
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
Blood omen

 


 



Scott Skipper

 


Copyright 2020 all rights reserved

ISBN: 9781005616595

 


Cover design by Scott Skipper

Credit ShotShop.com

 


Smashwords edition

 


This is a work of fiction.

 


I would like to thank the La Verne Writers’ Group and
the Humpday Critique Group for their input and support

 


For Gloria who sent me the link


Forward

 


 


This story, which is almost completely
fiction, is about a passion I have cherished for most of my adult
life. Although it is fiction, it is based on a real event that
occurred millennia ago. The exact time frame is a hotly debated
issue. I would place the beginning of this story to be about ten
thousand years ago—give or take a millennium. The end of the story
is in historical times. Obviously, covering that much time means
you will have to cope with many generations of characters. I’ll
apologize for that in advance. Following this forward you will find
an alphabetical list of the characters with brief explanations of
their role in the saga. I hope it will help to prevent your head
from exploding. I apologize in advance for their difficult
names.

I started the research for Blood Omen
in the early 1980s, but I had no idea I would ever write it until
2019 when I serendipitously stumbled on the inspiration. That’s all
I’m going to tell you until you reach the end of this book.

The aforementioned research led me on many
delightful excursions to the places described herein. I have met
with the descendants of these characters and heard their native
language. I have seen firsthand the way they lived. I am much
enamored of their artwork and have collected a large cache of
it.

To say much more would spoil the story for
you. I promise to be a little more transparent at the end, but if
you leap ahead and read the Author’s Notes, it will upset me
greatly. Now, immerse yourself in an epic journey and hold on
tight.

 


Scott Skipper

California, 2022


Characters and Definitions

 


A

Aq’ Re Q’aq is king at the start of the
migration

Ajch’o’j: soldier (Leader of the warrior
class under Aq’ Re Q’aq)

Amaguq: Innuit for wolf

Ajk’ot: dancer who represents eagles in
mythic dances (New priest under K’o chuq’ab)

Ama’ chij: ram (New priest under K’o
chuq’ab)

Ama’ ek’: rooster (New priest under K’o
chuq’ab)

Ajawam: freewill (Son of Kakow and Ilbal)

Achik’aj: to dream (Adviser to Ilbal)

Äm Kär: spider fish (Second son of Kuk with
Chinchin)

Ama Q’uq’: planet Venus (Third wife of Kuk;
later, first wife of Äm Kär)

B

Baq Ja: (Master carver of Chak’alik) (Husband
of Ixq’os)

Ban ware’: to sharpen a knife; machete
(Second son of K’u chuq’ab)

Baji: rat (New priest under Ixkab)

Batz’: monkey (Wife of Ilbal)

Buluc Chabtan: God of war, sacrifice, and
gambling

Baqil; bones (Attendant to Kuk)

 


C

Calakáan: chief diety

Chak: new name of Kak, rain god

Chak’alik: original pyramidal city of the
W’ia Winaq

Ch’iyut: checha tree (City of Quiriguá)

Ch’e’r: bird that nestles in straw (K’o
chuq’ab’s third queen)

Chaq’ab: night (Daughter of Ch’e’r and K’o
chuq’ab)

Ch’utin tat: uncle (General of warrior class
in time of Ixkab)

Chachal’be: verbena; white flowers used
medicinally (Daughter of Xunaa and Ixkab)

Ch’ayal: (High priest under Ixkab after
Baji)

Chue’q: tomorrow (Son of Jawux with
Ilbal)

Ch’o: mouse (Ilbal’s servant girl)

Chikopil: worm (Attendant to Kuk)

Ch’imil: star (Seer and advisor to K’ua’l
K’awiil)

Chinchin: hen (First wife of Kuk)

Chu awäj: daddy long legs (Third son of Kuk
by Ama Q’uq’)

Chachal Abaj: pearl (Lesser wife of Äm
Kär)

Chuch: mother

 


 


D

 


E

Etanel: inchworm
(K’o chuq’ab’s son with Je’lal)

Ejinamik: thunder (Batz’ second son with
Ilbal)

