
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


[image: ][image: ][image: ]

The Terror Of Cozcamichi 
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To Cheryl & George - no longer on this plane, but still with me

[image: ]






The old man had that strange odor of the sea that the rest of the villagers had, which made 

Canalotl's nose wrinkle involuntarily. He didn't want to insult these people, but some things 

could not be controlled. The old man hadn't seemed to notice, so Canalotl spoke as if nothing 

had happened. "May I have your name, elder?" 

"Tecocoa," he said, turning his abnormally large eyes to Canalotl. His skin looked as if it could be 

stripped and turned into the toughest leather ever worked, and he bore several unusual tattoos 

across his chest and arms. Canalotl couldn't place what it was, but he could almost feel the pulse 

of the sea standing this close to the man. His voice sounded like a wave crashing on rocks, as 

well. "I am the one who sent word to Tenochtitlan. I am chief in Cozcamichi." 

"Mm," Canalotl murmured. They were standing in a small hut, decorated with strange, 

sea-related drawings that made no sense whatsoever to the Jaguar Warrior. He had never 

enjoyed the water, even when it was as small as a lake or stream. The vast expanse of the ocean 

a short walk to the north made him feel sick; but he didn't show this in his expression. A Jaguar 

was strong and stealthy, and didn't let others see weakness. "Are you also the one who found 

the dead?" 

"No," Tecocoa said. He raised a withered hand to the entrance of his hut. "That was Mocel, who 

waits outside. Do you wish to speak to her now?" 

"In a moment." He lowered his voice and stepped close to the old man. "Is she trustworthy?" 

"Very." Tecocoa smiled. "She is my daughter." 

"Ah," Canalotl stammered. He was not projecting the sort of confidence that a Jaguar Warrior 

was supposed to. "Well, let us speak with her, then." 

Tecocoa called out, "Mocel, enter. The Jaguar has questions." The woman who entered was 

unfortunate enough to have inherited her father's look, Canalotl noticed. Leathery skin, huge 

eyes, and the odor of sea-spray. The only difference between them was the woman's clothing 

that covered her small form. She didn't meet his gaze, fixing her stare on the floor in front of 

him. "Mocel, this is Canalotl of Tenochtitlan. Give him your cooperation." 

"Yes, father." 

"Mocel," Canalotl said, moving a step away from her, "can you tell me how you found the dead 

on that day?" 

"I will try my best, warrior." For the first time, her eyes met Canalotl's, and he was momentarily 

taken aback by the beauty of them. Her voice added to the hypnotic effect, and he began 

listening raptly. 

It was a beautiful day, with a breeze blowing in from the ocean and cooling down the whole land. 

It was the sort of day that you want to throw away all your duties and just run in the surf. But a 

chief's daughter must hold her duties higher than her pleasures, and so I was tending to the 

turkeys before stealing off to enjoy the waves. 

As I was walking toward the ocean, I heard a scream. I halted, hoping I was imagining this, but 

then more screams followed. I carry an atlatl because I must protect our birds, and I use it well. I 

was near a few huts, and I shouted at them to follow me, but I didn't wait any longer. I ran to the 

shore, and it was there that I saw them; men with the skin of fish, the deep ones, the old 

ancestors. They were dragging people into the surf, and I could tell that I was too late to save any 

of those. But one of them still stood on dry land, and he held a man in his arms. 

The man still had life in him, and struggled with the ancestor. I could see blood all over each of 

them, so this struggle wasn't going to last much longer one way or the other. I set myself, took 

careful aim, and threw my spear home into the chest of the ancestor. His scream turned a few 

heads from his brothers in the water, but as others were coming to help me, they did not return 

to the shore. 

I took the injured man in my arms and he tried to tell me of his children and that I should care for 

them in his absence; I'm afraid that they were already taken care of, but I said nothing to him but 

reassurance. No need to make his passage to the next life any more troubled. He pressed into my 

hands a charm, and told me that I should keep it and it may protect me better than it did him. 

Those who had answered my call watched with me as the last of the ancestors disappeared, just 

to be sure that they would not come back. Then, we brought the two dead back to Cozcamichi, 

and my father sent for help. We have feared an attack since then, but thankfully none have 

happened. 

