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  Chapter one
The Blight's Shadow


Dawn, even before it climbs above the canopy, presses against the windows of my concrete box. It’s a watery, reluctant light, hesitant to touch the battered rooftops of the village, the moss-choked stone, the satellite dishes clinging to their posts with cracked black tape. Birds wake first—the sadistic bastards—trilling at the promise of heat, and I wake soon after, my mouth dry from the night, hair a riot around my head, hands already searching for the beads strung beside the mattress.
I roll the jade between finger and thumb, the old comfort before the world demands its version of me. Tía Ixquic swears the beads belonged to a priestess, but the stories change with every retelling. Some mornings, I believe her; today, they’re just green stones from a mercado stall, cold and faintly greasy from my skin.
By six I’m at the tour office, scraping together my field gear: mesh hat, boots, blue vest with the embroidered logo half worn away, the requisite radio. The air in the street tastes faintly of diesel and last night’s tamal, with an undercurrent of swamp rot that no amount of municipal bravado can scrub from the village. I greet the assembled cluster—ten, no, eleven turistas in quick-dry shorts and shirts engineered for wicking moisture and not much else. The day’s group leans heavy on Americans, with one couple from Austria and a solo Japanese guy who already looks like he wants to murder me for my accent.
“Buenos días,” I say, loud enough to startle a dog under the steps. “My name is Naay, but if you can’t say it right, call me Nigh, like the night. I’ll be your guide today—please keep your arms, hands, feet, and egos inside the group at all times.” I smile, the practiced one with minimal teeth, and shuffle them out the gate before their caffeine wears off.
The jungle has two faces. To tourists, it’s exotic—an endless green arcade, strung with wild orchids and birds so bright you’d think they were painted. To me, it’s a neighbor that steals your ball over the fence and never gives it back. The trail opens grudgingly, every step swallowing last night’s rain, boots already streaked with ochre mud. Cameras snap in the undergrowth. Someone points out a spider web hung with dew, marveling as if it spun itself for their Instagram.
I toss out facts in English, switching to Spanish when the group slows. “These vines—lianas, like Tarzan?—actually strangle their host trees, but it takes decades. Some of the flora here dates back to before the Spanish arrived, maybe before the Maya.” I let my fingers brush the liana, show the tourists how the sap sticks like blood. One of the Austrians asks about jaguars. I deadpan: “Statistically, you are more likely to die from slipping on a mossy rock than from a jaguar attack. But,” I pause, “there is always a first time.” Hazels crinkle; tourists laugh, uneasily.
We pass a copal tree, its bark scored deep by centuries of harvest. Once my mother told me, the resin could heal or curse, depending on who called the spirit. Now, its scabs ooze over plastic wrappers from energy bars, the sacred turned landfill. The trail narrows, a corridor boxed in by bristling palms and the sourness of decay. The humidity makes it worse—your sweat doesn’t dry, just turns into a second skin, and even the cicadas sound exhausted.
One of the Americans, a woman with hair the color of an overripe mango, keeps lagging behind. “Are there… snakes?” She asks, voice half-choked.
“Yes, but the venomous ones avoid tourists,” I tell her, not bothering to reassure. “They’re smarter than we are.”
A murmur goes through the group. Something overhead—a toucan, probably—scatters droplets down. The Japanese guy wipes his glasses, then gestures at the trees. “This… shape. What is the word?” His accent is good but uncertain.
“Ceiba,” I answer, and point. “Sacred tree. World axis, in Maya belief. They say the roots hold up the underworld. Don’t stand under too long, or the spirits might pull you down.” More laughter, more beads of sweat on the bridge of my nose. But when I look up, the ceiba is dying, leaves shriveled, fungus gnawing the bark. The tourists see only what I tell them to see.
When the path opens to the first cenote, the heat lifts just a little. The water should be blue—impossibly blue, the kind that looks like a Photoshop filter in every guidebook. But today the cenote is a muted greenish haze, the clarity soured by an algal bloom curling at the edges. There’s no formal name for this sinkhole; the locals call it “Cenote Espejo,” mirror, because it reflects the sky back so perfectly when the sun is high. Now it reflects nothing. I keep my expression even.
