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1
THE QUEST


The red-eyed priests loved telling tales of heroes sent by the gods on holy missions.

It was one such quest that led to the founding of Yohuachanca in the first place, according to their false history, when the dark god that gave the empire its name ascended to the sky as the newest sun and asked his daughters to maintain the covenant that kept the world alive.

That story was devoid of any truth—the only covenant the Nightlords maintained was the one between themselves, written in their betrayed father’s blood—but it echoed many other tales stolen from older legends. The gods often gave men tasks such as raising cities in their honor, fighting monsters threatening the cosmic order, or building monuments that would endure for countless eons.

But the gods were all dead, their followers left adrift in a now doomed world. I must have been the first man in centuries to receive such a request; especially one with such a heavy reward.

“A quest for redemption?” I repeated. “For light?”

“Both are yet within your reach, Iztac Ce Ehecatl,” Topiltzin confirmed with a nod heavy with centuries of existence. I could see the dust falling off his ancient bones with each movement. “Although you have come to this domain drenched in innocent blood, Quetzalcoatl has taken notice of your efforts to change and atone for your past crimes. The Feathered Serpent will give you a chance to earn the audience you so desperately seek… and mayhaps his blessing.”

My hands clutched the skull in my palm. The weight of over six hundred emperors and one father of mine didn’t feel half as consequential as the undead priest’s words.

I still had a chance to clear this layer, to gather the Second Sun’s embers in time to burn the Nightlords with their radiance.

“What must I do?” I asked.

“What you must do?” Topiltzin’s empty eyes flickered with ghostlight. “You misunderstand. This task is not for you alone to accomplish.”

The implications dawned upon me when Mother materialized among us at long last. The witch appeared from the shadows, her spirit descending into the Underworld to join mine. She gazed at Topiltzin, then at Father and me without a word. She didn’t need an explanation to guess our situation.

Quetzalcoatl’s quest involved our entire family.

“One of your lost children haunts these cursed lands,” Topiltzin declared, his voice brimming with solemn grief. “An innocent soul that was denied the chance to be born and turned into a wrathful demon in death. The Feathered Serpent weeps for this poor creature and would see this injustice overturned.”

“How?” Father’s spirit asked through his skull.

“The answer to this question is yours to discover and will determine your journey’s end,” Topiltzin replied without elaborating. “Purify the child and right your wrongs. This is all I can say.”

My jaw tightened. This quest was a trial of the soul. Quetzalcoatl had given us a chance to prove that we are worthy to inherit his embers, the same way he sent his priest to preach a better future to this layer’s damned souls, but his benediction would not come free. It would be purchased with sweat and honest work.

Hope was always cruel in its temptations.

“The morning star’s glow shall guide you to the child,” Topiltzin said, his staff pointing at Quetzalcoatl’s distant sun. “Follow its trail through the darkness, and you will soon reach your destination.”

“How long will it take?” I dared to ask.

The ancient priest studied the three of us for a while before answering, “That depends on you all.”

Topiltzin stomped the ground with his staff, and a great gust of wind burst forth out of nowhere. A dirtstorm swallowed us in an instant, and I covered my face with my arm. Topiltzin was nowhere to be seen when the dust settled at long last.

“That one is not what he seems,” Father muttered.

I nodded in agreement. Topiltzin enjoyed Quetzalcoatl’s favor enough to preach to this layer’s damned souls under his protection and speak with his voice. The way he carried himself felt… heavier than any mortal I’d encountered, even one of heroic stature.

Have I ever used the Gaze on him? I suddenly wondered. Considering all the wicked abominations haunting this layer, I realized I should be wary of lies and illusions. I cannot rule out trickery.

However, it wasn’t like we had any better options to earn an audience with Lord Quetzalcoatl. I had always intended to track down my… my child… on my own, so I would accept this task.

I turned to Mother, who held my gaze without a word. Her hands rubbed her arms so intensely that I feared she would scratch off her skin and draw blood. I had seen her crying in guilt, frozen in fear, and deeply unsettled… but never so embarrassed.

This situation was as new to her as it was to me, and Mother hated being clueless more than anything.

I couldn’t say I knew any better. I had grown to see Mother as a selfish coward, who would rather throw her entire family to the wolves than risk herself; yet when all hope seemed lost and a vampiric demigoddess threatened to crush me, she took a leap of faith and came to my rescue. Mother came to defend me when victory was nowhere near guaranteed.

