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            For anyone who has had a dream and was told it wasn’t realistic. Fiction is better anyway.
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            1

         
         The game had just begun, and Nina was determined to win.

         
         The fields around her were eerily silent; the sky above, crisp blue and clear; the soil between her toes, damp and cold. She
            stood tall, but even if she stretched, she wouldn’t be able to see above the stalks of corn spread far and wide. Instead,
            she crouched low and listened.
         

         
         The wind was a gentle caress that made the long leaves whisper and tickle her face. In the distance, she heard a familiar
            giggle and smiled. Lali could never keep quiet.
         

         
         It was Sacha she would have trouble finding. Her younger sister had won last time, much to Nina’s dismay. This was a game
            they had played many times since they were old enough to walk. One that terrified their mamay, especially when they would
            disappear without a trace.
         

         
         But they always found each other, no matter how long it took.

         
         Nina closed her eyes and exhaled, focusing on the sounds of their home that she knew so intimately. This morning, one of their
            llamas had given birth to a stillborn, so her parents had taken it as an offering to their earth goddess, Pachamama, and left
            Nina in charge of her sisters. They wouldn’t return until well after dark. There was no one but the three of them for miles.
         

         
         A loneliness crept beneath her skin—a strange, unspoken desire for a different life. It was one of Nina’s greatest secrets.
            She kept it close and only inspected it at night, under the cover of dark and away from her sister’s shrewd eyes, but sometimes
            it filled her with a longing that she couldn’t deny. A thirst for adventure among a land devoid of it.
         

         
         This game was as close as she would get to feeling anticipation. Excitement. Possibility.

         
         Without a word or whisper of noise, Nina took off in a crouched run in the direction of Lali’s pealing laughter, so carefree
            and childlike that it replaced her loneliness for a moment longer. She saw a flash of Lali’s ocean-blue dress and long, dark
            hair and smiled.
         

         
         “I see you,” Nina sung quietly, stifling a laugh as Lali shrieked with joy.

         
         But instead of following after her, Nina paused. There was a sudden pressure in the center of her chest. A slight prodding
            that pushed her to turn around. It was the same feeling she’d had at market day two weeks ago, when she had gotten distracted
            by a black stone sitting on a small table.
         

         
         It is achilla, the woman had told her. A stone forged by the gods to offer protection from those who wish to harm us. Nina had heard whispers of it, but had thought they were just rumors. She reached out to touch it, mesmerized by its fathomless,
            swirling center, when she had felt that prodding again.
         

         
         Reluctantly, she had abandoned her curiosity to follow that relentless prodding and had found Sacha just off the main path,
            her back against the rough stone of a small storehouse, cowering beneath the attention of two boys.
         

         
         What had happened next was a blur of nightmarish images. The boys on their knees, blood dripping from their noses and ears,
            Sacha’s voice pleading with Nina. She shook her head clear of it, determined to shove it back into the recesses of her mind.
            And though she also wanted to ignore the sensation of being lured toward danger once again, she couldn’t. Not when her sisters
            were her responsibility. Not when a feeling deep in her belly told her something wasn’t right.
         

         
         At first, her steps were measured. They were in the middle of a game, after all, and Nina’s imagination had a tendency to run away with her logic. There were times she thought she could see things. Golden lights and dancing threads that floated in the corners of her vision. Sometimes, she thought she could feel them. Like she could reach out and grasp that light in her hands and bend it to her will.
         

         
         But as the stalks of corn stretched out endlessly before her with no golden threads in sight, and the tug in her chest became
            undeniable, she knew that her logic was firmly in place. This was something else entirely. Nina began to run.
         

         
         Slender leaves whipped against her arms and legs. Panic colored her thoughts. The air stung her nostrils. If she didn’t calm
            herself, she would lose all control again. She might hurt someone again. Her mamay had taught them better than this.
         

         
         Stay calm and in control. Do not let them see what you love. It is the only power that matters, and you are its only master.

         
         But Nina always felt powerless against the strength of her own emotions and insecurities. Against the pressure in her chest
            that felt like a flood barely contained. One mistake, and the dam would burst.
         

         
         Bloody eyes and mouths open in a silent scream flitted across her lids with every blink. She wasn’t sure if it was real or
            imagined. A fear of things past or things to come.
         

         
         A flock of birds burst upward, dots of black puncturing the unending blue. Their calls were the only thing she could hear
            above her own breathing. Behind her, deep within the corn, Lali had fallen quiet again, hiding until one of her sisters came
            to find her.
         

         
         Everything is as it should be, Nina told herself. Everything is fine. Perhaps, if she imagined it hard enough, it would be true.
         

         
         The last line of tall stalks parted beneath her hands. Steps slowing, she pushed through and breathed a sigh of relief. There, in the colorful dress her mamay had sewn for her just this season, was Sacha. Her dark, chin-length hair blew gently forward so that it hid her features, and her bare feet were planted firmly in the rocky dirt of the path that led from the center of their ayllu to their home. She was doing a terrible job of hiding, but she was standing, and she seemed fine, and that was all that mattered. 

         
         “Sacha,” Nina called out. “You do realize that you’ve lost the game? It will take but a moment for me to find Lali again and . . .”

         
         Nina’s words trailed off as she walked closer to Sacha, who hadn’t moved since Nina called her name. A breeze had blown her
            hair from her face, and Nina now saw that her eyes were trained on the distance, toward the edge of their fields and the far-off
            ayllu center.
         

         
         “Sacha?” Nina said again.

         
         “They’re coming,” Sacha finally answered, but it was barely a murmur. A string of words almost drowned out by the thrumming
            of Nina’s heart.
         

         
         Nina glanced down the path but saw nothing. “Who’s coming? Mamay and Tayta?”

         
         The closer she got, the more persistent the tug became, until Nina could have sworn there was a light in the center of Sacha’s
            chest like a beacon calling her home. Nina squeezed her eyes shut for a heartbeat, took another step, and reached for her
            sister. She wanted to pull Sacha into her and ground herself in logic, in the things she knew to be truth. They were safe,
            and Nina would do everything in her power to keep it that way.
         

         
         All she had to do was tug Sacha out of the stupor that had come over her, like she had many times before. They would end their
            game with no winner and go back inside to wait for Mamay and Tayta to come home. Everything was just as it should be.
         

         
         “Sacha, come. Let’s find Lali and then—”

         
         From far-off, Nina heard the huff of an animal. The whisper of a command. The shuffle of dirt and rocks. She finally reached Sacha, but Nina’s attention was focused on the bent road, on the things she could not see and the way her imagination filled in the blanks. 

         
         Mind racing, she calculated the time of year. There were weeks before the growing season came to an end and their ayllu was
            required to pay the chani, the price for belonging to the united empire of Tawantinsuyu. The empire took their crops, textiles,
            knowledge, and sometimes even children. Sons to serve in the emperor’s military, as walla who were trained to fight and defend.
            Daughters, always the most beautiful, to serve as acllas that were kept cloistered in the acllahuasi, trained to become wives
            and servants and gifted to houses the emperor deemed worthy.
         

