songs resonated from thick roots drawing water from pristine lakes filled with fish fat enough to feed an entire family each.

A colossal statue sat there on a throne carved into the trunk itself, attended by hundreds of musicians.

It was huge, taller than my palace’s highest floor even while seated, and entirely carved from the bluest turquoise. It represented a massive and frightful humanoid with rows of sharp fangs and beastly tusks. Ringed white diamond eyes radiated sunlight under an exquisite headdress of quetzal feathers and snake eyes that probably required thousands of donors to create. A dress of spider webs and ancient scales covered its torso and intimate parts.

I knew intellectually that this statue was made of stone, but my eyes deceived me on that front. The turquoise seemed to vibrate and undulate like sweating skin in the bright sunlight of Tlalocan. Its eyes too radiated a fiery will as bright and imperious as the celestial fireball shining above us.

The thick pressure in the air—quite unlike the glorious songs filling the silence—reminded me of an incoming thunderstorm’s first signs, when summer’s heat threatened to transform into devastating lightning at any moment.

I’d best proceed very, very carefully. The master of this place had none of King Mictlantecuhtli’s undying patience.

I landed at the statue’s feet, on a platform of wood, which I assumed served as a spot for petitioners bidding Tlaloc for mercy. I took back my human form and then…

And then I bowed, my hands and forehead touching the ground.

It was hard and distasteful. I supposed I’d grown so used to standing up to the gods that my skill in kneeling had begun to rust; but I knew who I was up against, and that that kneeling wouldn’t be enough.

Rays of Tlalocan’s sun shone through the thick canopy. The pressure in the air thickened further, and the musicians suddenly stopped their performance. Drummers stopped with their hands in the air; flutists looked at me with apprehension; and harmonica players nervously clutched their instruments. One after the other, they began to bow before the statue of their master. The dreadful silence seemed to stretch on forever.

Then lightning struck.

A blue blinding bolt barreled down from the sun above, incinerating a few leaves on its way down. It hit the statue in a thundering boom that set its turquoise skin alight with the sheen of electricity and the spark of life. Its mouth and fangs moved on their own with the roar of a waking storm, and its fists clenched on the armrests of its throne.

“You bow to Tlaloc!” the statue said with a booming voice stronger than the direst thunder, male and imperious. “Third and brightest sun of the world, he who is made of earth and summons the rain! Praise my name! Praise my glory!”

The ground beneath my feet shook with each of the deity’s words. I sensed electricity coursing through the air and my bones. The bowing musicians whispered prayers of gratitude to Tlaloc in an attempt to placate him, though I remained silent.

I had seen enough visitors crawl before my throne to understand the proper protocol. I would only speak when ordered to, though it pained me to do so.

I had been warned what kind of god Tlaloc was: a mercurial deity of immense power who had destroyed the world he ruled over in a fit of fury, who accepted human sacrifices, and who possessed the might to back up his heavenly pride.

He was what the Nightlords aspired to become.

“You, stranger, who dares intrude upon my realm!” Tlaloc’s statue pointed a finger at me, his eyes shining with accusation. “You reek of Xibalba’s stench, as do all the thieves who would dare to abscond with my chosen souls! Those who would dare torment my beloved worshipers with nightmares warrant only the kiss of my lightning!”

I did my best to hide my unease and distaste. The very thought of bowing before a tyrant, godly or otherwise, sickened me to my core… but I was acutely aware of my limitations and bargaining position.

I could feel the wide gulf in power between us, the same way I had when I met King Mictlantecuhtli and saw the First Emperor devour his daughter. Tlaloc was no vampire playing deity; he was one of the world’s creators whose will had set the universe ablaze in a fit of rage.

He could vaporize me in the blink of an eye, and no spell would shrug off his wrath. Worst of all, I knew of his temper and proclivities. He never forgot a slight, and unlike the Nightlords, he didn’t need me alive for an ancient ritual. My life meant nothing to him. He wouldn’t hesitate to vaporize me on the spot should I frustrate him.

