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Sekwistli’s entire life revolves around sacrifice. He gives his blood to beg for rain, for the harvest, for prosperity. He sacrifices for their once flowering city. He sacrifices for the good of their dying land.

He sacrifices for himself.

After a night of sacrifice goes too far, he meets a blind healer who attempts to heal him of more than just his physical ills. But sacrifice is ingrained in Sekwistli’s soul. 

In Pain, In Pleasure is a 42k fantasy novella featuring some dark themes. This love story does not include a happily ever after.
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​​​About the Author
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Adara writes almost exclusively m/m, but she has a fondness for bisexual protagonists. She enjoys a lot of darker themes, so you'll see a lot of that in her works.

When Adara isn't writing, she's reading, painting, playing video games, and rescuing cats. She also enjoys learning about languages and other cultures.

If you're ever curious about the kink content of her works, there are content notes for each story on the website. You can also find out more about her works and read some freebies there. www.adarawolf.com. 

You can also become a Patron to read Adara’s current WIP, vote on short stories, and even give prompts for flash fiction.
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Note

[image: ]


The society I’ve depicted in this story is completely fictional. The gods are not the gods of the Maya or the Mexica (commonly called Aztecs); the culture is a fantasy culture, though I've drawn from texts about Mesoamerican societies.

This novel would not exist in its current state without the invaluable help of L and E. I’m so grateful to them and everybody who supports me in my authorly endeavors. Thank you all! 
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​​Pronunciations
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x = sh (Xochititlan = Shochititlan)

tl = one sound (Xo-chi-ti-tlan); at end of a word, you can swallow the “L.”

Kw = one sound (O-me-tekw-tli)

Vowels are “flat,” as in Spanish or Japanese. 

Words and some names are drawn from classical Nahuatl, using an orthography which is more familiar to English-speakers. (Nahuatl has no official orthography, though it is most often written in a Hispanicized manner, as that was how the Spanish monks and friars first recorded the language.)

Names of gods and some characters/locations are made up wholesale, and please forgive me if I've made errors in the grammatical construction of those names.
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Chapter 1
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There was no ignoring it anymore. The water had receded to the point that the canoes could no longer easily float between the fields, and the earth they pulled up from the lake was tinted red instead of black. No need to swim between the plots anymore—the water was down to their ankles.

Sekwistli tugged at his ear, a bad habit he’d had for ages, and ate his breakfast as he looked onto the fields. They’d planted beans, but so far nothing had sprouted. Hopefully it would rain soon, to offset the unnatural dryness in the earth.

It hadn’t rained in months.

Really, it hadn’t rained in years. Sekwistli remembered that it used to rain a lot when he was younger, but as the years went by, the rainy days had gotten fewer and fewer, until they were lucky to have even ten days of rain per year. The rest of the time, they’d get small smatterings of showers, but never enough. It had still been all right, with the lake providing water. But now that the lake was abandoning them too....

One small corner of Sekwistli’s heart was convinced that it was his fault that the gods had abandoned them. He told himself over and over that it couldn’t be true, that surely Teska’atl didn’t care about him personally, but he couldn’t shake that sensation of judgment. 

Sekwistli finished his breakfast and went to the foreman’s house to get his tasks for the day. 

The foreman gave him a grim smile. “Sorry, but I can’t pay anybody today. The owner will be here, and he’s going to collect everything for the taxes. Take the day off.”

Would have been nice to know yesterday, Sekwistli thought, but he didn’t say anything. It wasn’t worth arguing about. Since there was nothing else to do, Sekwistli packed a small bag with a meager pouch of beans and a few wooden figurines he had carved for trade. He tied the bag around to a string around his waist started walking toward the city.

Xochititlan was two hours away by foot. In the heat, the walk was unpleasant. Sekwistli had to stop several times and wade into the drying canals of the lake, drinking what he could and ignoring the brackish taste of the water. He waved to other farmers who were attempting to breathe life into their plots of land, all while he wondered what they had all done to anger the gods so much.

He knew he didn’t deserve respite, but surely the other men and women of Xochititlan weren’t as rotten on the inside.