         
         An honor, they were told. But it hadn’t felt like an honor when the walla had come to take Samaq ten years ago. It had felt like a punishment.
            Like a price too high to pay. There was nothing left they were willing to give, and so Nina, Sacha, and Lali had hidden during
            every following harvest on their mamay’s orders.
         

         
         No one should have been there to collect. They should have had more time.

         
         And yet.
         

         
         Nina sucked in a sharp breath as the first beast rounded the corner, just as large and ferocious looking as she remembered,
            even from such a distance. The achipuma’s sleek black fur glistened in the early-afternoon light. Large clawed paws carried
            it silently closer. It prowled casually, as if it was in no hurry at all and nothing was important enough to merit its attention,
            but its pointed ears flicked back and turned from side to side, listening to sounds Nina couldn’t begin to hear. Then its
            glossy black eyes landed on her, and a chill spread down Nina’s back.
         

         
         That chill crawled further when her eyes found the man sitting atop the beast, broad shoulders clad in a tunic so red it was almost black. The sharp lines of his jaw, the length of his hair, the way his body seemed an extension of the beast he rode, all spoke of unfathomable strength and power. 

         
         Sacha’s hand slipped into hers, and Nina squeezed gently, painfully aware of how fragile it felt. How small they were in the
            face of man and beast.
         

         
         “We should hide,” Nina whispered, voice high-pitched and thin. Standing there in full sight was a slap to the face of their
            brother—the boy, only eleven years then, who had concealed his fear and followed the men in red on their terrifying beasts,
            never to be seen again. It was a direct slight against their parents, who made sacrifices to Pachamama and worked tirelessly
            to gather enough crops to pay the chani and keep them all safe.
         

         
         Sacha shifted closer. Her hand trembled, but her voice was steady as she said, “There is no hiding from this.”

         
         “Then we find Lali and run. We know these fields better than them.” Nina shifted back a step and tugged Sacha with her. There
            was defeat in her sister’s eyes, but Nina had never been one to give up so easily. “Please, Sacha. Something isn’t right.”
         

         
         Sacha’s wide brown eyes met hers. Dark circles rested beneath them from the previous night of restless sleep. She knew Sacha
            had little energy, that this was a rare day when she felt well enough to play, and Nina would carry her if needed. Even against
            her will.
         

         
         After a tense pause that seemed to last forever, Sacha nodded imperceptibly. A simple acquiescence that felt more like a damning.
            It was all Nina needed. Without another word, they turned and ran, but not before Nina caught sight of a sly smile, a twinkle
            of anticipation in a pair of dark eyes, a murmured command to hunt.
         

         
         They ran like the defenseless prey they were. Sacha was slow, and though the beasts and their men were far down the path, she could feel the earth shake from their bounding leaps. One of the men called out a command, and Nina yanked Sacha forward, hoping she kept her feet underneath her. 

         
         The path stretched out before them. If they kept on it, eventually they’d reach their small home with its stone walls and
            thatched roof, where tiny handprints decorated the step before the door and delicate blue flowers adorned the door casings.
            It was a safe place, but their home offered no real protection. Their parents were gone, and there were no weapons within.
            Even if there had been, Nina couldn’t use one, and neither could Sacha.
         

         
         They had never been taught to fight—only to hide. Their best option was to lose themselves within the cornfields.

         
         Nina veered sharply to the right. A blur of black cut them off.

         
         “Nina!” Sacha screamed, but it was too late. The achipuma’s tail lashed out and yanked her feet from underneath her. The ground
            slammed into her back and stole her breath. Ears ringing, she rolled onto her side and found Sacha’s arm, ready to tug her
            to her feet so they could run again.
         

         
         But Sacha’s eyes were closed, her arms limp. Nina pushed to her knees, ready to crawl, to shove past all her physical limits
            and drag Sacha away. The sting of cold metal against her exposed neck stopped her in her tracks. “Don’t move,” a voice said.
         

         
         Nina held herself unnaturally still. Metal scraped across her skin until the point of a wickedly curved blade rested on her
            throat. Attached to the blade was a tanned hand with several gold rings that glinted in the dying sunlight. At her predator’s
            feet, a red cloak swept the ground in an errant breeze, the embroidered wings covering the hem fluttering as if they were
            in flight.
         

         
         Though tempted, Nina didn’t curse or cry or spit at his feet. She sat back the slightest amount, rested her palms on her thighs, and met the man’s eyes. They were the same she had seen from a distance, set in a face so carefully crafted he looked carved from stone. Dark hair brushed his cheeks and forehead, and even darker eyes held hers. His tunic was sleeveless, and at the center was a golden disc bearing the face of the sun god, Inti. Golden snakes wove around his upper arms. 

         
         Behind him were two more men and beasts, but Nina paid them no mind. She knew the man with the blade at her throat was who
            she should fear, and not only because of his weapon. The urge to glance at her sister, to watch her chest move with breath,
            was almost more than she could ignore.
         

         
         “If you’re looking for my mamay and tayta, they are in the fields. They’ll hear if I scream,” Nina lied.

         
         The man didn’t respond.

         
         “You have no reason to be here,” she continued. “The chani isn’t to be collected for several more weeks. We have no debts
            with Emperor Maicu or any of the nobles.”
         

         
         It was true. They were nothing but a small farming community, an ayllu far from Amaru Kancha, where the emperor resided. Their
            family always paid the chani on time. They consistently made offerings to Pachamama. They did everything right.
         

         
         And yet.
         

         
         “Your fields have grown much since the last time I saw them.” The man tilted his head as he watched Nina absorb his words.
            It felt like he was peering into her mind.
         

         
         “We are diligent with our offerings to Pachamama, and she has favored us in return,” she said, the words heard so often that
            she repeated them without thought.
         

         
         Their home by the ocean should not have had fertile land. It was said that their ayllu had survived on nothing but fish until Nina’s mamay made the first offering, hoping for healthy children, and for abundance to feed and love them. Their fields sprouted overnight. It was the women of Limac who continued to carefully cultivate their crops, paying the chani but always giving to Pachamama first. 

         
         “Indeed,” he said, a curious glimmer in his eyes that set Nina on edge. “And it seems that her favor has extended to me, and
            led me to you.”
         

         
         From where she sat, she could have sworn the man’s eyes were darker than they should be, the black in the center bleeding
            into the whites. When his attention shifted from her to Sacha, Nina scooted her body to the side as if that could convince
            him to look away, but it only made him grin and crouch so that they were almost eye-to-eye.
         

         
         The blade finally left her neck, but Nina knew she had made a grave mistake.

         
         “Restrain her,” he commanded.

         
         “Yes, Kunay,” a voice responded.

         
         The kunay, the emperor’s personal adviser, was there to collect. None of it made sense, but before Nina could so much as form a thought, hands clamped around her upper
            arms and dragged her back.
         

         
         Nina twisted her body against the viselike grip. “Let go,” she screamed, watching with dread as the kunay knelt before Sacha and gently removed the hair from her face.
         