Ek’: freckles (Second wife of Kuk)

Elal: whisper (Concubine)

F

 


G

 


H

 


I

Ixq’os: wife of Baq Ja and sister of Aq’ Re
Q’aq

Ichik: dream (Second wife of K’o chuq’ab)

Imul: rabbit (Wife of Etanel)

Ixkab: scorpion (Son of Etanel and Imul)

Ixpaq: toad (Servant to Ch’imil)

Ikiem: south (Third wife of Ixkab)

Ilbal: mirror (Son Ixkab and Ikiem)

Ix Motz: Pleiades (Son of Ojin, attendant to
Ilbal)

Ixpumuy: dove (Servant girl of Lahan Unen
Mo’)

J

Jukub: boat

Josol che’: (close attendant of K’o chuq’
ab)

Je’lal: (first wife of K’o chuq’ab)

Jamaril: peace, tranquility, calm (wife of
Qasbal ja’)

Jikanel: to be firm in work, faithful (K’o
chuq’ab’s daughter by Je’lal)

Jawux: haba bean
(Wife of Ilbal)

Jasaw Chan K’awiil: I (First King of Late
Classic Period)

Jasaw Chan K’awiil II:(Last king of Yax
Motul)

K

Kab Raqan: (is Aq’ Re Q’aq’s younger
brother)

K’am uloq: (Son of Aq’ Re Q’aq and
Chiko’)

K’o chuq’ab: (Ixq’os son with Baq Ja)

Kulakan: (new name for Calakáan)

K’ambal: trap (Second son of Ixkab and
Yanshee)

K’ix: thorn (Younger son of Ojin, attendant
to Ilbal)

Kakow: cacao (Wife of Ilbal)

Kik’ che’: rubber tree (Olmec king)

Kik’: rubber (Olmec people)

K’uch: vulture (Clan name, craftsmen)

Kumätz: serpent,; snake (Clan of the priests
and scribes)

Kuk: squirrel (Batz’ first son with
Ilbal)

K’uxum: evil eye (Younger brother of K’ua’l
K’awil, next to last king of Yax Motul)

Kaj Kämisanel: sky killer
(First son of Kuk by Ek’)

K’oy: spider monkey (High priest under Äm
Kär)

K’ua’l K’awiil: (Next to last king of Yax
Motul)

 


L

Luquilik: (Is high priest under Aq’ Re
Q’aq)

Lok: grasshopper (Jawux first daughter by
Ilbal)

Loq’alaj: sacred (Lesser wife of Äm Kär)

Lojoj Awaj: (Caracol, the city)

Lol: cricket (Sister of K’ua’l K’awil)

Lahan Unen Moʼ: Lady
Twelve Macaws (Wife of Jasaw Chan K’awiil I and mother of Yik’in
Chan K’awiil)

 


M

Maq’uq: quetzal (Son of Xpakpan, attendant to
Ilbal)

Mex: eyecolor other than brown (Priest under
K’ua’l K’awil)

N

Nim aq: boar (Lesser priest under Ch’ayal;
elevated to high priest)

Nim be: highway (Seer who replaced Achik’aj
under Ilbal)

Nim ja’ Bek: (City of Río Bec)

Nan Sib: Lady Smoke (Wife of Wak Chan
K'awiil)

Nuch’ Xipikär: little bird (Wife of K’ua’l
K’awil)

O

Ojin: tropical lizard; (Attendant to
Ixkab)

Oquichtl: man in Nahuatl (Aztec king)

Ojin Jolom: lizard head (King after Wak Chan
K'awiil)

Oxwitik: (City of Copán)

P

 


Q

Qasbal ja’: rainy season (Ixq’os son with
Jiljitik)

Qab: dog bite (Attendant to Äm Kär)

Q’ankoj: yellow

R

Remanik: (Close attendant of K’o chuq’
ab)

 


S

Sqil: pulque

Sipabal: gift (Fourth wife of Ilbal offered
by Kik’ che’)

Si’s: coati

 


T

Torbal kaj: windows of heaven (Place name for
city of the Olmec)