When Sekwistli was younger, the road to Xochititlan had been dotted with flowers, lending the city its name. It was no longer “among the flowers,” and it hadn’t been among the flowers since almost the start of the new cycle—almost twenty years now. Sekwistli was getting on in his years. 

Despite the melancholy journey, Sekwistli felt some relief when he stepped into the city. He wouldn’t be able to handle so many people all the time, but it was nice to know that life did continue.

His first stop was at the market, trading one of his carvings for a tamale. It wasn’t the best or the largest tamale, but then again, his carving was amateur at best. “My granddaughter might like it,” the vendor had said.

Even the market square was smaller now, though. When he’d been ten, it had been so easy to get lost among the crowd, slipping away from his father and browsing the wares. There was plenty of space to walk now, enough that there was no chance for a child to get lost.

He ate while he walked the rest of the way to the temples. He would start with Yollotletl, then head to Teska’atl’s temple, then visit Tlalkwikani’s temple, and finally end things at Ekakoapilli’s temple. That was the shortest route. It would probably take him two or three hours to get through it all, but since he had nothing else to do that day, it didn’t matter.

If there were no need to work, Sekwistli would have gone to the temples every single day. As it was, he usually had to make do with the small shrine in his house.

~*~*~
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The priests of Yollotletl welcomed him. The younger one recognized him and smiled, and he nodded back.

“You are here to make an offering?”

“Yes.”

The younger priest led him to a smaller room offset from the main temple hall. Sekwistli’s eyes ran over the familiar murals, depicting Yollotletl’s union with the Lady Sun, where he’d sacrificed his skin so that she might burn brightly and forever travel across the heavens. Sekwistli loved the image of Yollotletl draping his skin over her shoulders and the way the intricate flames the artists had drawn dripped like blood down that cape of skin.

“Kneel,” the priest said.

Serenity washed over Sekwistli as he sank to his knees. He hadn’t realized how much he’d needed this until he was here. He held his right arm out in front of him, over the ceremonial urn laid out in the center of the room.

The priest wrapped a long string around Sekwistli’s elbow, then steadied Sekwistli’s arm so that the string hung just above the urn. 

He brought an ornate knife up to Sekwistli’s elbow.

“May your blood please Yollotletl, who gave his skin so that we may continue to enjoy the light of the sun. May your blood replenish his energies, so that he may continue to give his heat, his flame to her.”

He cut into Sekwistli’s skin.

Please, let my blood warm your fires, Sekwistli prayed, and he watched as the blood welled up from the cut and travelled down from the string into the jar. It joined the blood of all the other worshippers, making a dripping noise that soothed Sekwistli’s ears.

When the priest deemed that it had been enough, he untied the string and washed the rest of the blood away with a damp cloth. 

Sekwistli’s arm ached, and it took all of his willpower not to press into it and force more blood out. He wanted to feel that pain, but the priests admonished him if he gave too much blood. 

“Thank you,” he said to the priest.

“May Yollotletl bless your fires,” the priest responded.

~*~*~
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At Teska’atl’s temple, Sekwistli stood with his eyes glued to the mural of Teska’atl’s skin being flayed open to deliver the rivers and rains that would bring life to the world. He was the one who had brought the Lady Sun back when she had fled, and he was the one who had ushered in the Fifth Age, the age of humans.

He was also the one keeping the rains from the humans now, and it was for rain that Sekwistli prayed while the priests struck his back with the whip.

Please, let my blood ease your wrath. Please, share with us your waters, so that we don’t starve.

The urn that collected the blood was fuller here, with more people sacrificing to Teska’atl. How much blood would it take before he forgave them for whatever transgression they’d committed?

Sekwistli would be happy to bleed more for him, if it would help.

“Keep going,” he said when the priest stopped.

“No. You have bled; it is enough.”

It wasn’t. If it were enough, if any of it were enough, it would have rained long ago. Year after year, they sent beautiful young men to please Teska’atl, and every year, Teska’atl refused the city his life-giving waters.

“May I see the ixiptla?” Sekwistli asked instead. “Please. I want to see him dance.”

