
		
			[image: 1.png]
		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

	
		
			Table of Contents

			Title

			Copyright Information

			Dedication

			Embrace of the Sun

			About the Author

			Also by Stephen Zimmer

		

	
		
			Embrace of the Sun

			A Chronicles of Ave Tale

			Stephen Zimmer

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			Copyright © 2024 by Stephen Zimmer

			All rights reserved.  No portion of this book may be copied or transmitted in any form, electronic or otherwise, without express written consent of the publisher or author.

			Cover art and design: Olivia Pro Design

			Cover art in this book copyright © 2024 Olivia Pro Design & Seventh Star Press, LLC.

			Editors: Holly Marie Phillippe and Kyle R. Hannah

			Published by Seventh Star Press, LLC.

			ISBN Number: 9798342043823

			Seventh Star Press

			www.seventhstarpress.com

			info@seventhstarpress.com

			Printed in the United States of America

			Embrace of the Sun is a work of fiction.  All names, characters, and places are the product of the author’s imagination, used in fictitious manner.  Any resemblances to actual persons, places, locales, events, etc. are purely coincidental.

			Produced in the United States of America

			Embrace of the Sun originally appeared in the Enchanted Realms Anthology released by Jumpmaster Press in 2023

			First Edition

		

	
		
		

	
		
			Dedication

			To the One Who brings the Light of an eternal sun into a darkened world.

			To my mother and father, for being vessels of Light in the times of darkness in my own life. 

			To my beloved Holly, for being a ray of Light in one of the darkest of times..

		

	
		
			Embrace of the Sun

			“Retribution will be swift, and it will be severe,” Chicahua stated with a growling edge. Glowering at the three boys standing in the night before him, he fell silent, letting the troubling words sink into them. After an extended pause, he added, “And it will come upon all of us like a great storm. Not just the three of you. All of the Tonayolia people.”

			The gleam of excitement in the eyes of the three youths ebbing fast, they looked crestfallen at his admonishment. They had not received the commendation they had expected from the revered, celebrated warrior who lived among them. 

			Arriving at his home in the middle of the night, the three young males had roused him from the depths of a restful sleep. Initially, Chicahua suspected they had come to him with some kind of exigency that demanded his urgent attention.

			Not many potential threats entered his mind at first. Possibly a bold, wild predator stalking about the village, such as a jaguar, or perhaps a petty squabble had erupted into some larger conflict between some of the villagers. 

			Rather, they had come bearing blunt tidings of their own exploits that night, foolhardy actions that cast a shadow of grave danger over Chicahua and all of the Tonayolia people.

			“Did you think you would find praise from me in coming here tonight with these tidings?” Chicahua said in a louder voice, ire swelling inside of him in the manner of a nascent fire given fresh kindling. 

			Confusion and disappointment reflected in the eyes of the three youths. A ponderous silence took hold of the air in front of Chicahua’s small, thatch-roofed domicile. 

			“What do you have to say for yourselves?” Chicahua pressed, his piercing gaze shifting from one boy to the next. 

			The boy standing to the left of the three finally spoke up, in a subdued voice. “The merchant from Teotlchantli was not just a trader of goods. He was spying on our people. He knew that many of the people here were enjoying octli without inhibition or penalty. He was going to tell the emperor of this. He boasted of this, to Jatziri, when she served his meal near evening. If he told the emperor of this, many would be taken for sacrifice. We wanted to stop that from happening.”

			“Better that he had done so, than have our people held to account for his murder,” Chicahua dourly stated. 

			Indulging in the consumption of octli, the cactus-derived, intoxicating drink clandestinely made within Mashiccan and other lands, was strictly proscribed to all but nobles and elders. Flagrant transgression of its forbidden status did invite severe punishment. 

			On that aspect, the youth were not wrong. But they had taken the matter to a far more ominous level in killing the merchant that served as eyes for the emperor. 

			“What you have done tonight is far, far worse,” Chicahua added, after a lengthy pause.

			In his thoughts, he had just begun to face the inevitable consequences of their actions. It was no exaggeration to say that the lives of all the Tonayolia had been uprooted the moment the boys slew the merchant. 

			“We were defending our people,” the boy in the middle countered, his voice carrying an edge of protest. “I could not let him cause many of our people to be sacrificed to the gods. They are still not our gods, but gods imposed on us.”