“This is our destination,” I announce. “Formed when limestone collapses, exposing the aquifer below. Thousands of years old. Please do not jump in—there are no lifeguards, and the spirits have been cranky lately.” The lie is soft, a joke, but I sense the undertow of unease in myself more than in them.
Tourists cluster at the rim, phones up, cataloguing the tragedy. Their mouths make shapes of awe, but their eyes are only half-here, half somewhere else. I stand a step apart, twisting the beads, rolling the tension into my palm.
One of the kids—he couldn’t be more than twelve, dragged along by his mother and her selfie stick—leans over the edge and yelps. “Something’s moving!” he says, and points. I crouched beside him, seeing only the wobble of refraction and a shadow below.
“It’s just a catfish,” I tell him, though the shape is wrong, too narrow. But I hold on to the lie, because it’s easier than the truth. I watch the group drift to the old carvings, chiseled along the cenote’s lip: glyphs half-erased by rain and moss, some too faded for even Ixquic to read. I point out the sun god, the handprint, the spiral I can never explain.
“What does this one mean?” asks the Japanese man, polite as always.
“It means… passage. A journey. Sometimes, a warning.” I glance at the spiral. For a moment, my mother’s voice: “The spiral always goes inward, mijita. Sometimes it doesn’t come out.”
A wind stirs, sours the water, brings up a smell—sharp, metallic, out of place. Iron, or blood. I swallow hard. The last of the group, already bored, circles back to the van, chattering about the next site, the promise of air conditioning.
I linger at the water’s edge. The jade beads are wet in my grip, sweat or maybe just the dew. I peer down at my own reflection, skin drawn tight over my cheekbones, eyes ringed with fatigue and too much history.
For a second, the shadow moves again. Closer to the surface, too fast for a fish, and the water clouds over—like something exhaled from the stone below.
I step back, heart drumming stupidly in my chest. I let the beads go, shove my hands into my vest, and turn to herd the group back through the path. The American woman sidles up, voice pitched low: “That smell—what is it?”
“Probably just the algae,” I say, and force a smile. “Or maybe the spirits, after all.”
She laughs, but it’s weak, not even trying to hide her discomfort.
Back at the van, I count heads, confirm everyone is there , and shut the door. The rumble of the engine drowns out the jungle’s whisper. I let the tourists talk over me; the radio buzzing at my hip, and I watch the cenote recede in the rearview, the shadow still writhing behind my eyes.
Why does it always fall on me?
The beads dig into my palm, cool and accusing. I squeeze them once, hard enough to leave marks, and resolve not to tell Tía about any of this.
Not yet.

The plaza at midday was never empty, not even in this dry season when the heat stuck to your skin like another layer of guilt. Market vendors hollered in Spanish and Maya, selling everything from mamey fruit to mass-produced keychains shaped like little pyramids. The American tourists from my morning group had scattered, some stalking the souvenir stalls, others wilting into the plastic chairs at Doña Lupita’s soda counter. Behind them, two tour buses idled in the shade, belching fumes into the fiesta banners left over from last week’s saint day.
I let myself get carried by the flow, ducking under hammocks strung between concrete pillars, stepping over stray dogs and the puddles they called home. My vest—sweat-soaked and reeking of jungle—felt even more out of place among the crisp shirts and synthetic dresses of the villagers, freshly laundered and pressed for show. I spotted Ixquic’s stall halfway down the row, a splash of green amid the candy-colored cloths and woven baskets. She had set up beneath the ceiba’s tired shadow; her display overflowing with fat bundles of basil, rue, and rosemary, little pots of aloe and oregano, and waxy sticks of copal, everything layered over a threadbare blue tablecloth.