To this the priest inclined his head, apparently thinking. “I do not control his movements, but he is usually in the market in the afternoon. You will hear his flute.”

That meant that Sekwistli had enough time to do his sacrifice to Tlalkwikani first. 

“Thank you.”

~*~*~
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The mural in Tlalkwikani’s sacrificial chamber was of the moment where the god had buried his eyes into the earth to create the first stalks of corn. Blood dripped from his eye sockets, watering the young plants. 

Sekwistli’s arm ached and his back burned, but he knelt down and allowed the priest to blindfold him. This was his favorite, and his most hated, sacrifice, the one he found more terrifying than any of the others. If not for the layout of the city, Sekwistli would have saved it for last.

The blade pressed against his cheek, just underneath the blindfold.

“May your blood replenish Tlalkwikani’s eyes, so that he may plant them again,” the priest said.

He cut across Sekwistli’s face, from the outer corner of one eye, across his cheeks and nose, to the corner of the other eye.

Please, forgive us for our transgressions. Please, take my blood and nourish our fields.

Sometimes, Sekwistli wondered what it would be like to do this without the blindfold. What it would be like to flinch into the blade, and have it blind him truly. He would gladly give his eyes if it meant pleasing Tlalkwikani.

The blood dripped down his face and into the sacrificial urn below. He heard the drops, and he suppressed the urge to dig his fingers into the cut and make it bleed more. The last time he’d done that, the priest had yelled at him.

It wasn’t that Sekwistli wanted to be blind. He didn’t think he did, in any case. But his life was so worthless that it might as well serve a higher purpose. Nobody would miss him, and nothing he did couldn’t be done just as easily by somebody else.

He started when the priest removed the blindfold, blinking against the dim torchlight of the sacrificial chamber. His eyes fell again on the countenance of Tlalkwikani, blind and smiling.

The priest wiped away the rest of the blood on Sekwistli’s face and laid a stinging paste over it. “Leave it on until it falls off by itself. It’ll help prevent scarring.”

This was pointless to mention to Sekwistli. What was one more scar? He had an endless amount on his back and thighs, as well as dozens of little crisscrosses on his face. Even the soles of his feet carried a few where a switch had struck them over and over. He remembered the pain, both from the initial switching and from when his blood had seeped into the earth as he’d worked the fields the next day.

Maybe he could do that again when he got home. Just a small cut might be enough to fertilize the fields as Tlalkwikani’s blood had done.

~*~*~
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He had to hurry to make it to the market while the ixiptla was still out. The sound of a flute guided him, and he joined the small crowd to listen to the ethereal music.

The ixiptla was beautiful, as always. This year, a strong, muscular man had been named as Teska’atl’s representative, larger than most of the men in the square. The taxes the farmers paid went to feeding the nobility and to feeding the ixiptla, keeping him insulated from the effects of the poor harvest.

He was so, so beautiful. Sekwistli wanted to ask him what it was like, to be touched by Teska’atl. Did Teska’atl speak to him, appear to him?

If Sekwistli approached him, would this ixiptla fuck him? Sekwistli dreamed of it, sometimes, of someone so holy forcing the disease and rot out of Sekwistli’s soul. He tried so hard, sacrificed as often as he could, but it never felt like enough. Maybe if the ixiptla wrung it out of him—

Even better were the dreams of being chosen as ixiptla himself. It would never happen; Sekwistli wasn’t beautiful enough, couldn’t sing or play any instruments, and couldn’t dance. All he could do was sow fields. But if he were chosen, Sekwistli would be so happy for the entire year. He didn’t need the riches or wives or any other benefits that came with being ixiptla. He just wanted to be sacrificed at Teska’atl’s altar.

The crowd around Sekwistli dissipated once the ixiptla ended his song. Sekwistli lowered his head and hurried away, so as not to darken the ixiptla’s day with his own presence. He especially didn’t want to accidentally catch a glimpse of himself in the ixiptla’s mirror; it was sure to be a hideous sight.