Mocel held her hand out to Canalotl, who forced himself to look down from her eyes. In her 

palm, there was a small golden object, a coin with a star set deep in the metal. In the center of 

the star was what appeared to be an eye. "This is what the man gave to me." He held out his 

hand and she dropped the coin into it. 

It was heavier than it appeared, which made him think that the gold must be exceedingly pure. 

Oddly, his misgivings about this event melted away when the metal touched him. He felt 

peculiarly secure, as if he were at the head of a hundred warriors instead of accompanied by 

only four. "This is very strange," he said, and he could tell that she understood what he was 

feeling. 

"Yes" she said, nodding in agreement. "There is magic in it." 

That gave him pause. He had never encountered magic before, even when the priests were 

making sacrifices and the crowd could feel the presence of Huitzilopochtli all around them. This 

was more powerful than even the physical presence of the crowd; it made him feel as he had 

when he was a child and his parents took him into an embrace. "The man you tried to save 

carried this?" 

Mocel nodded again. "Would you like to see the bodies?" 

Canalotl gave his assent, and the three of them left Tecocoa's hut and went to a smaller hut. It 

covered a hole that had been dug into the ground, in order to store things at a cooler 

temperature. The elder took a torch with them so that they could see in the pit, and Canalotl 

was grateful for the smoke filling his nostrils. The stench of the two dead was overpowering, like 

every fishmonger in Tenochtitlan stacked one on the other. He nearly retched when it hit him, 

but controlled himself as they descended and approached the dead man... and the thing that 

had killed him. 

Wanting to give himself time to get used to the bodies before him, Canalotl examined the man 

first. He had seen many men killed by spear, by macuahuitl, by bare hands; he had even seen the 

body of a woman who had been eaten by a jaguar. But they all paled compared to the mutilated 

body before him. There were two gigantic bites taken from the shoulder and the stomach. 

Canalotl was confident that the bite marks would match the mouth of the thing that lay next to 

him. There were also dozens of claw marks, gouges that had begun draining the man's life before 

the bites threatened to end him. "It's hard to believe that he was still alive when you found him," 

Canalotl said to Mocel. 

"He was strong," she whispered. "Just not enough." 

Gathering his strength, and subconsciously squeezing the gold coin in his fist, Canalotl turned his 

gaze on the creature next to the man. It was only the comforting magic of the coin that kept him 

from gasping at its appearance. If Tecocoa's skin looked as if it could be made into leather, this 

thing appeared to have had the feat done and its skin returned. In spite of the struggle it had 

obviously gone through with the dead man, the only wound visible on the thing was where 

Mocel's spear had torn into its chest. Fighting every instinct that told him not to touch it, 

Canalotl reached out and lifted one of its massive hands. The claws were the largest he had ever 

seen. He pulled the bloated lips apart and uncovered a mouth of jagged teeth that still had bits 

of blood and flesh stuck on them. 

Canalotl stood and breathed slowly through his mouth for a moment to calm himself. "It is 

fearsome, is it not?" Tecocoa's voice was full of mischief; clearly this thing held no fear for him. 

"You know of these beasts?" 

"Legends, stories of the old times, that is all." He held the torch closer to the thing's body. 

"When I was a very young boy, my grandmother would tell me of the night the stars drew the 

waves to our village, and many of the young women were given children by the old ancestors." 

Canalotl's lip curled. "Given?" 

Tecocoa smiled. "My grandmother may have softened the story for my young ears." 

"One would think that such children would be dashed to death by the entire village." 

"One girl tried," Tecocoa said, his voice small. "Her fate showed the others not to." 

Canalotl looked with pity at the dead man. Mocel had said he had children; was he defending 

them from the ravages of this beast when it decided to kill him? He then noticed that this man 

didn't have the large eyes and mouth that was so prominent of the others in this area, such as 

on the faces of his current companions. "Did your people know his?" 

"Oh, yes, we trade with the village. But, he is from the south. He was a wanderer who found love 

with a woman there." Tecocoa frowned. "Perhaps his life would have been prolonged without 

that love." 

"Perhaps." Canalotl's eyes strayed from the facial features of the beast to those of the chief and 

his daughter. He couldn't help notice the resemblance. "Was your family one of the ones... 

'gifted' by the creatures?" 

"Very tactfully asked, warrior." Tecocoa glanced over at his daughter, who smiled wanly at him. 