Nonetheless… Though I knew better than to make assumptions, Tlaloc summoned me to his hall instead of smiting me instantly. That alone gave me hope of surviving through this encounter.

“Yet your heart burns with life, and though you bear the crown of terror, you fly free of that cursed city on a Tlacaetcolotl’s wings.” Tlaloc put his hand back on his armrest, which I took as a hint I had a chance to walk out of this meeting alive. “Are you a messenger from Xibalba, coming to deliver a missive?”

I knew this was my cue to answer. “I am indeed a messenger, oh great and mighty Tlaloc,” I said, while being careful to keep my head down to avoid showing my distaste, “but I came from Mictlan above to bear you a gift from Lady Chalchiuhtlicue.”

The mention of his wife left Tlaloc speechless.

I found a god’s silence a thousand times more ominous than his wrath. I felt his heavy gaze upon me, searching for any hint of deceit in me. He studied my burning heart, then my carrying frame.

“I see that my wife entrusted you with a fraction of her radiance,” Tlaloc noted, but though I detected an undercurrent of hope in his voice, the electrical tension did not abate in the slightest. “Show me this gift, then; but should you have lied to me, owl, then I shall rain a lake of fire and drown you in it! You shall beg for a mercy that will never come!”

I had seen enough of Tlaloc’s wrath to take him at his word. I opened my carrying frame and stared inside. Father’s skull looked at me, though he wisely remained silent. He had heard everything.

I carefully took Lady Chalchiuhtlicue’s urn out of the carrying frame. It was as blue as Tlaloc himself and bore its carved visage alongside ancient words professing her love for her husband. It was fragile and hardly larger than my fist, but I’d managed to carry it without damage all the way from Mictlan.

Tlaloc’s fingers gripped his throne’s armrests the moment he saw the urn. I immediately sensed the tension in the air lessen as I placed it down on the wood platform. The statue’s eyes no longer gleamed with wrath but with pure joy.

“You speak true… I recognize my lady wife’s handiwork…” Tlaloc’s enthusiasm suddenly vanished with the noise of thunder. “Why did you not come to me immediately?”

I tensed up upon sensing the wrath in his voice. “Forgive me, oh great and mighty Tlaloc, but I do not understand⁠—”

“Why fly to Xibalba, messenger, when you should have delivered my lady wife’s gift to me the moment you entered my realm!” Tlaloc stomped his armrest with his fist, and all of Tlalocan trembled in response. “What kind of courier dares to make a god wait?!”

I was treading on dangerous grounds here, so I chose my next words very carefully. I knew that Tlaloc would smell any lie, but he wouldn’t accept that I made a detour for my own personal gain; he was a true sun who believed that the cosmos revolved around him. I had to find a reason that was both genuine and acceptable to him.

“I feared I was not strong enough to complete the journey with my former strength, Lord Tlaloc,” I said. “I feared to disappoint you and Lady Chalchiuhtlicue if I lost her package on my way to you, unable to overcome the many dangers down below. Only by braving the trials of Xibalba did I find the bravery to fly to you.”

That was true enough. Mother lured me to Xibalba in the first place by promising me the strength to prevail on this perilous journey and then sweetened the deal by mentioning Father.

“I see.” Tlaloc nodded to himself and accepted my explanation. “You have erred on the side of caution, messenger, but I shall forgive you.”

I suppressed a sigh of relief. I’d avoided the worst of the storm.

Tlaloc relaxed on his throne, his mood swiftly changing from angry and frustrated to content. His stone lips and fangs morphed into a smirk of joy while his hand stroked his chin.

“You braved great ordeals to bring me my beloved’s gift,” Tlaloc said. “I shall grant you an audience in return for your service.”

My hands tightened into fists. The moment of truth had come.

My first instinct was to ask for his embers, but I held on to that thought and kept it to myself. Tlaloc did not accept requests, as he despised flatterers. All codices and accounts I’d gathered about him agreed that his temper was only matched by his fits of magnanimity. I had been advised to give him gifts and simply hope for the best.

If I directly asked him for his embers, he might see it as a ploy to exploit his generosity and take offense. To ensure I would receive his blessing, I needed to ensure that he came up with the idea on his own—to apply very subtle pressure.

