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			Chapter 1 - A Broken Heart

			Upper Amazon Basin, late 1400’s

			High in the eastern slopes of the Andes in the upper Amazon Basin sets a great mountain covered with tropical forests. With a height of over eight thousand feet and sheer cliffs, Machu Picchu was shrouded in mystery and death, but at the top lay hope for Enrique’s people.

			Born to an ordinary family, Enrique was a well-respected farmer and a gifted engineer. Making friends easily, Enrique soon gained the admiration of his peers and the royal family. With the blessing of the royal family, he and Princess Daniella were wed and were soon gifted with a son, Mateo. Once an ordinary man, now, ten years later, Enrique was the ruler of his people, and their safety rested on his shoulders.

			The legend of the mountain proclaimed that the mythical Mystic Warriors would be the key to saving his people. Enrique knew that the secrets to protecting his people lay at the top of this mountain. With the threat of attack, Enrique had to be the victorious one. The warrior who could crest the top and summon the ancient ones would rule their nation. Enrique was determined that that warrior would be him.

			Daniella understood this. A few months ago, Enrique and Daniella both had attempted this mountain trek. The treacherous terrain had cost Daniella her life when she fell to her death. It broke Enrique’s heart.
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			The moon barely shone between the clouds hanging heavy over the mountain. It was difficult to see as Enrique attempted to put one hand over the other and find a decent foothold. The climb up Machu Picchu was treacherous in the best of times, but in this inky blackness, the trek was nearly impossible but necessary.

			A fine sheen of sweat coated the bronze arms and forehead of the young ruler of the village Machu. He was well-muscled, fit, and capable of making the climb. Dressed in his traditional attire, his head adorned with the sacred Ilautu, a ceremonial headpiece shaped in the image of Inti, the god of the sun, Enrique pushed on. This was the most important quest of his life…he had a village and a young son depending on him.

			Tiny rocks falling from the ledge just above him peppered Enrique’s forehead, and the dirt clouded his vision. He heard a slight scuffle as more pebbles fell. Enrique knew that someone or something was on the ledge just above his head, but how was this possible?

			“Is there someone there?”

			Silence.

			“Speak!” 

			Enrique’s demand was met with more silence.

			Still unsure if what was up ahead was a threat, Enrique placed his foot on a higher rock, hefting his body further up the incline. As his fingers reached for the edge of the ledge, his hand was pushed away, and he lost his precarious grip on the mountain. The young warrior tumbled backward, plummeting the steep incline to his untimely death. Enrique had failed.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2 – A Kingdom Lost

			Village of Machu, the next day.

			The moon from the night before was just bright enough to outline the majestic mountain. From the village courtyard, Mateo saw his father fall, and he was powerless to stop it. Now he felt like his head was in a fog because nothing seemed real anymore…he was devastated. As the only heir, his people would expect him to take his father’s place and lead them. But how can I, I’m just a boy? he thought. He looked down at himself, letting out a heavy sigh. “Who is going to want a runt to lead them?” he said out loud. 

			Mateo wasn’t a runt, really, but at eight, he was small for his age. When he was a young baby, he had contracted a hacking cough with a raging fever and had nearly died. Even now, seven years later, he was sick more than not. As a result, his growth had been slow. 

			“Mateo, it is time,” Maximo, his grandfather from his mother’s side, said from the doorway. Maximo’s hair had turned white long ago, and his body had become a bit frail. Even with his advanced age, the former ruler still stood tall and, to some, could be considered intimidating. But to Mateo, this man was his world. The old man’s eyes widened in surprise as he stepped further into the room. “You are not even dressed?”

			Mateo turned away from his grandfather and shrugged. “I….” A heavy sob wracked his shoulders. “I don’t think I can do this.”

			“You must, my son…it is your duty.”

			Mateo sniffed loudly and stole a peek at his grandfather. “But what if I fail?”

			His grandfather placed the ceremonial robe over Mateo’s shoulders, then turned the boy to face him. “The only way you can fail, young one, is if you don’t try.”

			The boy sniffed again, then nodded. “I will try.”

			Maximo slowly smiled. “That is all I will ask of you.” He chucked the boy under the chin with his finger affectionately. “One day, you will be a great ruler, Mateo.”

			“I don’t feel like a great ruler.”

			“Give it some time.”

			Mateo’s bottom lip warbled. “I miss them both, Grandfather.”

			The old man pulled Mateo into a tight hug. “Apu has chosen your parents to be with him. They are with him on the mountain.”

			Mateo looked up. “Why would the mountain god want them, Grandfather?”

			“We do not question our gods, Mateo. Remember your teachings.”

			“I will pray to Inti to bless them.”

			“You have a good heart, Mateo. It is time.”

			Maximo followed Mateo to the village’s courtyard gathering spot. The courtyard was large and surrounded by buildings made with hand hone stone and thatched roofs. A wooden throne sat on top of a platform crafted from hand carved stone. 

			Mateo paused just before his father’s throne and gazed at his father’s prone body at the base of the platform. Dressed in his burial attire, Enrique, regal even in death, lay with the sacred Ilatu perched upon his brow. Mateo knew the Ilatu would be passed on to him, but he didn’t feel worthy. 

			When Mateo choked back a sob, Maximo placed his hands on the boy’s shoulders in support. “One day at a time, Mateo.”

			Mateo nodded, then climbed the platform and sat on the throne. The villagers had gathered in the compound, waiting for him to take command. Mateo took a quivering breath as he took it all in. He saw the trust and need for guidance in their grief. A grief he knew all too well. They expect me to lead them.

			His people were all dressed in their ceremonial clothing to honor his father, and Mateo was touched by their loyalty.