"Yes, my mother was one of the young women who was captured by the waves that night. Her 

sister was the one who was made an example." He smiled at Canalotl. "This is why I am chief. If 

my aunt had not behaved so rashly, her son would have held my position." He laughed, a jarring 

sound in the pit filled with dead things. "Or so the story goes. I confess that my grandmother 

was given to telling strange tales." 

"Did your mother never speak of it?" 

"Not to living ears," Tecocoa said, the wan smile returning. "She died giving birth to me." 

Canalotl had nothing more to say to that. He knelt down beside the creature, and on a whim, 

rested the gold coin on its hide. After a moment, acrid smoke billowed up from where it touched 

the skin, and Canalotl knocked the coin off. He hesitantly picked it up, but it gave him no pain to 

do so; the metal wasn't even warm. He looked back at the other two in wonderment. 

"Magic," Mocel breathed. 

Canalotl had never been so glad to see the sun and he stood in its light for a moment to regain 

his composure. Mocel and Tecocoa were politely waiting for him to speak, so he didn't take as 

long as he would have liked. "Do you have someone who can guide us to that man's village? I 

would like to see if they have been attacked before." 

"Of course," Tecocoa said, placing a hand on his daughter's shoulder. "Mocel, pack some food 

and water and take them to Teotl-Tlalli. Be sure to bring your atlatl and spears." 

"Yes, father." 

Canalotl stayed the woman. "Is there no man who can guide us?" 

"Mocel is the best for this task," Tecocoa said. "She will take you there and bring you back. Have 

no concerns, warrior." 

"I am able to protect myself, warrior," Mocel said with a cocky smile. "The deep one below our 

feet can attest to that." 

"True," Canalotl admitted. He let her fetch her things and turned back to Tecocoa. "No one has 

come to claim the body?" 

"Not either of them," Tecocoa said, looking back at the small hut. "We are glad of that, in one 

case." 

Canalotl agreed. He wondered at why the beasts had left one of their own behind, but thought 

perhaps they were conducting some kind of flower war. They had come only for sacrifices, and 

left the one to his own devices as a sacrifice to their luck."Do they come for more than one 

night?" 

"The stars are always moving," Tecocoa said. "Perhaps they will call more than once, perhaps 

not. Someone wiser than I would have to answer that." 

"All right," Canalotl whispered, exasperated at the lack of a straight answer. Mocel was on her 

way back, so he gestured to his fellow Jaguars and they all fell in behind the woman and let her 

lead them out of the village. 

The walk was pleasant, as the day was slightly overcast and the heat not blistering. Itzcuin took 

position at Canalotl's side and pointed at Mocel's rear. "Not a great beauty," he said quietly, "but 

she seems sturdy. Do you know if she's claimed?" 

"Control yourself," Canalotl muttered at him. "She is the chief's daughter." 

"The old man? He hardly inspires fear," Itzcuin chuckled. 

"He might not," Canalotl said, turning his face to Itzcuin and pointing a thumb at Mocel. "But she 

is the one who killed one of the beasts we now hunt." 

Itzcuin's eyes flashed. "Very sturdy," he breathed. 

Canalotl regretted having inflamed the man's desire rather than quenching it. But, as he had 

said, Mocel had proven herself capable of self-defense. He liked Itzcuin, but if he came out of 

this with a few bruises and more respect, that was perfectly fine with him. As long as she didn't 

castrate or kill him... 

Near Teotl-Tlalli, Mocel halted unexpectedly, and Canalotl signaled his men to stop. "Something's 

not right," the woman said. She crouched down and moved quickly up a small hill, letting only 

her eyes pop up from its height. After a moment, she slithered back down to them. "The ones 

who were dragged off to the sea might have been the lucky ones," she whispered, her head 

down. She whispered something too quietly to be heard and stopped talking. Canalotl signalled 

Itzcuin and the two of them crawled up the hill, emulating Mocel's stance at the top so as not to 

give their position away. 

The sight that greeted them was of horrendous massacre. Teotl-Tlalli had been a small village, 

with only a central hut and several smaller ones around it. None of these now stood unmolested. 

Blood caked the ground, and bodies were scattered everywhere, in various states of mutilation. 

"At least they took some of the beasts with them," Itzcuin said. He pointed out three bodies that 

were obviously not human. 