Tz’unun: humming bird (Lesser wife of Äm
Kär)

Tza: salty (Lesser wife of Äm Kär)

T’ix: tapir

Tlok: armpit (Son of Äm Kär by Ama Q’uq)

 


U

Uxlabal: (First queen of Aq’ Re Q’aq)

Uayab: The five unlucky days at the end of
the year

 


V

 


W

W’ia Winaq: the people

Wa’katel: the travelers

Wolqot: (First son of Ixkab and Yashee)

X

Xunaa: (Tlingit wife of Etanel; later
wife of Ixkab)

Xpakpan: worm (Attendant to Ixkab)

Xibalbá: the underworld

Wak Chan K'awiil: (Late king of Yax Motul
captured and sacrificed by Lojoj Awaj [Caracol])

Y

Yashee: (Younger Tlingit wife of
Ixkab)

Z


Prologue

Tao Fenfang squatted in the yellow dust below the
eastern gate at Shimao in the northern part of Shaanxi Province.
The wind was cold, and she had to cut the fingertips off her gloves
in order to work. She was in the center quadrant as defined by the
grid of wire commonly used at archeological digs to catalog where
precisely artifacts were found. The only tools she used were a
dentist’s pick and a paintbrush. Tedious as it was, she loved the
task of teasing the past from the ground. It took her an hour after
she spotted the unmistakable patina of bone to reveal the first
skull in the pit. With her phone, she recorded it from four sides
before actually removing it and turning it over to the forensic
team who determined it to be the skull of a young girl. Over the
course of the next few days, Tao unearthed twenty-three more
disembodied heads all of which had once belonged to young girls. In
the following weeks, she found twenty-four more in a pit on the
opposite side of the gate.

At the end of the day, Shi You, the forensic
expert said to her, “Pretty grisly, huh?”

“What kind of people behead forty-eight young
girls?”

“And mount them outside the main gate. That’s
a pretty strong message. This place is all about defense.”

“Did you date them yet?” she asked.

“Forty-three hundred years old—the same as
the cypress beams on the twentieth tier.”

“That must have been close to the founding of
the city.”

“Makes sense—perform a huge sacrifice to
dedicate the place and appease the gods. Did you see the bust
Professor Qi found on level twelve?”

“No.”

“Come see it. It’s fascinating.” He led her
through the gate with its flanking guard towers and began the
torturous climb up the sides of the massive stepped pyramid. When
they reached the twelfth tier, they found a life-size bust of a
male figure in situ.

Tao looked closely at the features.
“Remarkably lifelike. He must have been a king.”

“Surely but he doesn’t look the least bit
Asian,” Shi said.

“Yes, you’re right but not really Caucasian
either.”

“Maybe he was an alien.” Shi laughed at his
own joke and drew a smile from the woman.

“When you think about it,” she said, “there
is really nothing Chinese about this place.”

“I agree.” He pointed at a bas-relief face on
the wall a few yards from the bust. “Those masks look pre-Columbian
to me.”

“They do. It’s uncanny.”

“But there is still no trace of writing.
These guys were pretty sophisticated. Surely they had some writing
system,” Shi said.

“I would expect it, but so far nothing. We
have a lot of work ahead of us.”

He smiled his toothy grin. “Well, my next
task is finding something to eat. Care to join me?”

The kitchen was the most substantial
structure on the site. It was a steel frame arch with vertical
sides and covered with a heavy plasticized fabric. The work area
occupied one long side and a score of tables was arrayed on the
other. About half of them were full. The pair found two empty
chairs with their colleagues after filling their plates.

“Have you had a productive day?” the woman at
the table asked.

“Oh, yes,” Tao said. “And we just came from
looking at Professor Qi’s bust.”

“Isn’t it marvelous?”

“It’s very exciting. You feel like you might
have known him.”

“Ha,” barked Shi, “he was the beheader of
little girls. Why would you want to know him?”