         
         “Don’t touch her,” Nina spat. He paid her no mind.
         

         
         If only she could force him onto his knees like she had the boys who had touched Sacha a fortnight ago. If only she could
            find the golden threads that always taunted her, and put them to use.
         

         
         But the kunay was devoid of all light. She saw in his eyes that his soul was darker than night, and Nina felt weaker and more
            delusional than she had ever been.
         

         
         “She’s perfect,” the kunay whispered reverently, scanning Sacha from head to toe, drinking her in as if in a drought. “The
            emperor will be pleased to have her.”
         

         
         At his words, Nina thrashed against the bruising grip that held her. “No,” she screamed, spittle flying from her mouth, her simple blue dress riding up and exposing her lower legs. “You cannot take
            her.”
         

         
         The man unfurled to his full height and turned his attention to Nina. It was where she wanted it, but it didn’t soothe the
            terror that spiked in her chest with the weight of his gaze.
         

         
         A hand slipped into her hair and yanked her head back. The force of it made her eyes burn. Still, she kept them pinned to
            the kunay. “Leave her alone,” she begged. Her voice was ragged, barely a whisper, but she knew from the amusement lining his
            mouth that he heard her.
         

         
         The kunay stepped closer and bent over her, forcing her head farther back to hold his gaze, now hidden by his own shadow.
            The curved blade at his side caught Nina’s attention. All she had to do was snatch it from his hand and swing it across his
            throat. How difficult could it be to kill a man?
         

         
         A hand shot out and grasped her chin. Fingers dug into her cheeks and squeezed. “Your thoughts are written all over your face,”
            the kunay said. His eyes narrowed, and he moved even closer. Close enough that she could see the hunger in the black depths
            of his eyes, so dark she could see herself in them. Tiny cracks bled into the whites like jagged paths in shattered stone.
         

         
         “What do we have here?” he asked, his voice intimately quiet. Danger lurked behind each word, but Nina’s focus boiled down
            to his hand on her face, the way his eyes ate her up, the way his touch silenced something vital within her, as if the darkness
            in him had bled out and consumed her. The feeling of inexplicable loss sent her reeling.
         

         
         “Ah, so it was you I felt,” the man whispered with glee. He brought his left hand to cup the back of her neck and pressed his forehead against hers. Inside, she was screaming. On the outside, Nina held perfectly still. Her shoulders throbbed with the effort of it. “You are favored, indeed.” 

         
         The words were a vibration against her forehead, and Nina suddenly understood that nothing she had been taught had prepared
            her for this.
         

         
         Emperor Maicu and his men didn’t commune with Pachamama. They made no offerings to the land and showed up without invitation.
            They took what was not theirs to serve an empire that Nina and her people had been forced into.
         

         
         They felt themselves above the rules. Above the gods.

         
         “There’s another in the fields. Should we grab her as well?” the man behind her asked.

         
         The kunay inhaled sharply and pulled away. Nina surged upward. “No,” she raged, fully breaking the one rule her mamay had given her.
         

         
         Do not let them see what you love. There was so much Nina loved, her sisters above all else, but her mamay wasn’t there and her guidance wouldn’t serve her
            well. Perhaps it never had, for Nina was scared and soft and angry. So angry that she could feel it bubbling within her, rising from her stomach into her chest, where it sat like a fist around
            her heart.
         

         
         The man only smiled. “These two will do. Leave the other be.”

         
         Nina finally glanced at her sister, her failure thick between them. She could no longer feel her like she had always been
            able to. In its place was a dark unknown, a gaping hole of uncertainty. Nina wasn’t one to pray often—there had to be a balance,
            a give and take, and Nina had always felt she had nothing to give—but she found herself praying then.
         

         
         She begged the gods for their divine intervention. She prayed for her parents to return just in time to save them. Or, at
            the very least, to save Nina from doing what she knew she needed to do.
         

         
         It wasn’t as if she expected the sky to open and rain salvation, but there was no sign and no savior. There was only her, and her love for her sister. 

         
         “Take me,” she said miserably. “Sacha’s weak and won’t last the journey. It’s me you want. Leave her be, and I’ll go willingly.”

         
         Nina kept her gaze hard on the kunay, hoping to sway him toward her conviction. The man’s eyes darted between hers, the cold
            smile that slithered onto his face another omen of things to come. Nina immediately got the sense that she had made some terrible
            miscalculation, but it was forgotten as the kunay scooped up his blade and sheathed it at his side. His touch lingered like
            a phantom cage around her chest.
         

         
         “I think you might be right,” he agreed easily. Too easily. He turned to his men and gave a command she didn’t understand. Her vision had begun to blur around the edges, and
            her chest hurt with the force of her breath.
         

         
         Sacha remained motionless on the ground, and Nina was most grateful for that. She knew her sister would have tried to do exactly
            what Nina was doing, but what Nina told the kunay was true; Sacha was weak, her body frail and ill, her mind fragmented on most days. She often spoke in her sleep, her words like riddles that
            Nina had stopped trying to solve many years ago.
         

         
         With Nina gone, their mamay would have to soothe Sacha back to sleep. Lali would have to allow someone else to braid her hair.
            Sacha would have to venture alone into their small ayllu on market day. Whatever Nina had done to those boys, she hoped it
            was enough to scare them away forever.
         

         
         Though Nina knew she was doing the right thing, all she could think as the emperor’s men grabbed each of her arms and pulled
            her to her feet was What have I done?

         
         With that sudden doubt came an uncontrollable inaction. When she wouldn’t walk, they shoved her forward. When she wouldn’t climb onto the beast’s back, a walla gripped the collar of her dress and dragged her up in front of him, his arms around her like shackles. The achipumas ambled away. Her sister’s body grew smaller and smaller until it was nothing but a colorful lump in the middle of a sea of dirt and stalks. 

         
         On the edge of the fields, she saw a flash of blue, there one second and gone the next. Lali had always been a good rule follower.
            Eager to be included and please.
         

         
         Nina had tried her best to follow the rules, and still, there she was. No one came to save her, to take this burden from her.
            She didn’t cry out, or struggle, or pray.
         

         
         Despair trickled in, slowly replacing any hope she might have once harbored. For the first time, she understood her sister’s
            propensity toward acceptance and defeat, for there was nothing to be done about this choice she had made.
         

         
         Their fields were at the edge of the ayllu and the path before them split into two directions; one led to the heart of her
            people’s land, where the market was and the altar where they made their offerings, where she knew her mamay and tayta were,
            and the other path led out of her ayllu and into the unknown.
         

         
         A path she had never traveled before, that loomed barren and strange. Nina stared toward home. The last thread of her hope
            disappeared with the sun.
         

         
         “Take these.” A hand appeared in front of her face. Nina glanced at it and then at the kunay, who sat on his beast beside
            hers, his palm bearing a small pile of dark leaves. “The journey is long, and we will not stop.”
         

         
         “Where are you taking me?” she asked, eyeing the leaves nervously. They looked similar to Mamacoca, the plant provided by
            Pachamama that connected her people to the earth and their spirits, but they were bled through with veins of black. Like the
            kunay’s eyes.
         