Ixquic herself sat on an upturned milk crate, hunched but regal, chin high as she separated epazote stems from their leaves with the efficiency of a butcher. Her hair was a perfect gray coil, anchored by the same copper comb she’d worn since before my mother died. The lenses of her glasses glinted in the sunlight, catching me in their crosshairs before I even reached the stall. When she grinned, her teeth were blackened with betel, as if she chewed up the jungle for breakfast.
“Mira nada más, if it isn’t the prodigal granddaughter,” she called out, voice cutting through the static of the crowd. She switched to Maya: “You walk like your mother when she thought she could hide secrets from me.” Then, back to Spanish: “Hungry?”
I shook my head, weaving past a cluster of tourists examining her wares. “Already ate. Just needed to…” I hesitated, and she shot me a look that said, ‘don’t waste my time, girl.’ “Just wanted to check on you. See if you needed anything.”
She reached over, flicked a bead of sweat from my brow with the tenderness of a cat washing its kitten. “You don’t come to the market unless something’s biting you. What is it? Trouble with the water?”
The words almost stuck, but I forced them out. “Another tour at Espejo this morning. The cenote’s getting worse. Water’s gone from ‘suspicious’ to ‘cursed.’ I had to tell them it was just algae, but even the fish looked sick. Something’s off, tía.”
Ixquic tsked and spat into a faded Folgers can at her feet. “You see, the color on your own tongue? It’s the same as the water. You spend too long in those caves, you start to turn into them.”
I twisted the jade beads, fighting down a ripple of irritation. “I’m not turning into a cenote, tía. Maybe a cactus, but not a sinkhole.”
Her mouth quirked. “Even cactuses have spirits. But it’s not enough, you know, just to show the gringos the pretty rocks. The land is angry.” She gathered her herbs with a decisive rustle, then jerked her chin at me. “Walk with me. Keep your head down.”
I followed as she threaded through the stalls, nodding to neighbors and accepting a handful of dried hibiscus from an old man with no teeth. “The other day, a boy from the north came here. He had money for honey and wanted the strongest herb for sleeping. But he didn’t look tired, Naay. He looked… hollowed out, like something was eating him from inside.” She pulled me close, her voice just above a whisper. “There are stories in the Popol Vuh, and in our own family. When the balance breaks, when the water is spoiled, the Balam wakes up.”
I rolled my eyes, but it felt like a cheap trick. “Come on, tía, the Balam? You want me to dress up in feathers and howl at the moon next?”
She squeezed my arm, surprisingly strong. “Don’t mock what you don’t understand. The old ways aren’t chains—they’re roots. You remember the prayers your mother taught you? The chants?”
I looked away, counting the creases in my palm. “She died, tía. And if prayers could fix poison, we’d have clean water and a world-class soccer team.”
Her hand dropped. The Balam provides protection. Balam punishes. The books at the library, the ones they keep locked away? They say a priestess must invoke it. Must open the path for the guardian spirit, or else…” She trailed off, letting the threat rot in the air like rotten fruit.
“What about Kabil?” I asked, voice sharper than I’d intended. “He’s the one installing the filters, fixing pipes. Nobody needs a spirit if you can run a pump.”
Ixquic snorted. “Kabil is a good boy, but he thinks too much with his head, not enough with his blood. You, mija, have both. That’s why I need you.”
I wanted to laugh, but it came out as a cough. “I guide tourists through the mud. That’s all. No feathers, no headdresses, no ancient magic. And if the water’s whispering curses, maybe I should listen before it swallows us all. But I’m not a priestess, tía. I’m not even good at being a tour guide.”
She cupped my cheek, thumb rough against my skin. “Sometimes, the mud chooses you. Not the other way around.”
I shivered, and not from cold. Around us, the market churned on: the barker’s calls, the shrieks of children fighting over mango paletas, the steady grumble of buses leaving town. It was all so ordinary, but every color felt turned up, every smell sharper than it should be.