Father had been right. Deep down, she did love me enough to fight for my life.

And now… now that I had let her back into my life, into Nenetl’s life, neither of us had any idea how to proceed from there. The only mother figure in my life had been Necahual, and I wouldn’t say our relationship had been a model of a functional family.

So many conflicting feelings and thoughts crossed my mind as I faced Mother. I wanted to thank her for coming to my rescue against Sugey, as much as a part of me suspected she only acted now because it had been a unique opportunity to destroy a Nightlord. One act of kindness didn’t erase all the years of abandonment, her previous manipulations, or the fact that she also cast aside Nenetl… though I guess it was a start.

In the end, neither of us found the strength to break the awkward silence settling between us; except Father himself. His skull’s eyes flickered with flames warmer than the sun.

“Thank you, Ichtaca,” Father said, both on his and my behalf. “Thank you for saving our son in his hour of need. Iztac has no idea how to express his gratitude yet, but I know he feels the same.”

My father understood us both too well.

Mother bristled. If anything, she seemed even more embarrassed than before. “If he wishes to thank me, then he should remember his promise,” she said, though I didn’t need the Gaze to tell that her heart wasn’t in it. “I will have what I am owed.”

Father wasn’t fooled in the slightest. “I know you acted without expecting a reward, my love. There is no shame in saying so.”

Mother scowled and looked away. Even now, she considered open displays of affection and vulnerability to be a weakness.

“You were late,” was all I could think to say at that moment.

“Your wife wanted us to speak about her sister, Astrid,” Mother replied. If anything, she had an easier time discussing our future plans than her own feelings. “I promised her she was safe and that we could recover her soon.”

“We should.” Using her and Fjor remained our best option to take out Iztacoatl, especially now that the latter would likely stay on her guard from now on. “Where is she?”

“In a Sapa town close to our location. Manco will likely retreat there, so we can kill two birds with one stone.”

Another battle would soon be upon us then. I better rest and recover in order to wage it. The Mallquis were no Nightlords, but they had proved capable of shaking the very earth and casting powerful spells. I would not underestimate them.

Moreover… Quetzalcoatl had ordered me to right my wrongs, and I’d promised I would change myself. I was sick of the constant violence and murders I’d grown accustomed to. While I intended to drag the Mallquis off their thrones and change the Sapa’s system for the better, I would rather avoid further bloodshed.

I’d shed my guise of a puppet emperor. I had no masters left to answer to, no public image of cruelty to maintain… Yet trying to approach the Sapa as an ally wouldn’t work. Inkarri had made it clear he would never stop trying to kill me, because he understood I was an existential threat to his regime. The calamities plaguing the world in my wake would only worsen his distrust. I needed a way to show, without a doubt, that my feud was only with the Mallquis and not with the people; that I was the latter’s friend against the forces that would do them harm.

I needed to consult my advisors on that front.

“Very well,” I replied. “As for you, mother… I shall fulfill my side of our agreement once we reach the city. If Father wishes it.”

Mother looked at me and then gave me a small nod. She had promised me her assistance with Eztli’s soul-transfer ritual if I would allow Father to briefly possess me and let him hold her in his arms, and she had fulfilled her end of our bargain. I would do the same when time would allow it, though considering Father’s silence, I had my doubts that he would go along with it.

“Iztac,” Father said, his voice quieter than a whisper. “I have a request of my own, if you would kindly indulge your poor father.”

“You know I could never deny you anything,” I replied, suddenly all ears. Others would have called me a fool for agreeing to a proposal before hearing of it, but true trust was unconditional.

“Thank you kindly, my son.” Father marked a short pause and considered his next words carefully. “Now that we no longer have to hide, I would like to talk with your sister. Would it be possible?”

“I…” The proposal took me by surprise. “I think so.”

Bringing the dead back to the land of the living should be impossible outside the Day of the Dead, but Father had become part of the Parliament of Skulls. His spirit had willingly bound itself to the threshold between life and death. If my predecessors could see and speak through their vessel upstairs, then Father should be able to do the same.

I could craft him a body of bones to animate and inhabit. It would be a pale parody of the Ride spell—let alone true life—but I knew Father wouldn’t agree to use the former under these circumstances.

“That should do it then,” Father decided. “As for your mother’s request… I suppose you could cast a Veil over me? Yours are far more real and lifelike than any spell we experimented with in Xibalba.”