Even dead, seeing these things in the light of day caused fear to pulse over Canalotl. He reached 

for the coin and let its touch sooth him. 

The two warriors rejoined their group and Canalotl spoke. "This was no flower war battle," he 

told his men. "It appears that none are left alive, on either side. But we shouldn't assume that 

this isn't a trap. We are moving into the village; keep your eyes open and your ears ready. I'm not 

losing any of you." They all slapped their chests in salute to him, and Canalotl turned to Mocel. 

"Do you wish to stay here? It shouldn't take long." 

"No," Mocel said, standing. "I will lead you there." She assumed point again and the warriors fell 

in line behind her. 

"I told you," Itzcuin said, not bothering to be quiet this time. He smiled with clear lust in his eyes. 

"Sturdy." 

The smell of human death mixed with dead fish nearly overpowered them as they came into the 

small village. Mocel pulled a small jar out of one of her bags. She dipped a finger into it and 

spread something under nose. "This will help," she said, extending the jar to Canalotl. 

He took a small fingerful of the yellow cream and dabbed it under his nose. Instantly, the smell 

vanished and he blinked at how clean the air was. He handed the jar to Itzcuin. "Take some and 

then let the rest do the same. I can't smell them at all now." The warriors eagerly took the 

opportunity to rid themselves of the horrific odor, then returned the jar to Mocel. 

"Should we split up to search faster?" Itzcuin was eyeing the body of one of the deep ones, fear 

clearly inches away from being unleashed, but still under admirable control. 

"It's a small village," Canalotl said, "and I'm reluctant for any of us to be alone here. We stay 

together." The men were clearly relieved at the order, as they tightened together, following 

Mocel as she weaved through the ruined community. 

This was clearly difficult for her, as she saw people she recognized everywhere she looked. One 

woman they came upon was locked in a fatal embrace with a deep one, and Mocel whispered 

strange words over her, just as she had back at the hill. She then spat on the creature's body. 

Itzcuin caught up to her and said, "You weren't speaking Nahuatl then, just as you weren't at the 

hill after you saw the dead here. What is that language?" 

"The language of our ancestors, Ql'lili." She was misty-eyed, but as Itzcuin noted admiringly, still 

sturdy. "We use it to curse or to bless those who deserve one or the other." 

"These things deserve all your curses," Itzcuin said. He saw another that had taken three men 

into the afterlife with it. "We must find a way to make them pay." He touched Mocel on the hand 

and she smiled at him, for which he suddenly found the courage to fight ten of the things by 

himself. 

He excused himself and walked over to Canalotl. The two of them walked away from the others 

so as not to be heard, and Itzcuin said, "We should send Tzikatl back for reinforcements. If they 

come back, the five of us can't protect Cozcamichi." 

"I agree." Canalotle looked up at the sky. It wasn't long until sunset. "I don't like the idea of any 

of us traveling alone at night, though. He'll leave in the morning." 

"We're traveling tonight, though, correct?" Itzcuin's worry only barely tinged his voice. "I'm not 

excited about the idea of camping here with the dead." 

"You would get to camp with Mocel, though," Canalotl said with a smirk. He judged the position 

of the sun and made up his mind. "There are no survivors. Hopefully we can reach Cozcamichi 

before the night is too advanced." He turned away from Itzcuin and raised his voice. "We are 

leaving. There is nothing more we can do for these people." 

"Warrior," Mocel said, and her composure broke for a moment. "May I go one more place? 

There is someone whose... body... I have not seen." 

Canalotl signalled his men to follow and crossed to the woman. "Lead the way." 

Mocel picked her way carefully, trying to avoid the blood covering the ground as much as she 

could. She found the hut she was looking for after a few minutes. It was missing the wall closest 

to them, and the roof had collapsed. Canalotl looked over at Itzcuin and shook his head. Mocel 

carefully entered and began to pick up the debris to examine the floor. "Please, warriors, do you 

have a torch?" 

One of the warriors, Ecaton, produced and lit a pine torch, and the five of them helped Mocel 

clear off the floor inside the hut. In doing so, they found a young boy who was covered in claw 

marks, causing Tzikatl to let out a small yelp. He covered the boy back up and tried to hide the 

shame burning his face. 