			Mateo watched his grandfather ascend the platform and take his place to the right of the throne. His Uncle Pablo climbed the platform and took his place and stood to Mateo’s far left. 

			Mateo’s Uncle Pablo, his mother’s brother, had never been ambitious a day in his life. He never cared to rule and took comfort in food, which was evident in his portly stature. Pablo was content to blend into the background.

			Just as Mateo opened his mouth to address the villagers, a loud commotion erupted in the courtyard. The villagers parted as an entourage of neighboring warriors approached, led by his Uncle Diego.

			Mateo cringed at the sight of his uncle. It was no secret that there had always been bad blood between his father, Enrique, and his father’s brother, Diego. Diego had thought Princess Daniella should have been his, and therefore he should have been ruler, but she had chosen Enrique instead, and he’d never forgiven his brother for it. 

			Diego did pose a threat to one as young as Mateo. The warrior was muscular and stood tall and regal in his colorful traditional Inca clothing. To Mateo, the man looked evil in his black cape with a red and gold overlay. Deigo wore a matching headpiece with a caiman skull and long feathers. In Diego’s right hand, he gripped a spear. He held that spear in front of him in a threatening manner.

			Diego approached Enrique’s body, then kneeled before it to show his respect.

			Mateo wasn’t buying it. “Why is he here?” Mateo tugged on Maximo’s robe. His grandfather motioned for him to be still as they watched Diego.

			Diego stood, then pushed the cape back. He turned and faced the villagers. “I, too, am saddened by my brother’s untimely death.”

			“That’s not true,” Mateo whispered to himself.

			One of the villagers shook his fist at Diego. “It was no secret that you hated your brother. Why are you here?!”

			Another disgruntled villager shouted, “You’re jealous because our princess chose Enrique over you!”

			Another shouted, “Leave, you are not welcome here, Diego.”

			Diego scowled at the villagers before him. Raising his spear in the air, he shouted, “Silence!”

			A deafening quiet settled over the crowd. Even though the villagers had spoken, they were afraid and unwilling to confront Diego directly.

			Diego puffed out his chest. “Your princess bore a skinny weakling. Look at him! He can’t even breathe without coughing. This boy is incapable of ruling!” He thumped his chest with his fist. “Had your princess married me instead, we would have produced strong sons such as my Lorenzo, not puny weaklings like Mateo.” Diego gestured to his son, Lorenzo. Lorenzo, Mateo’s age, was tall and robust.

			Mateo hung his head; he knew his uncle was right. 

			Enraged, Maximo stepped in front of the throne to protect Mateo. He shook his fist at Diego and shouted, “My daughter saw right through you, Diego. As far as I’m concerned, Daniella picked the better man. Enrique was a better leader than you’d ever be, and his son is the rightful heir to this kingdom!”

			“Shut up, old man!” Diego growled before pushing the old man to the ground. The villagers reached for their spears, but the warriors held them at bay. Diego then laughed mockingly at him. “The great Maximo! Your days of ruling are long past old man.” Diego thumped his chest with his fist again, then pointed to Mateo. “You expect this scrawny boy to rule?! My brother is gone, the leadership of his people now rests on my shoulders!”

			Mateo’s Uncle Pablo stuttered from behind the throne, “But, you’re not royalty!”

			Diego turned and glared fiercely at Pablo. “Are you challenging me?”

			Pablo’s body shook as his eyes widened in fear. “No, I….” He looked away, then said more firmly, “No.” 

			Pablo shrugged and backed away. “Take mine. I have no use for it.”

			Diego huffed at the man, slinking away. “Coward,” he mumbled under his breath, then took his spear and plucked the Ilautu from Enrique’s head. “I am the new ruler, and my son, Lorenzo shall follow in my stead,” he shouted to the crowd.

			With his spear, Diego slowly handed the Ilautu dangling from its tip to his son, Lorenzo. Lorenzo snatched the ceremonial headpiece from the spear and smiled devilishly at Mateo as he placed it on his own head.

			Diego glared at the villagers, daring anyone to object. “What, no arguments?” he looked around and taunted. “Is there no one to oppose me?” He laughed a deep, throaty laugh when no one responded. 

			Mateo looked at his people cowering away from his uncle. He had to do something. Diego was a bully, and they all feared him. Mateo snatched the spear from his grandfather’s hand, surprising the old man. “I have to do this, Grandfather.”

			Before the old man could object, Mateo hurried toward his foe. He tripped over the spear in his hand and fell on his face, the spear clattering loudly to the ground. 

			Diego laughed louder. “How pathetic. How is he supposed to rule when he can’t even walk!”

			Mateo hit his fist to the ground in frustration, then rose his head sheepishly. His embarrassment kept him rooted to the spot. As he looked around, his eyes met Sierra’s, a young girl holding her father’s hand. His face burned an even deeper shade of red.

			Maximo bent down to help Mateo to his feet. “Maybe not today, but someday soon, you will be stopped!” he shouted to Diego.

			Diego rolled his eyes, undaunted. “Who will stop me? You?” He waved his arms in front of the old man, taunting him, then got serious. “Maybe in your younger days, but now you’re a doddering old man. You’ll follow my rule, or you will die!”

			The old man raised his chin a notch in defiance. “I would rather die than follow a tyrant!”

			Diego brought the spear to the old man’s throat. 

			Mateo looked back and forth between the men, then stepped between them. “Grandfather, no!”

			Diego threw the boy to the ground and turned his attention back to the old man. “Be careful who you call a tyrant!” he growled.

			The old man knew he couldn’t defeat the warrior by himself, so he once again helped Mateo to his feet.

			Diego glanced at the old man as if daring him to speak again, then threw his spear, splitting the top of the throne, sending
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