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BLOOD PRICE

By Jason P. Crawford

Chloe crossed her arms as the guide began his ascent up the spackled cliff face. The peaks of the Sierra Madre range formed white-capped spears pointing toward the golden sun and blue sky, but the wind coming off carried a chill she felt even through her heavy coat. The path ahead cut through the rock walls like a great god had slammed an axe into the mountains, cleaving stone like butter; down the slopes to the left, a small lake glimmered in the daylight. The crisp, green smell of snow and high-altitude trees floated in the air, the relaxing aroma contrasting with the excitement and anticipation growing in Chloe’s mind.

Kent wrapped an arm around her, grinning as he semi-toppled her off her feet. “What’s the matter, love? The awe-inspiring vistas and gorgeous landscapes got you trapped?”

She flashed her husband an arched eyebrow atop a matching smile. “Pretty sights aren’t going to keep me away from the Ehecailacozcatl. Not after walking this far.” She dusted off her gloved hands and stepped off after the guide, casting a look over her shoulder. “Come on!”

Kent laughed, shaking his head as he followed her up. The path led between the mountains rather than atop them, but the slopes, both up and down, still needed attention and focus to navigate safely. He turned backwards, cupping his hands to call out to Brad and Lyonel leading the trail of pack animals, loaded up with gear. “Hey! Hurry it up! We’re almost there!”

“It’s this way.” The guide, a Nahua native named Atlan, beckoned the quartet without turning. His walking stick pushed into the ground with every step, sending small pebbles tumbling down the hill. “You’ll see it soon.”

Chloe sped up her steps, her chest aching from the breath she held, the exertion forcing her to let it out. A turn around the left-most cliff opened up into a mountain forest, a thick montane bristling with pines and studded with oaks. A clearing among the trees stood out in its contrast, dark brown soil with no plant growth to be seen, and in the middle of that clearing a massive Aztec temple. A five-layered pyramid, the blue and white colors clear and clean, stood in defiance of time and weather. Its peak reached at least a hundred feet in the air, with the steps running up each layer bordered by ancient channels.

Chloe couldn’t keep her excitement at bay; she hurried forward, passing Atlan without hesitation. Her feet squelched into the soil, small puddles of water forming in each print. 

“Brad! Lyonel!” Kent paused at the crest, turning his head to drink in the sight. “Take a look at this.”

Brad swept his knit cap off his head, holding it to his chest. His breath plumed in the chill air. “It’s somethin’ else, bro. Can’t believe it.”

Lyonel rolled his eyes, tugging on his mule’s reins. “Great. We’re here. How soon till we can get back?” He planted his feet to keep the animal from dragging him down. “Marlon here’s getting tired of lugging our crap. And I’m tired of walking.”

Chloe didn’t hear any of their discussion; she had already made it to the temple proper. The structure towered above her, a glorious testament to a bygone people. Along the steps, carvings of serpents, fish, and birds decorated the structure, and Chloe put a hand out to touch one. Her fingers trailed along the grooves and curves.

“Incredible.” Turning, Chloe beckoned with both hands. “Come on, guys! It’s amazing!”

Atlan came up to the bottom of the steps. He watched, his face level and unreadable, as Chloe flitted from one side of the stairs to the next. The others made their way in, the mules behind and trudging across the moist ground. Both Brad and Lyonel stepped up onto the stairs, Marlon behind them.

“Look. It’s like new!” Chloe’s eyes skipped from one archeological surprise to the next. The structure showed no signs of decay or age. “Like the Aztecs built it yesterday.”

“Well-preserved for sure.” Kent knelt down to examine one of the markings. “Prayers to the wind god, Quetzalcoatl. Not even any dirt in the crevices. How—”

Atlan cut him off by intoning something to the sky. He raised his face, filled his lungs, and cried out, his voice echoing from the temple walls. The words, an obvious chant coming out with a low, rolling rhythm, filled the valley. The explorers turned their eyes upward as clouds rolled in, filling the azure vault in mere seconds.

The sudden change in situation made Chloe’s brain decouple for a moment; she stood there, staring at Atlan, unable to say or do much of anything for several moments. Kent looked at the sky instead, squinting his eyes in confusion and wonder, while Lyonel wrestled with Marlon the mule, struggling to keep the animal from running off in a panic. Brad looked panicked, his mouth moving in soundless blubbering before he rubbed his face.

Chloe finally broke from her stupor and took a few steps toward Atlan. “What are you doing? What’s going on?”