Tao had just taken her chopsticks from the
plastic case she carried and was about to stir a piece of pork into
the rice when the leader of the dig, Professor Meng, from Tsinghua
University walked into the center of the dining room. He removed
his hat and said very loudly, “May I have your attention?” When the
room fell silent, he continued, “I have just taken a call from the
president of the Tsinghua. He has been ordered by the government to
close down all field projects because of the Covid-19 epidemic. We
are ordered to leave immediately. Busses will be arriving in the
morning. Please gather your belongings and be prepared.”

A voice in the crowd asked, “What of the
artifacts?”

“We must place all that it is possible in the
secure storage.”

“But it’s only a tent,” the same voice
said.

“It is the best that we have. Thank you all
for your good work. Let us hope that we can return in no more than
a few weeks. Good evening to you.”

In the morning, the busses came, and the
massive Bronze Age city on the high plateau in northern China was
abandoned for the second time. Tao Fenfang thought about the bust
as she watched the barren landscape through the window of the bus,
and she wanted to know who he was.


PART I

 


The Exodus


Chapter 1

 


The marauders attacked on horseback. Their arrows
clattered against the stones. Baq Ja watched the assault from the
doorway of his stone house on the highest level of the pyramid. He
had watched the dust cloud approaching from the west with little
interest. The fortress of Chak’alik was quite impenetrable.
Defenders many tiers below inflicted steep losses on the
horsemen.

“When will it end?” Ixq’os, his wife,
asked.

“It will never end,” he replied. “They come
from distant lands with no idea of our impregnability. We repel
them with a handful of defenders.”

“Still, it grows tiresome.”

He shifted his gaze from the carnage far
below to his wife’s profile. Her tall sloping forehead, haughty
nose, and fulsome lips were crowned by the shining black topknot of
her hair. It caused him to smile despite the brutality unfolding on
the ground. “Don’t let it faze you. No harm can come to us.”

“Some will die.”

“But not us.”

She looked at him and returned his smile. “I
know it’s true, but what if someday we have a son who wants to be a
warrior?”

“You worry too much.”

Her smile widened, and she slipped her bare
arm through his. “Perhaps. Why don’t you come inside? Let’s see if
we can make a son.”

The woolen covering over the doorway did
nothing to deaden the sound of the battle raging far below. And the
clamor of death did nothing to dampen his ardor when he drew the
silken garment from her shoulders and admired her faultless figure.
He pushed her gently onto the furs and silks in disarray on the
raised stone dais that was their marriage bed.

 


⁂

 


Ixq’os slept peacefully through the rumble of
hoofbeats still echoing from outside the walls of Chak’alik. Baq Ja
swung his legs off the dais and donned his leather skirt, linen
tunic, and cape of panda fur. He quietly left their sleeping
chamber and slipped outside. His home being built at the precipice
of the highest level of the great pyramid offered a view of the
tumult outside the walls. Attackers still charged the gates only to
be skewered by the shafts of the defenders in the guard towers. A
sizable knot of horsemen stood at a distance perhaps assessing the
futility of continuing.

The sun stood on the horizon casting long
shadows across the central plaza that was crowded with warriors who
restrained a group of prisoners. As he approached the cluster of
captives, he noticed that they were all women. Many were bloodied.
The garments of some were shredded.

“It will be a good night.”

Baq Ja turned at the singsong voice of the
king who was surrounded by his retinue. Aq’ Re Q’aq’ held his
scepter diagonally across his chest. His cape of red and blue
feathers sparkled in the failing light.

“The attackers are women?” Baq Ja asked
incredulously.

“They fight alongside their men—spirited
she-devils too.”

“We didn’t take any of the men
prisoners?”

“What use are men? They were summarily
dispatched. Come to the temple when it’s dark, Baq Ja. We shall
feast before we make the most of our captives.”

“Yes, I’ll do that, but first I must check
the day’s progress.” Crossing the courtyard, he examined the women
more closely. They were squat and hairy but not to the point of
being repulsive. Each was bound and crouched on the pavers with
their eyes downcast. He continued to the top of the stairs and
descended to the level below where his minions labored. The band of
artisans under his command chipped at the soft stone wall. His
fingers traced the bas-relief sculpture of the visage of Kak, god
of the rain. “These scrolls must be deeper,” he told the carver.
“The blowing sand will erase it in less than a katún.”