Mocel finally uncovered a small door set in the floor of the hut. Oddly, it had the same symbol 

from the gold coin carved into it. She knocked at it, the sound echoing around the dead village so 

loudly that it made Tzikatl yelp again. 

Canalotl knelt beside her. "Are you waiting for a response?" 

"I was hoping," she said quietly. She reached for the handle and lifted the door up. This revealed 

a small pit with a ladder on the side, which she lost no time descending. Ecaton ran over and 

shined his torch down for her, and they saw her cradling a woman in her arms. "She lives," Mocel 

called up to them. 

Itzcuin immediately dropped down and helped get the woman up and out of the pit, then 

assisted Mocel out after. As soon as Itzcuin was out, Canalotl had his men assemble a stretcher 

and assigned two of them to carry the woman. "We leave now," he said, cursing the last of the 

daylight running away from them. 

Mocel walked beside the stretcher, holding the hand of the woman. Itzcuin carried one end of 

the stretcher so that he could walk with Mocel, and he asked her, "Who is she?" 

"She is Xochitl. My sister." She smoothed hair out of Xochitl's face and Itzcuin could see the 

resemblance; the same large eyes and mouth, the same sturdy build. Unlike Mocel, she was 

covered in injuries. 

Itzcuin couldn't understand how she wasn't dead. "She is strong," he said. "Like her sister." The 

corner of Mocel's mouth lifted slightly at the compliment, and Itzcuin no longer felt any burden 

at carrying the woman. 

The daylight finally disappeared, and Canalotl lit a torch for Mocel and asked her to lead them 

back to her village. Ecaton lit his again and took up position at the rear of the team. "Can you 

find the way back in the dark?" Canalotl could barely see any sort of path before them. 

"I know the way, warrior, have no fear." She struck out confidently, and Canalotl's own 

confidence rose. 

He turned back to his team as they followed Mocel. "Our fire should keep away animals," he 

said, "but be alert. We know there may be more than animals out this night." 

The troup trudged along in the dark for over an hour, and Canalotl began to be concerned about 

his two bearers. He asked Tzikatl, "Still strong?" Tzikatl nodded. The leader then dropped back to 

Itzcuin and asked, "Do you need rest?" 

Shaking his head, Itzcuin said, "I can rest when we get there. I don't want to stay out here longer 

than we have to." 

"Agreed." He grasped Itzcuin's arm. "But speak up if you need someone to take your place." 

Canalotl returned to his position behind Mocel and she told him, "It's not much further. Itzcuin is 

a powerful man. He will make it." 

"Is your sister strong enough?" 

"Xochitl will live. I feel the gods would not have led us to her if they did not mean us to save her." 

Canalotl nodded, and they walked in silent reverence for a moment. "Why was she in Teotl-Tlalli? 

Was she married to one of their men?" 

"Yes," she said. Her eyes shone in the torchlight, but no tears left them. "The young boy in the 

hut was hers. I didn't see her husband." 

"My sorrow for your loss, Mocel. But at least you found her. There was some brightness within 

the darkness of this day." 

"I hope so, warrior." She stopped walking and turned slowly to the side, her eyes trained on 

several small lights in the darkness beyond them. "But I think we should get ready to meet those 

points of brightness." 

Canalotl circled his men around Xochitl, his macuahuitl out and ready. He directed the sling men 

and Mocel to aim for whatever came close enough to enter their light. The others readied their 

own clubs. Whatever was in the darkness came no closer, and Canalotl called out, "Do you 

speak? Are you men?" 

A chilling sound came from the things in the dark, and the Aztecs felt their blood run cold. Tzikatl 

whimpered, "Is it those things? Is it the creatures from the sea?" 

His voice was answered by a cry of terrifying power, and then one of them moved into the light. 

Canalotl felt his bowels loosen at the sight, and even Itzcuin gasped in fear. Mocel, though, took 

the opportunity to hurl her spear into the creature's face, killing it instantly. She hastily reloaded 

her atlatl, and the men took courage at her quick dispatch of the thing. 

They needed that courage, because the rest of the small band loped into view. They were the 

size of llamas, but no fur softened their appearance. They looked as if a living beast had been 

stripped of its outer skin, and nothing but muscle presented itself to the outside world. They 

approached cautiously, sniffing at their fallen packmate and the spear that had ended its life. 

They sounded out again, pinning the Aztecs to the ground, and then they sprang forward. 