“That…” Mother bit her tongue, her disappointment clear. “That is not enough for me. I want it to be real, Itzili.”

“As would I, my love,” Father replied with a heavy, ghostly sigh. “But I do not think we could even cast the Ride spell on our son, even if I wished for it. Not with the hungry shadow gnawing at his soul.”

I tensed up and looked upon my flaming heart. The purple glow of my Teyolia, once kept alight only on a steady stream of hatred and sorrow, seemed brighter and warmer than before; a calmer, yet just as vibrant glow now burned bright among the bonfire of wrath. The flame of hope, I assumed.

But the shadow my fire cast wasn’t my own.

I’d once heard a teacher argue that shadows were the children of the sun, because they could not exist without light; yet the impenetrable darkness stalking my steps was far deeper and ominous. Such a blackness had never known the warmth of a flame casting it on a wall nor the gentle glow of the stars. It had wings that didn’t fit mine and horns sharper than swords. I could see the outline of its fangs hungering for more than blood.

This darkness dimmed even my flame’s glow with bitter cold.

How could I keep it at bay?

“It should not…” Mother’s voice trembled with fear. “It should not pursue you so far down…”

“The bat can fly between worlds, Mother,” I reminded her. Which, now that I thought about it, explained why the Nightlords never learned about the Underworld’s many secrets. They were Mometzcopinques, witches who had never wielded a totem of their own and only borrowed power from another. “Let us do the same.”

I needed a stronger light to put the shadow back in its place.

We flew all night long.

My fight with Sugey had left me so exhausted that not even my own unnatural vitality would wake me up early. Mother and I spent hours flying across the Third Layer under the vibrant glow of Quetzalcoatl’s star. I couldn’t tell how much terrain we covered or how close we were to my undead child… but by the time I felt the call of wakefulness, I knew that meeting was a long time away.

Perhaps that was for the best. Lord Quetzalcoatl asked us to “purify” the demon my unborn child had become, but we had little idea how to do such a feat. Would it involve sending its soul to Tlalocan to find eternal rest among Tlaloc’s blessed? Or letting its spirit join the city of the dead in eternal slumber?

I knew so little about what the child had become. I couldn’t even tell whether it was a son or daughter, or if it had inherited my totem or a fraction of my powers. I was swimming in an unknown sea whose dark bottom I couldn’t see.

I woke up in a bed, warmer than when I had entered it. Resting had allowed my Teyolia to recover some of its luster and breathed new heat into my cold veins. My blood was more tepid than it should have been—the First Emperor’s grip being not so easily fended off—but I had regained most of my strength.

Nonetheless, the only glow that shone through my window was a pale red moonlight. Eztli looked at it through the window, standing still like a statue and eagerly awaiting the sunrise she craved so much; her mother sat at my bedside with a set of medicine and unguents lying on a table.

“Is… is it still night?” I blurted out upon emerging out of unconsciousness.

“It shouldn’t be,” Eztli replied, her voice quieter than the hushing wind. The air felt colder, chiller than usual. “The dawn is two hours late.”

“Lahun’s knowledge of the stars has proven invaluable in guiding our caravan through these cursed mountains,” Necahual said upon grabbing my wrist and taking my pulse. “How are you feeling, Iztac?”

“Rested, if cold.” I noticed Eztli wincing when I uttered that last word. “Not that way.”

It didn’t reassure Eztli. She studied my face for a moment, looking for a dark hunger she knew lurked beneath the surface. “Are you thirsty, Iztac?”

I could smell the sharp fear behind her question, and I dared not answer it. I was thirsty; my mouth craved blood, albeit not to an overpowering extent. I could control and suppress it for now.

However, mentioning it at all now would only cause Eztli further concern. She had only barely escaped the vampire curse herself, so seeing me struggle with it in turn would horrify her to her core. I would rather give her hope than worry.

“Only for you,” I replied. Eztli’s expression lightened, but only a little. “Why is the air so cold, though?”

“The temperature is dropping to that of the autumn season according to Lahun, if not winter,” Necahual replied upon letting go of my wrist. I seemed to have passed her medical test. “The sun won’t bless us with a summer this year.”

Eztli scowled with concern. “Will it rise at all?”

“Yes,” I said with confidence. For now, at least. “The door to darkness is weakened, but the First Emperor has yet to cross it.”

Necahual squinted at me. “The First Emperor?”