Ixquic pressed a wrapped bundle of epazote and rue into my hand. “For later,” she said. “And take this.” She slipped a slip of folded paper from her bra, sticky with warmth. I recognized the symbol before I opened it—a jaguar’s head, stylized, its eyes black voids. “For dreams. Tonight, put it under your pillow.”
I tucked it away, feeling half-embarrassed and half-terrified. “Anything else, tía? Maybe a chicken foot, for luck?”
“Just listen. And if the dreams come, don’t run from them.”
I left her then, pretending I had errands to run, but really just circling the square until my head cleared. The herbs prickled in my pocket, the beads on my neck like a leash I’d never taken off.
The village looked the same as it always had—kids playing fútbol against the church wall, abuelos in straw hats gossiping in the shade, dogs napping wherever they could—but now, every shadow seemed thicker, every echo deeper. My mother’s voice echoed in my skull: the spiral always goes inward.
Sometimes it doesn’t come out.

The sun burned lower as I walked out to the edge of the village, past the chipped murals and the busted football nets, beyond the perimeter where dogs stopped bothering to bark at strangers. The land beyond was a skin of brown and green, divided by barbed wire and the memory of what used to grow here: corn, squash, sunflowers that used to reach for the sky in defiance. Now the field looked like the aftermath of a massacre.
I picked my way along the dry ditch, boots crunching the caked mud. Every other step, something gave underfoot—a rind of a gourd, a desiccated ear of maize, a bird’s skeleton picked clean by the heat. The air here was different, too: heavier, spiked with the chemical tang of the fertilizers Kabil said would “save” the crops. I didn’t believe in miracles, but I could taste the poison just by breathing.
At the far side of the field, I found the plot that once belonged to my mother. The row markers were gone, the fence sagged, but I could still see the patterns she used: close planting, so the roots could talk to each other, so the soil didn’t dry out so fast. It was supposed to be resilient—her word, not mine—but the rows had surrendered to the same rot as everything else.
I knelt, letting the beads swing loose against my throat. The dirt was clumped and ugly, sour as old beer, but I pushed my fingers. At first, all I felt was grit and splinters, the ache in my knuckles from yesterday’s climb. Then, beneath the surface, something warm flickered against my skin—a brief pulse, quick and irregular, like a trapped heart.
I jerked my hand back, blinking stupidly. I waited for the feeling to fade, but it didn’t. Instead, it crawled up my wrist and settled in my veins, a heat that wasn’t really heat, more like a current. My pulse stuttered. The beads on my neck felt suddenly heavy, pulling me forward until my forehead pressed against the brittle stalks.
I wanted to scream, but the field had already heard enough crying for one year.
For a long time I just sat there, knees sinking in the dust, watching the sunlight turn the ruined corn into lines of gold. I thought about the Balam, about the stories of jaguar spirits stalking the night. How easy it would be to believe in magic, if it meant you could trade your pain for power. How stupid I was, to still want something out of this soil when it was clear it had nothing left to give.
A wind picked up, rattling the empty cobs. I closed my eyes, and the warmth inside me pulsed once, twice, like it was trying to wake something up. Maybe it was my mother’s ghost. Maybe it was just hunger.
When I stood, my legs were shaky, and my hands had gone cold. I stared at them, at the cracks in my fingers, at the dirt packed beneath each nail. At the trembling that wouldn’t stop. I tried to laugh, but my throat caught, and the sound that came out was half-sob, half-growl. I wiped my nose on my sleeve, wiped my eyes, but the tears kept coming, slow and stubborn.
“Get it together,” I muttered. “You’re not a priestess. You’re not anything.”
But I didn’t believe it. Not really.
The shadows stretched over the fields, swallowing up what was left of the daylight. I watched until the last stalk lost its glow, and then I walked home, the warmth inside me burning all the way.

Night fell quickly and hard, the way it always does here—no dusk, just a slap of darkness once the sun ducks behind the hills. I locked the door behind me, out of habit more than fear, and kicked off my boots in the little vestibule crowded with shoes and umbrellas. The house was small, but every inch was lived in: stacks of dog-eared field guides on every flat surface
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