“Fifty years is a long time,” he said.

Baq Ja scowled. “We don’t build for
katúns. We build for eternity.”

“As you wish, master.” The man held his flint
chipper against the wall and struck it with his heavy wooden
maul.

Baq Ja examined the work of his other six
minions. He grunted approval and ordered improvements before
completing a circuit of the penultimate step of the giant
pyramid.

It was dark when he climbed the steep steps
to the highest level, then he went to the temple at the side of the
plaza. A great array of foodstuff was spread on woven mats. Aq’ Re
Q’aq and his nobles sat cross-legged on cushions while sampling the
offerings. All had ceramic jars of beer.

Baq Ja said to his brother-in-law, “The
fighting has stopped.”

Aq’ Re Q’aq replied, “Yes, and we have twelve
more captives. It will be a good night indeed. Sit and eat.”

“I’ll get some beer first.” He went to a
great urn by the wall with the image of Calakáan emblazoned in vivid hues around the circumference.
The flying serpent twisted amid an intricate maze of
vines.

The slave
standing beside the urn dipped a jar into the brew and handed it to
him. “Enjoy the evening, Excellency.”

“I
intend to.” He took his beer and
settled on a leather cushion beside the king who already showed
effects of the hearty beverage. “Where are the
prisoners?”

“The priests are
washing them.”

“Good. They looked
rather ripe.”

“You should have
smelled them.”

“I’m glad I
didn’t.”

“You inspected the
day’s progress?” Aq’ Re Q’aq asked.

“Yes, it was good but
not enough progress was made.”

“Your vassals were
most likely watching the slaughter.”

“No doubt.”

“Sacrifice
one as a lesson to the
others.”

Baq Ja shook his head
in disbelief. “A competent carver is too hard to find.”

“Sacrifice one of
their wretched offspring then.” The king laughed, quaffed his beer,
and belched.

“I’ll give it some
thought.”

“How is my
sister?”

“She was
sleeping soundly last time I saw her. I did my best to wear her
out.”

“Well, I hope you’re
not too worn out for the night’s activities.”

“I’ll give it my
all.”

Aq’ Re Q’aq
fell back into his jar of beer, and Baq Ja focused on a platter of
dried muskox. Slaves kept the repast supplied and fetched beer when
beckoned until the ringing of the huge bronze gong hung in front of
the wide door of the temple pierced the revelry.

“Let us begin,” Aq’
Re Q’aq said rising.

Drumming began
followed by flutes and rattles. The king, though slightly unsteady,
began the dance. He made one circuit of the plaza alone, then his
acolytes fell in behind him. They wore long, gaily color plumes in
their hair and their faces were painted jade green and vermilion.
The high priests donned leering Kak masks and joined the
procession. After four revolutions of the plaza, the music stopped
abruptly.

Slaves moved the
heavy cushions into the plaza and arranged them according to rank.
Baq Ja remained seated beside the king. Two lesser priests dragged
the first prisoner from the inner sanctum at the rear of the
temple. She twisted and fought them. Leather thongs were affixed to
her wrists and ankles. The priests used them to secure her
spread-eagled across the altar stone. Baq Ja’s artisans had carved
cleats into the pavers for the purpose. The woman struggled against
her restraints but did not cry out, only grunted.

The king held
his beaker of beer aloft in Baq Ja’s direction. “Have the honor of
being first.”

Aq’ Re Q’aq was
his brother-in-law, but he could not be defied. Baq Ja rose and
went to the prostrate woman. She glared at him with wide-spaced,
narrow slanted eyes. He reflected that, despite her demeanor, she
was not unattractive. To approach her sprawled on the altar stone,
he had to walk on his knees. She shrieked when he penetrated her,
and due to so recently being sated, his performance was
protracted.