         
         He saw her hesitation and leaned forward. His achipuma shifted slightly closer. “We are still near enough to go back for that sister of yours. Perhaps both of them. Shall I—” 

         
         Nina snatched the leaves from his palm and shoved them into her mouth. They were sharp. The taste of blood mixed with a bitter
            tang. Her muscles protested, but still she chewed and chewed, until her mouth was numb and the tingling in her fingers eased
            and the world around her spun.
         

         
         Suddenly, everything seemed less dire. Less daunting.

         
         “Good.” The kunay nodded and leaned back. “You’re being taken to the acllahuasi, where preparations for your true purpose
            will be made. Remember our agreement.”
         

         
         Already, Nina’s mind was fuzzy. The promise she had made felt like a distant memory. But it was the feeling of Sacha’s small
            hand in hers that grounded her. “I go, and Sacha stays safe,” she said, the words slurred, her tongue and eyelids heavy.
         

         
         A hand pressed into her forehead until the back of her head was resting against the walla’s chest. “Sacha will be safe,” she
            heard the kunay say as her eyes drifted shut.
         

         
         How easy it felt to give in. How freeing.

         
         Perhaps this was her punishment for ever wishing for a different life. For ever wondering what it would be like to be unencumbered
            by the expectations of others.
         

         
         Now, she had buried herself underneath expectations. Tethered herself to them.

         
         Nina had saved Sacha and perhaps even Lali, but she had condemned herself in the process. Regret morphed into shame that bled
            into steely resolve. No matter what came her way, Nina vowed to face the consequences of her choices head-on.
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         Kasik swung the curved blade another time, despite the ache in his shoulder and the sweat pouring into his eyes. The exertion
            felt good, like it might possibly make up for the lack he felt in every other area of his life. This he was good at. This he could control. He could be the perfect walla, even if he couldn’t be the perfect son.
         

         
         Instead of allowing his tayta’s low opinion of him to become an excuse to slack off, he used it as fuel to be better. He would
            swing this sword until his arms shook with exhaustion and his vision swam, and then he would do it all over again the next
            day. He would prove to himself that he was worthy of leading a contingent of men, that he was the best option for it, regardless
            of his propensity toward mercy for the man who gave him life.
         

         
         The clang of metal against metal rang out as his blade met Samaq’s in a practiced dance. Samaq whirled to block another of
            Kasik’s strikes. They had been sparring for so long now that each move was anticipated, every arch was met, and every feint
            was avoided. Yet Kasik pushed on, determined to land a blow, ignoring the pain in his chest as each breath demanded more.
            He felt no propensity for mercy toward Samaq, not when his tayta’s derisive laughter echoed in the recesses of his mind.
         

         
         Kasik swung down hard and fast and swiftly lost his balance as his blade met nothing but air. Samaq was bent over a short
            distance away, his shoulders heaving with breath.
         

         
         “Enough,” he rasped out. “Are you trying to kill me?” But there was a jovial tone beneath his words, a flash of a smile on Samaq’s handsome face. 

         
         Kasik dropped the tip of his blade to the earth and relaxed his grip. The early-morning mist curled around his legs, cooling
            his heated skin. He forced himself to inhale deeply and exhaled the tension in his shoulders.
         

         
         “I’m sorry, Samaq,” he said sincerely. It was only another way in which he failed. A terrible son and a terrible friend.

         
         Samaq was the kind of person Kasik could only wish to be. Carefree and full of optimism. So sure of himself that nothing could
            shake his faith. Even now, when Kasik had gone too hard and any other partner would have retaliated in earnest, Samaq simply
            huffed out a breathless laugh and walked over to him.
         

         
         “Ah well, you’ll have to try a lot harder than that.” He threw an arm over his shoulders and pulled him toward their canteens,
            the subtlety of it not lost on Kasik. He was always able to do that, pull Kasik from one ledge or another in a way so seamless
            that Kasik hardly knew what was happening. Sometimes he wondered if it should be Samaq leading their contingent and wearing
            the title of kamayuq.
         

         
         Kasik brushed the thought aside. It only led to dark paths that Master Wara had warned him against, and now more than ever,
            he needed to be of sound mind. Tomorrow they would be leaving for Tullumay, the ayllu in Icosa that the empress had called
            home, the first to be absorbed into Tawantinsuyu and where they would begin the Harvest. It was meant to be his first year
            leading as a kamayuq.
         

         
         After Tullumay, they would make their way to Amaru and to the ayllus of Limac and Taqsay, where the acllahuasi was located, to ensure that each paid the chani. They would return just in time for Inti Raymi, a yearly festival to celebrate the winter solstice and all the emperor had achieved. But there was tension in the air that Kasik couldn’t quite place. It made him anxious, which annoyed him to no end. 

         
         “Are you ready for tomorrow?” he asked Samaq.

         
         Samaq took a swig of water from his canteen and shrugged at him. “Are you? You seem tense.”
         

         
         “It’s nothing,” Kasik reassured. “Just anticipation. It’s our first Harvest.”

         
         “It is,” Samaq agreed, but he wouldn’t meet Kasik’s eyes as he closed the lid of his canteen and wiped his mouth with the
            back of his hand. “There’s something I’d like to speak to you ab—”
         

         
         “Kamayuq Kasik.” The sound of his title made Kasik straighten. The smile slipped off his face before he turned to meet the
            walla, a young boy who barely filled out his uniform with a fist to his chest, an achilla wrapped in thin leather and tied
            to his wrist.
         

         
         The walla were faithful servants offered to the emperor through the Harvest. Boys who were trained into men who fought to
            unify their lands under the banner of Tawantinsuyu. The ayllus of Amaru and Icosa were fully absorbed, and it was only the
            southernmost ayllus in Uwaco that rejected the union.
         

         
         How long that would last, Kasik wasn’t sure, but he did know that the walla in front of him would see his blade stained red
            soon enough. The achilla around his wrist could not protect him from that.
         

         
         The urge to reach for his own stone was almost too much to ignore. It hung from his neck as a reminder of what he had lost.
            He had taken to rubbing the surface of it with a thumb whenever he was deep in thought, and it had become a tell that gave
            too much away. A bad habit he was actively working to break.
         

         
         “The emperor has requested your presence immediately.”

         
         The tension Kasik had already been feeling increased, but he let none of it show as he thanked the walla for his message and sent him with one of his own. “Please tell Emperor Maicu that I will be there shortly.” 

         
         The boy hesitated—he had been expecting to escort Kasik there himself—before nodding and scurrying back the way he had come.

         
         Mind racing, Kasik turned back to Samaq. “You were going to say something?”

         
         Samaq clapped him on the shoulder and shook his head. “We’ll speak later,” he said, his eyes tilted with a small smile. Kasik
            watched him walk away, strangely tempted to call him back.
         

         
         But his emperor had requested his presence, and Kasik, being the dutiful walla that he was, began the trek through the training grounds and the labyrinth
            of the kancha to answer his summons.
         