I had long considered how to proceed on my flight to Tlalocan’s promised land, and I thought I’d found a way to kill two birds with one stone.

“If I may, oh great and mighty Tlaloc,” I said while clearing my throat in deference. “As a messenger, I would like to argue the case of another rather than acquire anything for myself.”

“Another?” Tlaloc appeared pleasantly intrigued. “Do you speak of the old soul you are transporting? Do you wish me to welcome him into my realm?”

I had to admit that the thought crossed my mind. Although Tlaloc was as tempestuous as the storms he ruled over, a glimpse at Tlalocan showed that it seemed to be exactly the kind of paradise so many souls wished to find after death. Unlike Mother’s parody of a sanctuary, Tlaloc cared for his worshipers at least enough to cover their needs and protect them from soul thieves; his pride as a king and god would not allow him to give anything but the best to his chosen people. A peaceful existence among forests and villages would please my father, and he was too kind to ever arouse Tlaloc’s wrath.

Alas, I knew Father would never agree to it.

“He would not forgive me if I argued in his name and abandoned others to suffer,” I replied. My spine tensed up, as I knew my next words might spell my doom. “Lord Tlaloc, I would like to argue on behalf of the tortured souls below.”

A lightning bolt struck the spot next to me in a blinding flash.

It hit the wood platform with such intensity it shattered part of it and sent splinters bouncing off my face. A tense silence fell upon the hall of Tlaloc, who observed me with eyes cackling with the heavens’ wrath.

“Speak very wisely, messenger,” Tlaloc warned me, his voice heavy like the incoming storm. “Make your case with the utmost grace.”

Had I not faced the fears of Xibalba without flinching and come out reforged, I would have stopped there out of terror. But I’d faced the gods time and time again; though I would remain circumspect, I stayed true to my plan.

“Oh great and mighty Tlaloc, I beg you to show the Burned Men the same generosity for which you are known for,” I implored the god. “Please end that rain of fire that sears their skin and souls so that their torment might end.”

“A torment which they brought upon themselves!” Tlaloc replied imperiously, his voice heavy with bitterness. “I gave those ungrateful traitors plentiful rain and fertile lands so they would never grow hungry. I spared them from disease and calamities so they would never suffer. I taught them secrets of the gods and industry so that they could create anything they wanted. I showered them with gifts and love, always helping and guiding those who stumbled. I ruled the sky justly and generously, and in return, only ever expected gratitude. Yet when that witty jaguar stole away my first love, when I was at my lowest point, did they show me the respect I was entitled to?”

Lightning struck all around the platform in a crescendo of rising intensity, with dark rain clouds obscuring Tlaloc’s own sun. I myself did my best to remain calm.

“No!” Tlaloc thundered, his voice sending a mighty gust blow upon my face with such strength I was thrown backward. Neither the urn nor my carrying frame was affected, however. “Instead, they tried to raise towers that would reach to the clouds and take through sorcery the water I used to dispense upon them for free! I gave them so many gifts, but the one time I required their love to soothe my soul, they chose to steal them from me! So tell me, messenger, why should I forgive such treachery?”

The air was so thick with tension that I was tempted to shut my mouth to avoid wasting my chances of earning the embers, when I noticed a startling detail: none of the lightning bolts had struck the assembled musicians, and none bothered to run or take cover.

The few among them who showed concern weren’t afraid of Tlaloc; they were afraid for me. None of them believed that their deity would accidentally hurt them in his wrath, the way the Nightlords’ servants always feared for their lives.

I remembered acutely the last time I tried to argue with the Jaguar Woman. She had taken the mere gesture as offense, and forced me to pay the price with Sigrun’s life and that of so many others.

Tlaloc could have reduced me to dust at any time with his lightning yet deliberately missed. He made his frustration known but did not punish me for talking back. Therein lay the crucial difference compared to how the Jaguar Woman treated me.

Though stubborn and bitter, Tlaloc was actually listening to my case.