The king and his
acolytes cheered and shouted approval. At the end, he withdrew and
regained his feet to howls and whistles. Immediately, the high
priest hacked off her head with a bronze ax. The sound of tearing
cartilage and the thud of the blade on the stone rang above the
cheering.

When he resumed
his seat by the king, he was still breathing heavily.

“You did well, Baq
Ja,” Aq’ Re Q’aq told him. “I’m sure my sister is well
attended.”

“That’s the one thing
she doesn’t complain about.”

The king’s younger
brother, Rab Raqan, took the next captive female. His endurance was
so brief that the crowd of nobles shouted for him to try again, but
the priest beheaded her before the youngster even got to his
feet.

So, the night
progressed in the eerie light of flickering torches stuck in niches
on walls carved with effigies of the gods. The dancing light cast
wicked shadows on the grotesque features of the deities. In order
of descending rank, the nobles took their turns with the prisoners
before the offerings were sacrificed.

The king
reserved the right to go last, and he told Baq Ja that he had
handpicked his victims. The floor around the altar was flooded in
blood, and a river of it flowed across the plaza to the stairs
where the headless carcasses were flung. Aq’ Re Q’aq wavered toward
his first offering. As he took to his knees, before he parted his
robe, he scooped blood with his fingers and licked them. The crowd
erupted. He made a great show of his performance in the female, and
he remained kneeling while the priests replaced the body with the
final victim of the night. When it was over, slaves carried the
exhausted king from the plaza on a litter, and Baq Ja went home
where he found it difficult to sleep for the excitement coursing
through his veins.


Chapter 2

When the sun rose
over the yellow plain, Baq Ja
sat on the edge of the sleeping platform to clear his befogged
head. He stood cautiously and donned his garments, then left the
dark chamber. Ixq’os was already seated on the dining mat, and the
servant was laying her breakfast before her.

“You were out late,”
she said. “Were there many sacrifices?”

“There were
twenty-four.”

“The gods must be
pleased.”

He selected a
persimmon and sucked on it. “We can hope. We certainly need some
rain.”

His first beer
of the day was unfinished when a messenger wearing the king’s
symbol on a jade pendant ran to the edge of their patio. He
prostrated himself and said, “The king requires you
immediately,
master.”

“I’m surprised my
brother is awake so early after last night,” Ixq’os said. “Then
again, maybe he didn’t go to sleep.”

“He was mostly
asleep when I last saw him.” He rose stiffly and retrieved his
cape. The boy who delivered the message did not wait for him. Baq
Ja walked quickly to the palace and climbed the stairs to the
king’s apartment. The guards did not respond to his
passing.

Aq’ Re Q’aq was
seated on his throne that resembled a snow leopard with jade discs
for eyes and the long, white fangs of a tiger. The number one
queen, Uxlabal, sat beside him on a plainer throne. Kneeling beside
the king was the high priest, Luquilik.

“What does the king
require so early in the morning?” Baq Ja asked.

“Listen to the words
of this priest,” he replied and gestured toward Luquilik.

The priest had
deliberately been made cross-eyed as a child, and his skull was narrowed. He had filed his teeth
to points to heighten the awe he hoped to inspire. “Excellencies,
there has been a sign. The gods order us to abandon the
city.”

Baq Ja grinned
derisively. “You drank too much of that mushroom elixir, priest.”

“I have
not, Excellency. It is
certain.”

“What was the
sign?”

“An eagle
landed on the head of Calakáan in the plaza when the moon had
risen. It let us take it as if it were a pet. We killed it, and in
its entrails, we found this.” The priest opened his palm to reveal
a jade disc with the king’s ornament carved on it.

“An eagle
swallows a medallion, so we
have to leave Chak’alik?” Baq Ja said skeptically.

The priest
remained undaunted. “Naturally, we consecrated a fire and burned
the bird. In its smoke, we saw the proof. There is no disagreement
among the priests. Calakáan is angry. To remain here means the
king’s death. The next attackers will succeed. We will be routed
from our city.”

Uxlabal raised
her regal chin. She had been born in Nim Tinimit where she
escaped the cranial deformation common among the K’ia Winaq people
of Chak’alik. Her face was round and flat, and she spoke the
singsong language nasally. “I have no desire to go anywhere. No one
can touch us here.”