         
         The mist that clung to the ground had already begun to lighten with the rising sun, revealing a large area full of green and
            seasoned walla alike, gathered to practice, to solve rank squabbles, to let loose and perform. Surrounding them were the walls
            that secured the kancha and all the living spaces behind it. Smaller houses for visiting nobles. The kallankas where the walla
            slept. Stables for their horses, and then the kancha, a sprawling, unassuming structure from the outside.
         

         
         Inside those walls was something entirely different—stone speckled with flecks of gold buffed to a velvety-smooth finish and
            arranged in such a way that anyone unfamiliar with the layout would become hopelessly lost. Something only the lucky few who
            had been invited in were privy to.
         

         
         Kasik was one of those lucky few because of who the kunay was to him—his tayta, the man who had a hand in creating him, and
            the one whose position Kasik was expected to inherit when he died. But not a moment before. Perhaps never, if Kunay Atik could
            help it.
         

         
         It wasn’t a role that Kasik was anxious to accept. He preferred being with his men, on the battlefield, among their people. He preferred to be reminded of what it was they fought so hard to protect—the expansion of Tawantinsuyu that offered opportunity, protection, and resources to every corner of the empire. This journey to the capital of Icosa would serve that purpose well. 

         
         He could almost taste the freedom of the emperor’s road, his men at his side and nothing but the emperor’s orders on his mind.
            The sooner they left, the better. Perhaps Maicu wanted nothing more than to bid him a safe journey before they left. Kasik
            doubted it, but still, he hoped.
         

         
         Entering the kancha was always an interesting experience. Kasik had to wait until his eyes adjusted to the lack of light,
            which was exactly what the emperor’s ancestors had envisioned when they designed it. If anyone tried to invade, they’d be
            blind upon entering, and as their eyes adjusted, his men would be there to remove the intruders’ heads from their bodies.
            Anyone who happened to make it past would get lost in the stone labyrinth.
         

         
         Having grown up within these walls, Kasik could navigate the way to the emperor’s quarters with his eyes closed. The receiving
            room was the only space with something identifiable on the walls. A large, garish tapestry that depicted the fall of mortals
            in the time of gods. He had seen so it so many times he barely glanced at it as he walked by.
         

         
         The rest of the halls were made up of blank walls with nothing to differentiate one hallway from another. Any of the doors
            he passed could reveal the emperor’s quarters, or the kitchens, or the bathing chambers. Staff inside the walls were light;
            only those the emperor trusted most, and only after swearing fealty on their knees with the promise of death should they be
            found treasonous.
         

         
         The door to the emperor’s wing of the kancha was nondescript, a simple wooden slab with a golden latch similar to every other door. Without knocking, Kasik pushed it open and stepped through, lowering into a quick bow with a hand still on the latch. “Emperor,” he said simply. 

         
         The man behind the desk was just barely taller than Kasik, though not as broad, and his hair hung freely around his shoulders,
            a dark contrast against the ivory tunic he wore. There were gold rings on his fingers and forearms and upper arms that matched
            the strange gold hue of his eyes. His smile was wide as he leveled a look at Kasik.
         

         
         “Will you ever call me ‘friend’ again?”

         
         It wasn’t so long ago that they had been more like brothers than friends. But then Maicu had betrayed his true brother in
            the pursuit of power, and the control of Tawantinsuyu had fallen to him. It was quickly learned that Maicu did not keep a
            relationship that did not benefit him—brother or friend. Kasik was simply a man indebted to an emperor. “Not so long as you
            are my emperor,” he said softly, the words tinged with regret.
         

         
         Maicu sighed and gestured toward the chair before him. “Come in, then, and have a seat. I have a request to make of my friend and most trusted walla.”
         

         
         Kasik obeyed, adjusting the sword at his hip so he could sit comfortably. It showed how little Maicu questioned Kasik’s intent
            that he didn’t so much as blink at the weapon. They sat across from one another, Maicu’s hands steepled underneath his chin,
            his eyes pinned to Kasik’s, and then he spoke. “I need you to go to Taqsay.”
         

         
         The name of the ayllu in Amaru gave him pause. It wasn’t strange of the emperor to misspeak. Often times, there was so much
            on his mind that his words made little sense. “Do you mean Tullumay?” As he sat there, his men were preparing to travel to
            the capital of Icosa. They had all but one foot out the door. “My men and I will be departing—”
         

         
         “No,” Maicu interrupted with a sigh. “I meant Taqsay. Your plans have changed.”

         
         Kasik stilled, muscles coiled tight and ready to spring. It was all he could do to keep from jumping to his feet and pacing the room. He balled his fists on his thighs and swallowed once, twice, mustering all the calm he had trained into himself before speaking. “Lord Anri is expecting us. This will set us back many weeks and—” 

         
         “You misunderstand me,” Maicu said calmly. Kasik envied him his restraint. He hadn’t been so restrained when they were children,
            and Kasik felt the lack of control in himself like a wound. “Your men will continue to the ayllu of Tullumay, to Lord Anri,
            but you will journey to Taqsay and to the acllahuasi, where you will collect a girl and bring her to me.” Maicu held his eyes, challenging
            him to refute his commands. “I am telling you this in confidence, as a friend. Master Wara will give you a missive that you
            will deliver to the matron of the house, Mamakuna Dusi, and you will not speak a word of this to anyone else.”
         

         
         Kasik forced himself to take a deep breath, to settle back into his chair and adopt the unaffected air Maicu seemed to have.
            “All of this for another servant?”
         

         
         “A wife, Kasik. And you would do well to remember who it is you are speaking to.”
         

         
         The words were quiet, but lethal. Gone was the friendliness between them from only moments ago and in its place was the emperor,
            a man who had murdered his brother in cold blood and then clapped Kasik on the shoulder as he passed by.
         

         
         Maicu didn’t suffer those who stood in his way, even if that person was his brother and the next emperor of Tawantinsuyu.
            To him, Kasik was a friend when it suited him, but a means to an end and as replaceable as the plush rug underneath their
            feet otherwise.
         

         
         Firelight from the torches in the corners of the room danced over Maicu’s face. Kasik worked to keep his own features still,
            to give away nothing. The answer he had received hadn’t been the one he expected.
         

         
         The girls in the acllahuasi were young, and once upon a time, they had specifically been chosen because of their unique abilities to control the elements and, in some far-fetched tales meant to scare children, control people. They were raised in an environment that suppressed those abilities for their own safety, and the safety of others. 

         
         Their uniqueness had scared the people, but whatever power the gods had bestowed upon them had waned over generations, becoming
            nothing more than a whispered myth.
         

         
         However, the tradition had continued, and children were chosen for the chani as a contribution to their growing empire. Kasik
            himself had been handed over to Emperor Yachua, Maicu’s tayta, at the age of seven, but it mattered little when he had been
            living within the kancha since the day he was born.
         

         
         Maicu had never spoken of taking another aclla as a wife. He wondered if this had anything to do with why Atik left the palace
            so abruptly a fortnight ago.
         