This realization emboldened me. I might have a chance of convincing him should I find the right, respectful arguments.

“Your wrath is justified, oh great and mighty Tlaloc,” I argued calmly as I adjusted my strategy. I had been in enough tense situations to keep a cool head. “But those husks feel no guilt anymore. The pain has stripped them of their very reason. I do not think they even remember why they ought to beg for your forgiveness or the crimes that they have committed. They simply exist to suffer.”

“As they should. As they deserve.”

“But how can they understand their faults and show you proper respect if they cannot understand what they did wrong anymore?"

“Enough!” The roar of booming thunder silenced me. “Why are you asking me this, mortal? Why beg for the salvation of souls who deserve their pain? Answer me!”

Once again I sensed the will of Tlaloc take me over. His words wormed their way into my mind and soul to draw the truth out of them. His power demanded a statement from me, and no amount of willpower I could muster would stop him. I almost confessed my plan to endear myself to the god, a flattery for which he would smite me over.

However…

However, another and deeper truth fought its way to my lips. I hadn’t lied about one thing: I did not make that demand for myself, not only. I argued for the sake of another whose judgment I couldn’t bear.

“I want to make my father proud of me,” I confessed, the words flowing out of my mouth on their own. “I do not wish for him to be disappointed in me for passing on an opportunity to make this world a better place.”

Tlaloc immediately released his hold on my mind. I felt like a drowned man being pulled out of the water and allowed to breathe. The thunder stopped echoing in the distance, though the rain clouds didn’t dissipate.

“You are a virtuous son, messenger,” Tlaloc declared with genuine praise. His wrath had turned to an almost paternal pride. I suddenly realized that this god was like the wind: suddenly blowing one way or another with all his strength, neither settling on a middle ground.

I took the compliment in good grace. Truthfully, my own words surprised me. I didn’t think my father’s words had rattled me so deeply, though I was thankful that they did. “Your praise honors me, oh great Tlaloc.”

“I shall reward your filial piety accordingly… but I will not forgive my own treacherous children on a single mortal’s behalf. I was their father, and they disappointed me.” The god’s statue held his head high. “Tlaloc has spoken.”

And like that, I knew I’d missed my chance to save the Burned Men. I wished I could argue further, but the god’s tone broke no disobedience. He considered the matter closed and the hearing completed.

At least I had tried…

Tlaloc’s gaze lingered on his wife’s urn for a long time, then he waved his hand at the gift. The receptacle opened, and its content floated out of it. I dared to take a peek and found myself speechless.

I had expected many things; a jewel, a scroll, even tears and water.

But never a maize flower.

It was small and colorful, but otherwise plainly ordinary. I detected no ancient magic woven into its strands, no divine power empowering it with vitality. It was a mere plant, preciously rare underground, but all too common in the world of the living.

The sheer absurdity of it all almost drew a laugh from me. All of this effort, all to transport a mere flower?

However, I kept my mouth shut.

Tlaloc wasn’t laughing.

The god of storms called the maize flower into the palm of his immense hand, then examined it with a grace that belied his strength and size as if it were the most precious thing in the world. The crackling lightning in his eyes dimmed.

I heard a soft sound, and then sensed something fresh hit me. A moist drop of water dripped from the leaves and onto my back. More followed, softly pounding against the earth as the clouds wept.

For the first time in eons, the skies of Tlalocan rained water rather than flames.

It was a faint drizzle rather than the overwhelming downpour that engulfed the Underworld’s First Layer, but the raindrops were fresh enough to likely reduce even Tlalocan’s high temperature.

“After I rained fire upon the world in my grief and fury, I languished in bitterness over a land of flames,” Tlaloc said with deep and profound sorrow. “All of which I had made and loved was reduced to ashes, and I knew I had failed to guide the world.”

He clutched the flower and then pressed it against his heart, as if it were balm for his soul.

“Yet through my wrath, my dear Chalchiuhtlicue offered me a maize flower, which she had saved from the destruction, to remind me of what I could create and soothe my wounded heart,” he said with fondness. “I was seized by such passion that I took her as my wife and granted her wish to mother a new humanity.”