It suddenly occurred to me that I never discussed the First Emperor at length with any of my consorts and allies; a thought that swiftly led me to a greater and far more important realization.

I didn’t have to keep secrets from them anymore.

We had successfully escaped the Nightlords’ grip and purged their spies from our ranks. There was no mole left alive to share its findings with our enemies, and there were no ears in the walls we had to work around.

The armor of lies I had woven around myself for the last several months had outlived its purpose; this changed everything.

I could teach Nenetl my hard-won spells without fear of a Nightlord overhearing us; I could help my Mometzcopinques sharpen their talons and abilities; I could have Ingrid research the First Emperor’s codex in the open and tell her exactly what I was searching for instead of hiding behind codes and double meanings. I could cast the Augur spell and question the Yaotzin in the open and invite my father to walk among the living.

For the first time since I began my rebellion, I could act without wasting half my energies on maintaining a veil of secrecy. I could fully leverage the strength and aptitudes of my allies.

That, I suspected, would make a critical difference in the fight to come.

“The dark god Yohuachanca,” I said, the name echoing in the room like a curse. “The Nightlords imprisoned him centuries ago to siphon off his power. So long as they survive, he will remain sealed underground.”

“So destroying the old bats risks freeing their sire,” Eztli guessed, her hands rubbing her arms. “I… I feared as much. I felt his presence on Smoke Mountain… sensed his hunger…”

“There is still time to prepare,” I reassured her. “We have options.”

Necahual gave me a leery look. “Will you find the answers in your sleep?”

“Hopefully.” My consort had long guessed that I’d earned my divine power in my sleep, though I preferred to keep those details to myself for now. The Underworld’s existence and my Tlacatecolotl secret had been my main weapon against the Nightlords, and I couldn’t risk that secret reaching them in any way. “However, there is information we can only obtain here in the waking world.”

“You speak of the First Emperor’s codex?” Necahual guessed. “Ingrid and her handmaiden have already begun browsing its contents in search of information that could give us an edge, though she has yet to find anything useful.”

I considered myself lucky to be surrounded by such smart and driven women. “Give it time,” I told Necahual before remembering a very important detail. “There’s something you ought to know too.”

Necahual raised an eyebrow. “Another secret?”

“My father…” I tried to find the right words to gently break the news before realizing that there was no way I could inform her without embarrassment. “I intend to summon my father’s spirit to walk among us for advice.”

An awkward silence soon followed. Mother and daughter both stared at me as they processed my declaration. The fact that I boldly announced I could summon a ghost to the land of the living hardly surprised them—such a feat would seem trivial after they watched me cast down a Nightlord into the depths of a hell without comparison—but the implications went far deeper for Necahual. The man she had loved and lost to her rival, the kind soul who had mistakenly entrusted me to her for abuse, would return to judge her. I expected her to show unease.

Instead, she laughed.

“Do you wish to introduce him to his grandchild, Iztac?” Necahual asked with twisted bemusement, her hand moving to her belly. I thought the situation would bother her, but she only seemed to find it ironic. “I ought to tell him we shall call the child by his name if it’s born a boy. I am sure it would be quite amusing.”

I couldn’t quite explain why, but her reaction only fiercely strengthened my desire for her. There was something darkly alluring about a woman with such a disregard for the past and social norms.

Eztli’s reaction was far more subdued. “Can you summon Father’s spirit too?” she asked softly, though without much expectation. “I know his soul is trapped by the curse, but…”

“I can’t call him. Guatemoc’s soul is beyond my reach for now.” I cleared my throat. “When he is freed from the vampire curse, I will be able to summon him on the Day of the Dead. You can meet him then.”

“The Day of the Dead?” Eztli moved away from the window and sat on the bed. “How far away is that?”

“Many months away.” If the world survived that long. “We can discuss it in due time. For now, we should meet with the others and⁠—”

Eztli’s hand pressed against my chest before I could rise. “No.”

I met her gaze and frowned. “No?”

Eztli didn’t answer me immediately. Her fingers instead caressed my chest and lingered over my heart as if to listen to its beats.

“You are warm indeed,” Eztli said with appreciation. “I can feel the heat through my skin.” She shook her head with longing. “I’d almost forgotten the sensation.”

She leaned forward and then kissed me with all of her strength.