         
         There had been a time, before he was emperor, where Kasik and Maicu had discussed everything from hopes and aspirations to
            petty fears and frustrations. Now he could barely ascertain what Maicu thought or had planned.
         

         
         Did Chaska, Maicu’s first wife, know of this mission? The woman was aloof, but there was a glint of keen awareness in her
            eyes that made him wary. He doubted anything got past her.
         

         
         “The girl will need protection, Kasik, and I only trust you to provide it.” He leaned back in his chair, hands folded in his
            lap. “Your men will continue to Tullumay led by Samaq. Do this, prove to me your loyalty, and I will let you lead your men
            as you see fit. You can be the one to win Uwaco to our side.”
         

         
         The words were a puzzle with only the implication of a reward, and yet Kasik felt himself reaching for it, for the freedom
            Maicu dangled like bait.
         

         
         If they kept to the emperor’s road, then the path through the Tuta Kulla, the dense forest that occupied most of Amaru, would be smooth. The road was blessed by the sun god, Inti, and led straight to Taqsay. The dangerous creatures that dwelled in the trees stayed far from it, and the citizens of Tawantinsuyu knew better than to bother the emperor’s men. 

         
         “It will be a simple mission for you,” Maicu encouraged.

         
         Kasik knew empty flattery when he heard it. “And what of the mamakuna? Will she be expecting me?”

         
         “In a way,” Maicu offered vaguely. “There will be no problems, if that is what you are asking. Collect the girl, bring her
            here, and begin the life you have always wanted. I’m sure it will anger your tayta to no end.”
         

         
         At this, Kasik smiled. Kunay Atik took every opportunity to remind Kasik that he was nothing but a lowly walla, despite his
            title of kamayuq. He thought him too weak to lead, and his position only given due to Emperor Maicu’s soft spot for a childhood
            friend.
         

         
         This could be his chance to prove himself. The girl would be young and compliant. The terrain was fairly predictable. He trusted
            Samaq and his men to travel the northern leg of the emperor’s road to Tullumay. There was no reason he should be wary.
         

         
         And yet he was.

         
         From the set of Maicu’s brow, it was clear he had no choice.Kasik took a deep breath and bowed his head. “When do I leave?”

         
         “In the morning. Master Wara has a bag of provisions you’ll need for the girl. Be sure to see him first. And Kasik.” Maicu’s
            voice softened, once again the friend. “Protect her with your life. No man is to lay a single hand on her without consequence.”
         

         
         This was a vow Kasik could easily make. “As you command,” he said with a fist to his chest.

         
         

         Sleep evaded him, so Kasik found himself walking outside to clear his head. The sun hadn’t risen yet, and the morning air was wet and brisk. The kallankas just past the training ring were quiet with sleep. Soon, the walla would be up and preparing for the day, and his men for their journey north without him. He intended to work out his frustration in the training ring and was just about to step into the empty space when he saw a shadow dart away from the side entrance of the kallankas. 

         
         A familiar face. Kasik relaxed and went to call his name when he realized Samaq was not heading in his direction. His friend
            glanced back furtively and then disappeared around the corner. Two heartbeats later, Kasik was following at a light jog.
         

         
         A chill settled over him that had nothing to do with the shadows. This part of the kancha grounds was empty. There was a small
            storage building behind the kallankas and then beyond that, the walls that separated the kancha from the rest of the mountain.
         

         
         Kasik pressed his back against the stone wall and slid sideways. Carefully, he peeked his head around the corner and narrowed
            his eyes.
         

         
         Samaq and Empress Chaska stood together in the shadows of the storage building. They spoke too quietly for Kasik to hear,
            but the familiarity between them was plain as day. Chaska placed a hand on Samaq’s arm, and Samaq ducked his head to listen
            closely. Then he nodded and they hugged.
         

         
         Kasik whipped around and went back the way he came, refusing to believe what his mind was trying to convince him of. The empress
            was too smart to get involved with a walla. Too powerful. And Samaq was too kind. There had to be something else going on,
            but Kasik could not, for the life of him, think of an explanation.
         

         
         It didn’t matter. Maicu was sending him away, and anything beyond his mission was no longer his responsibility.

         
         Kasik abandoned clearing his head and went straight to Master Wara, who was exactly where he expected the scholar to be—in the small room off the kancha library, dangling off a tall stool in between sheets of quipu, his finger tracing over the knots on strings as his lips silently formed the message. 

         
         It was any wonder Master Wara knew where to find what he was looking for. The room was positively covered in stories and records.
            Years and years of information filed in only a way his teacher could understand. Fond memories washed over him as Kasik watched
            him read. The man was more of a tayta to him than his own, and Kasik was loathe to think about what would have become of him
            without such an influence.
         

         
         “I’m told you have provisions for me,” Kasik finally said.

         
         Though he was in his fifth decade, and a scholar who barely left this room, he was a robust man full of health and life and
            an obscene amount of knowledge that could bury a simpler man. Knowledge that he did not hesitate to impart on Kasik every
            chance he got.
         

         
         Master Wara parted a thick sheet of strings and found Kasik by the door. “Ah, just in time, my son.”

         
         He was always just in time. Kasik had begun to wonder if Master Wara had any concept of time at all. Perhaps the man needed more sunlight, but he seemed
            perfectly content as he began to collect items from various shelves around the room and place them into a thick cloth bag.
            Kasik leaned against the doorframe, dedicated to staying out of the way.
         

         
         Finally, Master Wara held the bag out to him. “The missive for Mamakuna Dusi and the tea leaves for the girl. It’s imperative
            she drink a full cup of it every single morning.”
         

         
         “Is she very used to having her morning tea? Shall I also bring herbs to calm her nerves?”

         
         Master Wara gave him a baleful look. “The tea will help her transition. Routine is important. You, of all people, would understand
            that.”
         

         
         It was true enough. The upheaval of his carefully laid plans was giving him a throbbing pain in his temple. Kasik peaked into the bag and pulled out a silver cylindrical case. It was cold against his palm. 

         
         “That will give the mamakuna all the details she needs,” Master Wara explained. “But speak nothing else on it.”

         
         With a sigh, Kasik collapsed into a nearby chair. “Another wife, and so soon after marrying Chaska? It has hardly been a year.
            What is the meaning of it?”
         

         
         “You seek meaning where there is none. It is simply your duty to obey, Kasik, and understand that there are forces at work
            that you cannot fight.”
         

         
         “I am here, am I not? There is no fighting to be seen.”

         
         Master Wara leaned forward and jammed a finger into Kasik’s chest. “In here, my son, there is fighting. I see it, even when
            you try to hide it. I see you.” He moved his hand from above his heart to his cheek and patted gently. “Return to us, yes?”
         

         
         Kasik met his teacher’s eyes and frowned. “Of course,” he reassured him. What other choice did he have?
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         For three days, Nina was forced to chew the bitter leaves twice a day. Their group stopped only to let her relieve herself
            and to water the achipuma. The beasts were quieter and calmer than she had imagined them to be from the stories she’d heard.
            If she had been in her right mind, she might have tried to befriend one and convince it to carry her away, promises be damned.
            But all she wanted to do was sleep, and when she did, all she did was dream.
         