I kept my mouth shut. The affection in Tlaloc’s voice reminded me of the tone Nenetl used when she said she loved me and how Father spoke of Mother; a deep and boundless affection like the sea.

“Very well,” Tlaloc declared after a moment’s consideration. “I have changed my mind. Where I have destroyed, I shall now create.”

My head perked up slightly.

“I shall no longer rain fire upon my treacherous children,” Tlaloc declared. “I will grant them respite from their suffering. Should some have learned their lesson and petition me for forgiveness, I shall judge them fairly. Those who show genuine contrition shall be granted a chance to return to Tlalocan. The rest will be allowed to find rest with King Mictlantecuhtli. So spoke Tlaloc, god of the rain.”

Tlaloc wouldn’t forgive his children for a mortal’s sake, but he couldn’t deny his divine wife anything. Such was the privilege of a god, to change one’s mind on a whim and shake the world.

I wondered if this had been Chalchiuhtlicue’s intent from the start. She always possessed a great deal of affection for humankind—enough to cry over its fourth incarnation for eons. Perhaps she hoped to inspire a fit of remorse in her husband’s heart, or maybe it was all a fortuitous coincidence.

The rain soon ended, and Tlaloc finally remembered my existence. “What is thy name, messenger?”

“I am Iztac Ce Ehecatl, current and last emperor of Yohuachanca,” I replied politely. “Though I have been called Cizin, the fear of the gods.”

“A bold title for a mortal such as you.” Tlaloc stroked his tusks. “Yohuachanca… I remember a bat who bore this name visiting me once and who then went on to ascend to the highest of heights. I knew you seemed familiar to me. Are you his descendant, perchance?”

“I… I cannot say, oh mighty Tlaloc.” The mere idea of sharing a family tree with the Nightlords disgusted me, but I couldn’t exclude the possibility. Their blood-refining program ran deep. “I am the inheritor of his mortal throne, at least.”

“The two of you look very much alike,” Tlaloc mused. “He was a seeker of knowledge who sought to understand the mysteries of the world in order to free his people from an upstart calamity. The purity of his quest moved me, so I lent him my power.”

“Yohuachanca did succeed in defeating the god that oppressed his people, only to sire more disasters himself,” I replied, which didn’t seem to surprise Tlaloc in the slightest.

“I expected as much. He nursed a terrible hunger for knowledge, for truth, for secrets that no answer could satisfy. A mortal’s desire pales before a god’s appetite.” Tlaloc looked up at the canopy. The rain clouds had dissipated, allowing the sunlight to shine through once more. “Divinity will magnify what lurks inside of you, Iztac Ce Ehecatl. Should you not contain your flaws, there will come a time when they become the masters, and you the slave. We gods are our powers; we cannot prevail over our own nature.”

Tlaloc’s mood turned almost melancholic and regretful. To my utter surprise, the boastful and wrathful god seemed to become humble and self-reflective.

“That is why I created this sanctuary, for I must bring forth the storm and the rain among the living and the dead,” Tlaloc said with a sigh heavier than mountains. “Sometimes, I cut short lives before their time with floods and lightning or the pestilence that my rain brings. I am always seized with remorse for slaying those who did not slight me, and so I claim their souls and grant them sanctuary along with my truly faithful. So do I welcome those who were sacrificed in my name, for while a generous god always rewards his worshipers’ acts of faith, he must also take responsibility for them.”

I had to admit, I never considered why Tlaloc built this promised land floating above the hell of his own making. I knew he claimed the souls of his worshipers, sacrifices, and those slain by natural disasters, but I thought he did it out of greed rather than guilt and a twisted sense of duty.

I didn’t hold Tlaloc in the same esteem I shared for King Mictlantecuhtli and Queen Mictecacihualt. These two had earned my respect with their wisdom and the latter’s kindness, and none of them shared an ounce of Tlaloc’s violent predisposition. Neither did Tlaloc forbid human sacrifice in his vanity and desire to be loved by men, even though he did take care of the dead slain in his name.