I saw it coming, but her speed and hunger still took me by surprise. Eztli’s teeth briefly bit my lower lip to mark her territory, drawing blood that soon caught fire. My fluids had been poisonous to my former consort not too long ago, but she now licked them with hunger. It somehow brightened at her contact, with my passion and desire igniting the fire in my veins. Though I remained thirsty, my flesh soon started to warm up like magma.

“This is something I’ve been waiting months for,” Eztli said upon breaking the kiss. Her hands moved to her robes, and I lacked the will to stop her. “We shall not be denied.”

Necahual chuckled in amusement. “We, my daughter?”

Eztli smiled at her and said no more. Mother and daughter required no words to tell what the other was thinking. The ordeals we had all gone through only reinforced that complicity.

Yes, we had both been looking forward to this for a very long time; even before Yoloxochitl robbed Eztli of her humanity. We simply lacked the courage to act on our feelings back then.

Neither of us was afraid of seizing what we wanted anymore.

Eztli focused back on me, climbing on my stomach, grabbing my head, and then moving down to kiss me. My own arms coiled around her back to seize her in a tight embrace. I sensed no resistance, only eager willingness. What pleasure it was to feel her blood pulsing in her veins and her skin heating up my fingers.

Eztli was warm like fire. Her passion for me burned as bright as the fire in my veins. I kissed her on the neck, fighting against the urge to drink her blood and instead reveling in her life, her presence. I rediscovered every inch of her body as she explored mine, basking in newfound sensations forbidden to vampires.

“I love you,” she whispered, lovingly, sincerely.

“I know,” I replied with the same tone her mother once used for me. “I love you too.”

And I’d killed for her.

“I want you,” she said in between kisses, her hands straddling my manhood. “I want life,” she said upon impaling herself on me, her voice full of hunger. “I want a family,” she finished, her wish an echo of my own.

The fact that she asked me this in front of her mother—herself pregnant from my loins—only heightened the forbidden allure of our union. I would plant my roots across the entire family’s genealogical tree. My manhood stiffened in anticipation, as was likely the goal.

Our Seidr connection formed in an instant, burning with the same strength and intensity I’d once shared with Nenetl. A Skinwalker’s essence was a mirror of the soul; it matched my totem like the moon with the sun. Eztli raised no barrier around her mind. She gave herself to me, wholly and without reservation; an utter surrender of the spirit.

I had, after all, saved it from a terrible fate.

Eztli’s love and gratitude burned brighter than a flame in the night. She knew I had sacrificed much for her sake, and she offered all that she had in return. She wanted me, all of me, and I gave it back. I came like thunder inside Eztli, grunting and pushing. Lightning coursed through my veins as I poured my seed into her.

Our Seidr union gave me no visions, because Eztli had no interest in knowledge, only in me. Instead, she flowed warmth into me. She poured her life into me, pushing back the vile cold that threatened to seize me and easing the burden on my heart.

My thirst for blood lessened with each burst of lifeforce she shared with me. Every grunt, every tiny celebration of life pushed the curse of undeath further back into the shadows where it belonged.

Eztli grew tired quicker than I did, however. For all of her passion and desire to make up for lost time, she remained a mere mortal Skinwalker. She lacked the endurance of a vampire, especially compared to a demigod like myself, and eventually had no other choice than to slide off me. She rested on the side of the bed, panting and sweating; yet I could tell from the smile on her face that she had enjoyed every second of it.

“Are you all right?” I asked her.

“You can’t fathom, Iztac…” Eztli exhaled a sigh of pleasure. “How good it feels to be exhausted.”

I could imagine. A vampire had no need to rest. Her inhuman vitality had constantly reminded Eztli that she was no longer mortal, the same way my own alienated me from humanity.

Thankfully, I had help with that one. No sooner had her daughter climbed off me than Necahual moved to take over. I barely heard the sound of her own robes hitting the floor and rose up just in time for her to sit on me without hesitation or permission; she knew I would not deny her anything.

Her actions briefly surprised me. Necahual used to show shame at coupling with me in front of her daughter, who used to be the one pushing for it; yet I sensed no hesitation in the way her arms coiled around my neck and her legs around my waist. My slippery manhood slipped into her like a glove without encountering resistance.

I smiled and leaned in to whisper in her ear. “Are you so eager to become a grandmother?”

Necahual scoffed and briefly glanced at Eztli, confirming my suspicions. My witch found a perverse pleasure in this twisted situation. Sharing the same man as her daughter—competing and cooperating with her blood—provided a certain forbidden thrill which she could no longer deny.