         
         At first, she dreamed of her brother, Samaq, as he was the last time she saw him, that he was on the achipuma with her, holding
            her head as it rolled from side to side. She would cry and he would brush her hair away from her face, shushing her, soothing
            her, and when she woke to find he wasn’t there, it hurt more than she could describe.
         

         
         Then she dreamed of Sacha, the other half of her soul, though they were an entire year apart. Their mamay said that Nina was
            a miserable baby until Sacha came. Then they were inseparable, always aware of where the other was, what the other felt and
            thought and needed. In her dreams, Sacha was scared and alone and Nina was running through the dark to find her, guided by
            nothing but a feeling that continued to lead her astray.
         

         
         At one point, the walla and kunay had a tense conversation. Nina heard words like inform the emperor and changes everything, and then the kunay departed their group in a hurry. She watched him follow the path until he was nothing but a dot in the
            distance and tried to decide if any of it—their soft words, the singing wind, the laughing trees, the swirling dark—was real.
         

         
         By the time they made it to the acllahuasi two days later, Nina had entirely lost her grasp on reality. They dragged her off
            the achipuma and dumped her lifeless body onto the ground. It was dark, but the moon above was full and bright, casting everything
            in a gray-blue hue that swallowed any semblance of familiarity. Even the air smelled different. Earthier and thicker. Wet
            dirt stuck to her cheek, and she was shivering so hard her muscles ached.
         

         
         A warm huff of breath rustled the hairs on her forehead. The achipuma sniffed her once, its moist nose nudging her temple,
            and then it walked away, leaving her alone in the dark, surrounded by trees that stood over her like sentries.
         

         
         “And what am I to do with an untrained girl?” No, not alone, she realized as a weathered face appeared above hers. “She’s
            much too old to be here,” a woman said, her large eyes boring into Nina’s, wrinkled lips pressed into a thin line.
         

         
         “The kunay said to bring her here.” Nina recognized that voice. She had felt it through her back more than heard it for the
            last five days. “I know only what I have been told, which is nothing more than you.”
         

         
         The woman pinched the bridge of her wide nose. Nina tracked the way her gray braids, suspended in the air above Nina’s face,
            swung from side to side. “Yana, take her to the baths,” she ordered. “Let’s try to get her decent. And then have Qori keep
            an eye on her.”
         

         
         Hands slipped under her arms and dragged her through the grass, toward the stone walls she had thought were simply shadows.
            Everything was painted in shades of darkness. The sky above was a bluish black. The ground below a bluish green. The walls
            of the building they pulled her into a bluish gray.
         

         
         Even the woman who dragged her had a bluish tint to her brown skin and black hair, until the door opened, and a shaft of orange
            light changed everything.
         

         
         Nina wanted to tell them that she could walk, but she couldn’t make the words come out of her mouth. They dragged her through a large stone room lit with torches in the corners, down long hallways past doors that were closed tight, deeper and deeper into the drafty and colorless building. 

         
         Until finally, they opened a door.

         
         It was warmer on the other side of it, and brighter, even though the ceiling was lower. The air seemed to thicken and coalesce,
            and she reached out a hand to touch it.
         

         
         “Hold your breath,” the woman called Yana said from above.

         
         Nina managed only a shallow inhale before another set of hands latched on to her ankles, and then she was airborne. She hit
            water with a slap and quickly sank beneath the surface, her limbs as useless as boulders weighing her down.
         

         
         She thought she might drown, until she realized it wasn’t very deep. A few heartbeats later, she was breaking through the
            surface, sputtering and coughing and gasping for air. The water had cleared her hazy mind. An unfortunate inconvenience when
            two women, without waiting for a word of protest or permission, came at her with sponges and soap. Together, they stripped
            her of her dress, a pretty blue cotton that she had sewn herself, and scrubbed every inch of her.
         

         
         Tangles were yanked out of her hair. Her skin burned from the force of their cleansing. Her teeth clattered even with her
            jaw clenched.
         

         
         By the end, Nina was on fire. Her skin, her eyes, her heart. She was incandescent with a quiet rage that overshadowed her
            regret and shame. They pulled a gray robe over her head and walked her to her room in stony silence, and as she slipped into
            a small, cold bed in a strange and unfamiliar place, it was that rage that kept her company and her dreams at bay.
         

         
         

         Nina woke all at once, heart in her throat, a heavy awareness of being watched simmering in her chest. Sure enough, when she looked over, a girl in an identical robe sat on an expertly made bed, her thick hair pulled back in two tight braids that rested on each shoulder, her big, dark eyes pinned to Nina. The room was sparsely decorated, nothing but the narrow beds and an armoire across from them. 

         
         The walls and floors were a dingy brown that bordered on gray. The wood, somehow, was also colorless. She thought about her
            home, about the tapestries that hung from the walls, the plush rugs that covered the floor, the way her family would gather
            around the hearth each night and eat and tell stories and be filled with warmth and love.
         

         
         This was cold and foreign. A punishment for existing. The fury from the night before was gone, and Nina wondered if she would
            ever feel warm again.
         

         
         “I’m Qori,” the girl said, her voice just as bright as her eyes. Nina tried and failed to cover her wince. “Sorry, but it’s
            time for prayers. Mamakuna Dusi will be angry if we’re late.”
         

         
         If it wasn’t for the promise Nina had made to face her consequences head-on, she would have rolled back over. With a sigh,
            she shifted to a sitting position, bracing herself as the room spun.
         

         
         Qori stood and extended a hand. Nina begrudgingly took it. She led her out of the room and down a long hall identical to the
            one Nina had been dragged through last night. “These are the girls’ rooms,” Qori explained quietly. “There are approximately
            thirty acllas, though this place was designed to hold many more. We are fewer and farther between these days.”
         

         
         The way she said we made Nina’s skin crawl. All the pains her family had taken to ensure Nina and her sisters didn’t end up a piece in a greedy
            emperor’s game, and there she was, another girl to be shaped and bartered. She wondered what devastation she had left in her
            wake.
         

         
         Qori continued. “We spend most of our days creating the garments that the emperor’s men wear. The process is quite tedious but soothing in its familiarity. We are also preparing the chicha for Inti Raymi.” 

         
         Inti Raymi was a festival held to celebrate Inti, the sun god, and a bountiful harvest. It was days of feasting and dancing
            and offerings made to Pachamama, and it was Nina’s favorite time of year. She wondered if her family would continue their
            traditions without her, like they had after losing Samaq. Would they mourn and beg the gods for her return, or would they
            accept the loss as something entirely out of their hands?
         

         
         “Most of the acllas will be chosen for service this year,” Qori said, interrupting her lamenting. “It’s a very exciting time
            for us. I’m hoping to stay here and continue training under Mamakuna Dusi. She was once an aclla here, and now she presides
            over all of us.” She grinned. “But I wouldn’t mind visiting another acllahuasi for a time. Where would you like to go?”
         