But I found him nonetheless infinitely superior to the Nightlords in his capacity for compassion.

His words disturbed me a little, however. I pondered them until a worrying possibility formed in my mind.

Tlaloc was the god of storms and rain. I would have thought that his domain reflected his mercurial temperament, but… what if it was the other way around? What if his extreme behavior was the result of his mastery over storms rather than the cause?

I remember Iztacoatl’s story about how the First Emperor was eventually consumed by the lusts, pain, and hunger that he represented. I’d felt her sire’s own conflict with his divine nature; a battle with himself, which he eventually lost.

How much control over their actions did the gods truly have? I suddenly wondered if they had less freedom than the mortals which they had created. What was the value of power when we couldn’t choose how to use it freely?

What would befall me should I complete my ascension? The anger and hatred that pushed me to defy the Nightlords burned brightly enough. Would they spiral out of control, the same way the First Emperor’s hunger for more consumed him? Would my crimes come to define me?

I was starting to understand what my father was afraid of. Even if I had no intention of destroying the world as a god, if the steps I took to reach the heavens were paved with blood… then I might become a blight upon the Fifth Cosmos whether I wanted it or not. Chaos and destruction would become impulses rather than tools.

“Tell me, Iztac Ce Ehecatl,” Tlaloc said, his words drawing me out of my thoughts. “You mentioned that young Yohuachanca sired new calamities. What did you mean by this?”

I banished my doubts from my mind. I still had time to think this through; I needed power to cast down the Nightlords. The memory of Iztacoatl shrugging off my burning blood weighed heavily on me.

The risks inherent to godhood… were acceptable.

“My homeland is under the thrall of Yohuachanca’s daughters, oh mighty Tlaloc,” I said. “They pretend to be gods while keeping us mortals in bondage.”

I could taste Tlaloc’s disgust as I narrated my torments and tribulations at the Nightlords’ hands, followed by tales about how they presented themselves as gods and actively replaced the worship of true deities. Thunder resonated above us once again. I took this rising fury as a good sign that Tlaloc would support my quest.

However, I swiftly realized that the god’s righteous anger wasn’t on my behalf but on his own.

“To usurp the title of gods without earning it is the highest of insolence!” Tlaloc snarled, his anger echoing across Tlalocan with the strength of earthquakes. “I understand now why the House of Fright entrusted you with the title of Cizin. You seek to bring the heavens’ justice upon these usurpers.”

“Yes, oh mighty Tlaloc,” I replied. It wasn’t even truly a lie. The true gods had given their lives to light the various suns. They deserved all of the Nightlords’ unearned veneration. “I wish to cast down these false idols from their ill-gotten thrones and remind them to fear the heavens, which they aspire to obscure.”

“A most pious goal.” Tlaloc nodded to himself, his decision made. “I, Tlaloc, will grace you with my embers as my heart’s dearest did before me. You shall use my power to cast down these false gods who would deceive grateful mortals. Thou shall be my messenger, punish their blasphemy on my behalf, and restore the world’s natural order.”

It took all of my willpower to contain my excitement, which I hid by bowing respectfully before the god. “I am most thankful for your magnanimity, oh mighty Tlaloc.”

“Then rise to your feet, emperor of man, and expose your heart-fire to my glorious light.”

I slowly and obediently followed the command, standing up with my chest held high. The bright sunlight of Tlalocan pierced through the rain clouds and the thick canopy above my head and shone upon the fire of my heart.

Then lightning struck me.

A bolt brighter than anything descended upon my skeletal ribcage and ignited the spark of my soul. Divine power flowed into my Teyolia, its purple flames glowing with Tlaloc’s bright blue hue. The grace of the Third Sun touched me in a flash that brightened the earth and sky.

Visions flowed into my mind in the blink of an eye and burned their way into my skull. I beheld the rise of civilizations that mastered iron and shaped towers that would rival mountains. I witnessed the arrogance of men, the rain of fire that set their cities ablaze, and the quakes that cast them down back to the dust where they belonged. I roared in anger at my betrayers who roasted in the ashes of my fury, for I was one with the thunder of victory.