			“No matter what reason you had for doing this,” Chicahua replied, meeting the boy’s gaze without blinking, “you have invoked a terrible retribution that all here will soon face. Surely, a great many more will be sacrificed now, and no one here will avoid the doom that is to come. The emperor is not merciful.”

			The boy broke eye contact with Chicahua and looked down, a glum look on his face.

			“We will be made an example to those living around us, and none will be spared,” Chicahua continued. “The hearts of even our women and children will be torn from their bodies to placate their ravenous gods.”

			“What can be done?” the boy on the right asked in a low, fearful voice. “Is there any way to placate them? Can the three of us offer ourselves?”

			“Your actions have stained all of us with guilt in their eyes,” Chicahua said. “We will all share in the condemnation.”

			“What if we take the body where it can be said that a beast took him unawares?” the boy in the middle asked, a glint of hope in his eyes. 

			“Even were that the truth, we would not be spared,” Chicahua said. “That merchant represented the emperor, and he died while among us. The emperor will have one response—and one response alone.”

			A glistening sheen of fear filled the eyes of all three boys. Chicahua saw they all comprehended the dire nature of their foolishness in taking it upon themselves to kill the emperor’s representative.

			They had come to him that night because they deemed him the most powerful man in their settlement. It was true that Chicahua held the highest status in the area, but even then he was still of common birth. 

			A commoner in the Mashiccan Empire could harbor few aspirations to advance in societal position, other than taking the path of a warrior. Chicahua had undertaken that difficult journey, and he had achieved great renown and respect across the years, even with the emperor himself.

			On the battlefield, he had proven himself many times over as a deadly adversary and leader of warriors. He had led Mashiccan warriors to victory several times, while taking many captives and slaying numerous others on his own. In the process, he had ascended in status as high as a commoner could aspire.  

			But even then, Chicahua did not occupy the lofty kind of status needed to have even a slender chance of offsetting the grievance committed; a violent infraction deemed to be a direct offense to the emperor.

			“What is done, is done, and it can not be reversed,” Chicahua declared to the youths with a grim air, following an extended, tense silence. “Return to your homes, and get what rest you can—if you are able to get any at all. With the return of the sun, we will have to begin preparing for what is to come. For now, I must be left alone with my thoughts. Leave me, now.”

			Without giving a word in reply, the boys heeded his final words, turned, and headed away from the hut. Taking slow, controlled breaths, Chicahua watched them disappear into the night.

			A light, chilly wind buffeted him, as he stood at the threshold of his home. Gazing into the shadows of the trees encompassing the small plot of ground where he dwelled, he faced a situation like no other in his long, burdensome life. 

			Pitted against formidable enemies again and again, he had always found a way to overcome them. From larger forces to single opponents, he had solved the obstacles put before him, again and again throughout the years. 

			Now, Chicahua could not see any possible way around the immense one that now loomed before him. The three boys had taken it upon themselves to do something that created a situation that appeared insurmountable to his eyes. 

			Exasperated at the unwelcome turn of events, Chicahua shook his head, allowing the initial jumble of troubling thoughts to slowly subside. His mind sifted through the chaotic morass, shifting toward one notion that beckoned from the deeper recesses of his mind. 

			The more that his focus centered upon it, he saw that the idea carried a thin strand of hope for averting the bloodbath that would undoubtedly be coming to his people. Chicahua had learned time and time again, across many years spent in the hazards of war, that a faint chance was better than no chance at all.

			The idea was far from a surety in resolving the precarious matter, but it did contain a plausible course of action; one that Chicahua possessed the skills and experience to carry out. 

			Embracing the idea, Chicahua stood outside of his hut a little longer, before finally returning inside to attempt to gain a little more rest before morning arrived.

			 ***

			When the break of dawn on the eastern horizon brought golden light to the skies once more, Chicahua prepared to set out from his domicile.

			On his body, he donned a few of the trappings that he had not displayed in a long while. 

			Secured with cross-straps winding up his shins, sandals clad his feet, the soles and supportive heel pieces fashioned of hide. The maxlatl serving as his loincloth, wrapped about the body with the ends hanging down to the front and back, had a decorative fringe of yellow and red parrot feathers. 

			An ornate tilmatli cloak covered his upper body. Tied at the right shoulder and hanging loose to well below his waist, the cotton-woven garment
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