“The gods can, and they will,” Luquilik
insisted.

Aq’ Re Q’aq released a deep breath he had
been holding. “Why should the gods be angry after last night?”

“There will be rain.
Kak is appeased. Calakáan is jealous of the devotion we showed to
his brother.”

Baq Ja folded his
arms. “It is useless. The gods are never satisfied.”

“The gods weren’t the
only consideration last night,” the king said slyly.

The sculptor
said heatedly, “We have twenty-four new skulls. That is a powerful
talisman. Put them on the
gate, and we can depend on them for protection.”

“They were
already on the gate before the eagle came to us,” Luquilik
protested.

Aq’ Re Q’aq said,
“Leave us, priest. We have a weighty decision to discuss.” Luquilik
left looking defiant, and the king clapped his hand gesturing to a
waiting slave boy who quickly brought a cushion for Baq Ja. “What
are you thinking?”

Before he could
reply, Uxlabal said, “It is madness to leave all this wealth and
security to wander in the wilderness like shepherds and cowherds.”
She sat back and crossed her arms abruptly.

“I agree, Queen,” Baq
Ja said. “We have given so much to Chak’alik. It seems foolish to
give it up.”

“I have to give some
concern to the sign,” Aq’ Re Q’aq said. “It is my death that it
portends.”

“Birds eat stones
every day,” he said.

“But that was my
stone it ate. Surely, that is an omen.”

Uxlabal said,
“In my opinion, you would be safe from Calakáan if you sacrificed
Luquilik to him.”

“I’m for that,” Baq
Ja said quickly.

“Gods are fickle. It
might have the opposite effect.”

Baq Ja paused a
moment in thought. “I reject the possibility of being routed by
attackers. The assault yesterday was by hundreds of warriors, and we were easily able to
repel it.”

“Yes, but the
attackers were mortal. We cannot repel the gods. I will let blood
and ask for an answer.”

“Send for me when you
know the answer.”

The king said, “You
will join me.”

Inwardly, Baq
Ja groaned. He rose slowly and followed the king into the darkened
chamber behind the throne room. One small torch flickered on the
wall. A servant brought what the liege requested. Both men sat
cross-legged facing each other and drank a small amount of the
contents of a lidded jar. Then they waited in silence for the
fungus poison to carry them to the underworld.

A great deal of
time passed. The king broke the stillness. “The time has
arrived.”

He removed two
thorns from a second jar and gave one to Baq Ja who held it in
front of his eyes. The spike was half as long as his longest
finger. Following the king’s
example, Baq Ja lifted the front of his leather skirt, stretched
his penis to its full length, and thrust the thorn through it.
Wincing, he withdrew it from the opposite side. In the drug-induced
daze, he caught the squirting blood on a shred of linen. He looked
at Aq’ Re Q’aq who laid his blood-soaked cloth on a nest of dry
moss and clapped his hands. Baq Ja added his swatch to the small
heap while a servant entered, removed the torch from the niche, and
set the pile ablaze. He then withdrew.

Smoke curled
from the flames. The king appeared mesmerized. When the
fire died and the embers only
smoldered, he said, “We must leave Chak’alik.”

Silence fell between
them again, and they remained alone with the visions in their heads
until the effects of the elixir subsided.

 


⁂

 


Ixq’os asked her
husband when he finally returned home near sunset, “What of the
king?”

Baq Ja was still
rather addled. “We won’t be trying to make a son for a while.”

“Why not?”

“Your brother decided
we should make a blood sacrifice.”

“Not your—”

He lifted his skirt
to display his mutilated appendage. “We are abandoning
Chak’alik.”

“We’re what?
Why?”

He cringed in pain
before answering. “Luquilik found an omen in the entrails of an
eagle. If we don’t leave, the king will die.”

She stood
looking stunned. “He is my brother, but we
could find a new king.”

“Luquilik says
the next wave of attackers will succeed.”

“Luquilik thinks he
has
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