Slingstones halted one of them, and Mocel's second spear caught another, but she was now 

down to her last spear. Canalotl met the charge of the foremost beast, and with a mighty swing, 

severed its head from its body, sacrificing the obsidian covering that side of his macuahuitl in the 

process. Itzcuin shattered the skull of one that attempted to make a meal of Xochitl, and even 

Tzikatl bested the thing that came for him. 

The rest of the things pulled back into the darkness, reconsidering their attack on humans that 

could obviously fight back. They howled once more, but there was less fear generated by this 

cry. The warriors let out their own battle cry, and the creatures shrank back. 

One large beast, though, wanted one more try at the humans, and it approached Canalotl. 

Canalotl said, "Draw in tight and watch for any that might try to slip past me," then advanced on 

the thing. It swept him with a huge claw, grazing his arm and leaving a small trail of blood. 

Canalotl returned the blow with the flat of his macuahuitl, causing the creature to stumble 

backwards. He brought his club up and slammed it down with all of his strength on the thing's 

head, and it splattered under the force of the blow. 

This was enough for the rest of the pack, and they scurried away quickly. Canalotl took a deep 

breath, then retrieved Mocel's spears and rejoined his team. "Is everyone all right?" 

"That was very easy," Itzcuin said. "Are we lucky, or is the evening merely young?" 

"My prayer is for lucky," Canalotl said. He returned Mocel's spears and Ecaton came forward to 

wipe the blood from his leader's arm. "It's just a scratch, Ecaton, it's nothing to worry about." 

"We have no idea what dirt or venom these things carry in their claws," Ecaton said, dripping 

water down Canalotl's arm to clean the wound. "Let me dress you, then we can resume our 

journey." 

"You're right." Canalotl stood still and allowed Ecaton to tend to him. "Did anyone else get 

hurt?" 

Mocel shook her head. "We kept them away this time." She knelt down beside her sister to 

ensure herself that nothing else had harmed her. She touched Itzcuin's hand and drew it to her 

lips. "Thank you for protecting her," she said so that only he could hear. 

"While I draw breath, no harm will come to either of you." 

Mocel caught his eyes and smiled very slightly. "I believe you, warrior. And I trust in the utter 

truth of what you say." 

Canalotl called them all to attention,and Mocel took her place at the head of the line. The team 

moved forward at as brisk a pace as Mocel felt she could push them. They were slower than 

Canalotl wished they could go, but since two of their number were carrying another, there was 

no helping it. He wasn't leaving anyone behind to these horrid beings of the coast. He hurried up 

to Mocel's side and asked, "How much further until we reach Cozcamichi?" 

"I think, four or five thousand cuahuitls." She looked back at him, slowing her stride. "Less than 

an hour if we can keep up this pace." 

"Do you feel strong?" She nodded. "My men will not slow you down. Increase the pace if you 

think you can." 

She did step faster, and Canalotl went down the line to make sure everyone was able to keep up. 

"I was wondering if we could go a little faster," Itzcuin said, grinning. "This leisurely walk was 

beginning to bore me." 

Having ensured everyone's ability to keep up, Canalotl returned to his spot behind Mocel. The 

path was becoming more clear, as they were now walking through the small forest outside of 

Cozcamichi. This allowed Mocel to speed up more, as there was less need to pick a way with 

secure footing. The warriors followed without complaint; Canalotl was sure that part of their 

motivation was fear, but he was proud that not one of them offered an objection to their speed. 

A howl brought them all to a halt. Itzcuin called out, "One of them?" 

Mocel turned in a circle, her torch out as far as she dared without setting the greenery around 

them on fire. "I don't think so. But I don't recognize the sound." Her worried eyes met Canalotl's, 

and he turned back to his men. 

"Faster," he told them, then turned back to Mocel. "As fast as you are capable, woman." She 

surprised him by setting off in a fast trot, and the startled warriors took off after her. Canalotl 

went to Itzcuin and told him, "Take my position behind Mocel. I will carry her sister." Itzcuin 

gratefully handed his end of the stretcher to his leader, then ran forward to reach Mocel. 

"Ecaton, trade places with Tzikatl." The two men swapped burdens, and Tzikatl fell to the rear of 

the team with a torch. "Eyes and ears, warriors. Do not let us be surprised." 
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