I welcomed the newfound strength that rained upon me. The lightning coursed through my veins and set them ablaze, while my eyes cackled with the shine of truth. My Teyolia absorbed Tlaloc’s blue hue and made it into a brighter shade of purple. It had taken time for my soul to burn away Chalchiuhtlicue’s sorrow, but the storm god’s anger mirrored my own so well that it found a welcome abode within me. A thrill of indescribable pleasure overtook me, sharper than sex and greater than the pride I felt when I witnessed the fires of Smoke Mountain ascend into the sky.

The light of my heart cast the deep shadow of the First Emperor behind my soul. His hunger mirrored the great pride which swelled from within me, the same darkness appeared thicker in the glowing light. My mind cleared of all doubts until I reached a keen and absolute certainty.

The world was mine.

Mine to take, mine to seize, mine to rule.

Why be a slave when I could be the master—fair, magnanimous, and all-powerful? Glorious in his kindness and terrible in his wrath? Father of a dynasty that would last a thousand years, wealthier and brighter than the stars?

Divine justice was mine to dispense as I wished. I was the fear of the gods themselves—the wrath and mercy of the righteous heavens, who would restore their proper worship and cast down the usurpers into the abyss. I alone among mortals would decide whom to reward and whom to punish. For unlike the daughters of the night, I had earned every ounce of my power and privilege. I had conquered Xibalba, earned the blessing of the true gods, and set the world ablaze.

Who else but me deserved to rule?

Woe to any fool who dared to threaten my property. Those who paid me homage, returned my kindness with gratitude, and earned my affection would be well-defended and cared for… while those who defied me would burn in a rain of cosmic fire! I was one with the storm that could bring down the mountains, and none would stand in my way!

Then, after the bright flash of pride, came the remorse.

I was suddenly seized with the sorrow and melancholy of the rain clouds and the guilt that followed the flood. I suddenly remembered the cost of my triumphs and the dead left in my wake, often by intent and usually by accident. I was acutely reminded of my losses, great and small. Sigrun’s life, Father’s esteem, and the innocents whom I had murdered.

I had the power to turn everything to ashes, and sometimes, that included what I loved.

The surge of power faded, and I soon returned to reality. I remembered kneeling when I’d received my first embers; this time, I stood with my head held high. My heart burned like Smoke Mountain, and my soul shone with the lightning of victory. My entire being shuddered with the power of a storm waiting to be unleashed.

I was stronger and more confident than ever before, but also acutely aware that my strength and appetite would carry a cost if used unwisely.

I was halfway through the path to godhood.

And I had no idea what reflection awaited me at the road’s end.

Blood and Fur continues in Book Four:

The Flower War
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THANKS & CLOSING WORDS


As always, thanks to my assistants Daniel Zogbi and Charles Setzer for assisting me in this volume’s production, and much gratitude to my patrons on Patreon for supporting this story.

My original outline plan for Blood & Fur was to have one volume per layer, but well, Xibalba ended up being much longer than expected and covered the core of Iztac’s formation as a sorcerer. I had a blast writing about different horror one-shots with the houses, and the culmination was something I'd been planning for a while.

I would say we’re three-fifths into the story right now, so you can expect around two more volumes. The next one will cover the long-awaited war with the Sapa Empire and the Underworld’s Third Layer. Blood & Fur is likely going to end up as my longest series yet. Never thought that possible.

I can predict that some revelations in this volume might be controversial (Nenetl in particular), but I stand by them. At its core, Blood & Fur is a story about overcoming abuse (from familial to institutional): the mechanisms that bring it about, how the cycle sustains itself, and ultimately, what it takes to break out of it. The good thing about dark fantasy is that I can explore darker themes that wouldn’t fly in more mainstream books, so here we go.

In any case, I hope you’ve enjoyed this volume. I feel pretty proud of the Xibalba conclusion and the meeting with Tlaloc (an actual god that stands head and shoulders above the imposters we’ve been following through the story), but you tell me. I hope to see you on the next one.

Best regards,

Maxime / Voidy.
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