He didn’t answer, didn’t respond at all, instead taking another deep breath before clapping his hands. Just like his words, the hand-clap resonated across the valley, the volume of it sending Chloe stumbling onto her back foot. As she made ready to speak again, a drop of cold water struck her face. 

Another.

Rain began to fall. A deluge, a downpour of rain, summoned from nowhere; the rain soaked through her hair, then her coat, sticking clothing to her skin. The curtains of water blocked her vision, keeping Chloe from moving or calling out. She put her hands up to block some of the water from her face and eyes.

It feels like I’m drowning. 

The rain kept coming, the sound of droplets against the ground, the trees, the temple merging into a single white-noise roar, punctuated only by occasional rumbles from above. The impact of the drops slammed into Chloe’s head, her back, the force of it tangible enough to make her hold on to the nearest surface for stability.

“Help!” Chloe yelled out into the storm, but the sheer volume of rain kept her from being able to hear her own voice anywhere but as vibrations in her skull. “What’s going on? I can’t see anyone!”

As suddenly as it started, the rain trickled off. The sudden absence of sound left a deafening echo in Chloe’s ears as she wiped water from her face, blinking to clear her vision. Her heart slammed in her chest; what just happened? Atlan couldn’t have...what? Summoned a storm? Called down the rain? That didn’t make any sense.

Did it?

When Chloe managed to wipe enough water from her eyes, she saw Atlan standing higher up on the pyramid’s steps. The water hadn’t touched him; his hair and clothes remained completely dry, and he gazed down at everyone with unveiled disdain. His hands rested on his hips and his nostrils flared as he stared down at the group.

“Foolish people who seek to plunder the legacy of the Feathered Serpent, you face the judgment of Atlahua.” He opened his hands, arcing his neck to point his face toward the still-roiling sky. “To leave this place, a blood price be paid.”

Lyonel responded first. “What? A blood price? What do you—”

Lyonel’s inattention allowed Marlon to take his moment to escape. The mule turned and fled, his hooves splashing into water. Chloe turned her eyes to see...and gasped. The rain had flooded the area around the temple, covering the land with two or three feet of water. The glassy surface didn’t move except for the ripples Marlon made as he waded into the newborn lake.

From her vantage point higher up, Chloe saw the fish first. Streamlined shapes, like underwater bullets but purple, swarmed around the temple, shooting toward the struggling mule. 

“Marlon!” Lyonel called out for the animal, his commanding voice marred by his fear. “Come back!”

The fish, each about a foot long, surrounded Marlon, but they didn’t attack, instead holding their position in a thick circle. One by one, they opened their mouths wide, and Chloe had to narrow her eyes as what seemed like small clouds emerged.

Those can’t be clouds. Chloe shook her head, took two steps closer. She glanced up at Kent, but he stood as spellbound as she. It’s wiggling.

Rather than dirt or ichor, the seeming clouds separated into a multitude of tiny infant fish, a swarm of miniscule marine animals diving toward Marlon’s legs. Immediately, the animal squealed in pain; red stained the perfect gray water. 

“Marlon!”

The mule struggled, but as he flailed one of his legs came up from the water—and Chloe gasped, her hands going to her mouth. Rather than a bitten, bleeding limb, the wounded leg had lost all the flesh up to the point of submersion...and the cannon bone, devoured by myriads of needle-teeth, flung splinters out into the water beyond. Marlon fell over, screaming its desperate whinny into the air before submerging entirely. The water churned and blood poured out; bubbles rose out of the white-crimson foam. 

And it stopped, the blue bullet-shaped fish dispersing away, out into the lake at large. Within moments, only the fading red remained.

“What the...” Brad backed away from the water’s edge. “What were those?”

Lyonel sank to a sitting position, his eyes wide and almost blank. His lips moved in silent disbelief, his head shaking slightly.

Kent turned fully toward Atlan, rushing up the stairs to confront the guide. He grabbed Atlan’s coat in both fists. “What is going on? What did you do?”

Atlan’s eyebrows drew down as he brought his hands up to Kent’s bunched fists. “Let go. It’s pointless.”

Kent’s eyes, wild and frenzied, shifted back and forth in his head as his voice rose. “What are those things?” He shook Atlan. “Answer me!”

Atlan set his feet and pushed Kent back; Kent’s foot missed the step and, reflexively, he opened his hands to try to catch himself. Chloe got to him before he could do more than stumble, holding tight as Atlan straightened his clothes.
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