         
         Home was Nina’s first thought. Already, she was paying close attention to the layout, memorizing each turn they took and door
            they passed, just in case the opportunity to escape ever presented itself.
         

         
         Perhaps the kunay would forget all about her, a nobody from a far-off ayllu. Perhaps they had taken her by mistake, and once
            they learned of Samaq’s dutiful service, they would escort her home.
         

         
         Nina wanted to believe that her mamay was working to untangle the misunderstanding at that very moment. That her tayta, deep
            in his heartbreak at finding Nina gone, had demanded answers and a solution.
         

         
         It was unlikely, she knew, but still she hoped.

         
         “Is this the front door?” Nina paused in a mostly empty room and pointed to a large slab of wood. There was no handle, and
            no windows beside it to give her a peek of what lay beyond. Torches in each corner provided the barest hint of light that
            did nothing to alleviate the desolation that filled the space. Like a place one might lay the dead to rest.
         

         
         “Yes,” Qori said. She placed a cold hand on Nina’s arm, eyes earnest in the pale light. “But there’s never any reason to go near it. We don’t leave the acllahuasi until we are chosen.” 

         
         The word sounded strange from her lips. Like an omen instead of the honor she knew Qori thought it was. Nina looked at the
            door again, the urge to touch it so strong she felt her feet shift toward it.
         

         
         “There are creatures beyond those doors, Nina,” Qori murmured. “They will devour your body and spirit. We are kept in here
            for our safety. Do not think to test the patience of Mamakuna Dusi, for you will find yourself filled with regret.”
         

         
         I already am, Nina wanted to say. The threat of hungry creatures didn’t scare her. Limac was bordered by a large sea on one side and a
            dense forest on the other, both filled with creatures that, unless bothered, mostly kept to themselves. But Nina was familiar
            with the outside world, with life away from the acllahuasi. Though she had lived in Limac her whole life, she knew the taste
            of freedom and the truth of myths made up to coax children into behaving.
         

         
         The only dangerous creatures she had come across were the men who had put her here.

         
         Without another word, Qori turned and continued past the front door and through a doorway, into a large room lit with more
            candles than Nina could count. A number of girls turned in silence to stare at her, but Nina was too distracted to absorb
            the weight of their attention.
         

         
         At the front of the room was an altar, where statues of several gods sat. Viracocha, the creator god, in the center. Inti,
            the sun god, to the right. Killa, the moon goddess, on the left. There was Cocha, the goddess of the sea; and Illapu, the
            god of rain; and Ekeko, the god of fortune.
         

         
         “And Pachamama?” Nina asked quietly, her eyes still searching for the god her own people served.

         
         Qori only shook her head in answer and extended a cup to Nina. “This is our daily tea. We drink, and then we pray.”

         
         Nina brought it closer and peered into the steaming liquid. At the bottom, she saw the blackened leaves she had been given
            by the emperor’s men. The back of her mouth tingled with the memory.
         

         
         A cold hand covered hers on the cup. Qori’s eyes bore into her earnestly. “You have to drink it, Nina. There is no choice. It brings us closer to the gods, which allows us to complete our duties with faith.”
         

         
         Nina was familiar with duty. It was her responsibility to her siblings that landed her there, but none of it had required
            faith. If anything, the lack of it would ease the transition. Holding on to hope would only serve to disappoint, and what she wanted
            was to forget. To be forgotten, left alone. More than that, she wanted to return home and see her family again.
         

         
         The leaves had tasted awful, nothing like the ones from home, but they had dulled the passage of time and the pain of distance.
            They had given her a kind of reprieve that she hadn’t anticipated, and a part of her craved it once again. Nina would obey,
            but she would do it for her own reasons.
         

         
         Instead of sipping the tea, she gulped it down in one fell swoop. It burned her throat and made her eyes water, and then,
            moments later, she felt less of everything.
         

         
         Less hot, less angry, less aware of who she was and what she wanted and why she was there.

         
         Qori smiled and led Nina to the front of the room, where several girls shifted to allow them space. Some were as young as
            Lali, their small faces cast in firelight. The oldest looked younger than Nina’s seven and ten, eyes wide and innocent and
            watching her with uncertainty. She reminded Nina of Sacha, but when Nina smiled, the girl turned away.
         

         
         There were no sacrifices being made in the small altar room. No drinks poured or dead animals laid at the base of the dais. Nina wasn’t sure what she was meant to do as she sat cross-legged on the cold stone floor, and she felt a distant twinge of alarm with the uncertainty. But it was only a fleeting feeling. A slight break in the fog that had settled over her mind. In the next moment, she was captivated by the dancing flames of each candle, delightfully filled with a yawning emptiness that wiped away all her worries. 
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         Kasik had convinced himself that if everything went according to plan, he could be at the acllahuasi in two weeks’ time, back
            at the kancha in four weeks, and then reunited with his men in time to celebrate Inti Raymi. It was a small price to pay for
            the freedom Maicu had promised.
         

         
         But everything did not go according to plan.

         
         To start, the rain was relentless, leaving the ground a sogging mess. The achipumas despised the rain, and though they were
            sure-footed, their mood was rancid. It became too dangerous to ride, so he walked beside them, coaxing them forward with each
            step, murmuring encouraging words over the claps of thunder that made his ears ring.
         

         
         All the while, he held the silver cylindrical case close to his chest. The temptation to open it was strong, his curiosity
            almost winning as he navigated the muddy path. Perhaps if he better understood why he was being sent to collect a random girl—a random wife—he could reconcile the effort in his mind.
         

         
         In the end, it was his unfailing loyalty and inability to go against a command that stayed his hand, even if resentment simmered
            beneath. Even as the days dragged on in misery.
         

         
         It was on the sixth night of his travels when Kasik found himself watching a group of bandits sneak upon his camp. He had
            left the achipumas lounging beneath a thick, canopied tree so that he could hunt, and when he returned, he found three men
            pawing through his bags. There was nothing valuable in them, only extra clothing and the tea he was supposed to give the girl.
         

         
         The silver case was safely in his breast pocket, and his bow and arrows were slung across his back. Kasik crouched low and watched as one man approached Illari, the smaller achipuma meant for the girl, and carefully held out his hand. The achipumas were large and ferocious looking, but they were docile. Protector more than predator. They didn’t typically attack or eat a human unless provoked, and it was clear Illari didn’t feel provoked as she gladly took whatever was in the man’s hand. 

         
         Capac, on the other hand, had been Kasik’s companion since childhood and wouldn’t let the men get near. Though Capac didn’t
            rise from his prone position beneath the tree, he hissed and lashed his tail when one of the men got too close. Kasik smiled
            proudly, and then he glowered as Illari was easily led away.
         

         
         There was nothing to be done. It wouldn’t do him any good to be murdered by a pack of bandits, even if the itch to start a
            fight was strong. When it seemed as though no other shadows would emerge, he carefully picked his way down the slope and back
            to Capac. The achipuma slanted his eyes at Kasik as if to say, Where were you?

         
         “I know. It couldn’t be avoided.” Kasik ran his hand down
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