~*~*~
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The avenue of the sun ran along the center of Xochititlan, connecting Teska’atl’s temple in the east with Ekakoapilli’s temple in the west. By the time Sekwistli had traversed the city, it was late afternoon. 

He was hungry. Since there was no way he’d be able to eat after the sacrifice to Ekakoapilli, he approached one of the women sitting on the mats along the road.

“Can I trade for some atole?” he asked, holding out the other carving he’d brought along.

The old woman looked at it and shook her head. “That’s not worth anything.”

He hadn’t wanted to, but he untied the sack of beans and pulled out a small amount. “Please?”

She counted off the beans and then said, “Ten more.”

He grimaced as he realized how few beans he would have left over. He started to count out the beans anyway when another person stepped up next to him. 

“Would this cover the food? For both of us?” the newcomer asked.

Sekwistli looked up at the man. He was young, maybe around twenty, wearing a simple loin cloth and nothing else. He’d tied back his long black hair, but it was still easy to see the grease in it. There was a reason most people kept their hair short; it just wasn’t worth the effort to maintain it.

The young man gave the woman four cacao beans. The woman’s expression morphed into surprise, but then she nodded. “Yes, of course.” She poured atole into two separate mugs and handed each of them one.

“Thank you,” Sekwistli said to the stranger. It was rare to encounter such kindness right now, when people were often more concerned with taking care of themselves. “Ekakoapilli has blessed you with kindness."

The young man ducked his head. “No, I just saw that you were injured and wanted food...” He took a sip of his drink and then said to the woman, “It’s good.”

Sekwistli took a sip of his own. It was a bit watery, but he didn’t fault the woman for that. The corn harvest, like all the harvests, had been slim, and she probably was saving what she could for her family. He wasn’t sure he would have complimented it though. 

She eyed them both warily as they finished their soup and handed the cups back to her. “You’re sacrificing today?”

“Yes. Only Ekakoapilli left.” His arm and back twinged with every movement. If he closed his eyes, he could focus on the pain. Maybe when he got home, he would press his fingers into all of the wounds.

The young man bit his lip. He’d been staring at Sekwistli’s wounds while they’d been drinking, and at the woman’s words his expression seemed to darken. “Those are all from sacrificing?”

“Yes. ‘Slice open my skin to give to Yollotletl, so he might warm our fires. Flay my back for Teska’atl, so he might give us water. Give the blood of my eyes to Tlalkwikani, so he might enrich our soils. And pierce my tongue for Ekakoapilli, so he might carry our songs on the wind.’” 

Sekwistli saw the woman mouthing along with his words.

But the young man winced. “Does it even work? Xochititlan isn’t the great city I was told it was, even though everybody says it was blessed by the gods.”

The woman made a sharp noise. “You’re from the outside, and you’re young. Xochititlan was once a marvelous paradise. You would have thought the gods themselves built our city.”

“Yes,” Sekwistli added. “When I was young, flowers bloomed on all avenues. The markets bustled. Nobody ever went hungry. King Tekoyotl ensured that we had food stores for any hard years.”

The women’s sudden glare stilled his tongue. It wouldn’t do to be heard saying anything remotely negative about the current king.

The young man looked confused, though. “Is that not the case anymore? King Colsatsli doesn’t do what his father did?”

“He does. He did. But...” The woman shook her head. “It’s been hard. There isn’t much to store.” Her gaze shifted to Sekwistli. “You’re a farmer, right?”

Sekwistli nodded. “I work on the chinampas, a fair walk north of the city.” 

It was almost a lie to call it a chinampa, since there was so little water that the fields could hardly be considered “floating” anymore, but the woman understood him. 

“We can hardly harvest enough to feed ourselves now, let alone for the future,” Sekwistli continued. “Lord Teska’atl has been angry with us for a long time.”

At that, the young man scowled. “If Teska’atl is such a great deity, why does he starve you?”

Whatever goodwill Sekwistli had for the young man vanished. “Because we’ve wronged him!”

“How? What did you do?” the man asked, growing agitated. But in the next moment he pulled away. “No, never mind. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. Here, take these.” He reached into his pouch and
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