However, Necahual remained a practical woman first and foremost. “We need to see what awaits us,” she replied as I kissed my way down her neck. “Danger is afoot.”

She was right, of course. I had allowed myself to relax with Eztli, but now was the time to return back to the fight.

Mine and Necahual’s flesh melded as harmoniously as our souls. My crafty witch had used her own daughter to prime me for the ritual the way a warrior sharpened his spear for their first kill. The vision came in a flash of insight the moment I gripped her hips with a strong sense of ownership.

I had hoped to catch a glimpse of the Nightlords’ plots, of the Jaguar Woman and the White Snake’s scheming, but a tenebrous wall of shadows shrouded our sight. No matter how much power I had accumulated or how much Sugey’s death had weakened them, the sisters’ sorcery remained too powerful for us to breach directly.

My vision wandered south, into the mountains and toward a fertile valley fed by three rivers. I flew above a quiet town, no larger than one of my capital’s districts, where columns of vapor rose toward the blackened heavens. I saw Sapa troops raising impromptu tents and ferrying the wounded into houses too small to host them all.

My ethereal gaze wandered to a small manor on the city’s edge, away from the pain and blood of the common people. I walked past small chambers and entered a tub of hewn stone at the back, hidden behind walls of dried mud and stone. Pipes ferried hot and cold waters into the bath.

Ayar Manco rested in its center, his body half buried in water under the watch of a golden condor. Though half a dozen Sapa women and concubines shared his bath and whispered kind words I could not hear, their emperor hardly seemed to pay them any mind. His eyes stared at the dark horizon with the same anxiety Eztli had shown earlier, grimly praying for a dawn he feared would never come.

Ayar Manco was right to hope for a new dawn.

My sun would shine upon his empire soon enough.


2
KINGS OF CHAOS


Six thousand.

According to Chikal’s scouts, around six thousand or so Sapa managed to take refuge in the resort town of Guzmango, including hanger-ons like washerwomen and potters. Those numbers were a fraction of the army that first followed Ayar Manco to the Flower War but still larger than my own also diminished forces.

Thankfully, the dawn had yet to rise four hours after it should have and allowed the darkness to mask their advance across the mountains. Mother disabled spells, which allowed the Mallquis to notice the movement of large groups on the mountain roads, and my Mometzcopinque provided accurate reconnaissance from the sky above. If our enemies had any idea we were coming, they didn’t show any sign of it.

They face chaos on all fronts, I thought upon observing the town undetected from atop a hill at the city’s edge alongside my military advisors. A great beast always reacts slower than a small one.

The Sapa Empire was a highly regimented society according to all accounts; a pyramid so stratified that the state decided the education, career, and fate of all its citizens. Such an organization required immense planning and smooth bureaucracy to function… and that discipline proved a weakness in a time of crisis.

Unlike Yohuachanca, which encouraged individual initiative in specific circumstances and rewarded it with glory, the Sapa soldiers were taught to wait for their generals’ order before moving a finger. I suspected I now had a good viewpoint of what happened when calamity loomed and their leaders were too preoccupied to provide quick orders: namely, stillness.

“Our foes are unprepared, Your Divine Majesty,” Coaxoch said. “You only need to give the order, and we’ll fall upon them in an instant.”

“They are unprepared for a direct attack but shouldn’t be underestimated,” Chikal retorted. “Their numbers trump our own.”

“Do we even need to attack them at all?” Amoxtli argued. “Now that Your Majesty has rebelled against the Nightlords, we have no cause for quarrel with the Sapa people.”

I shook my head. “I would rather limit casualties to a minimum, but approaching them under the banner of peace would only give them advance warning of our presence and time to organize. Their leaders won’t surrender their ill-gotten thrones so easily, and they will fight me to the death.”

I joined my hands together and shaped bones into a skull. The non-spellcasters among my retinue watched on with a mix of spooked amazement and quiet awe. How good it felt to finally use my sorcery in the open and earn the respect of others for my accomplishment.

“What would you advise?” I questioned my predecessors.

The skull’s eyes lit up with twin flames, and a single voice answered my plea. “Casualties are unavoidable, our successor, but the Sapa’s hearts are wavering. Should you capture Manco and his generals, then their army will flee and collapse.”

“That voice…” Amoxtli gasped in surprise. “Lord Nochtli? Is that you?”

“We meet again, Amoxtli,” the late emperor replied through my skull, his voice multiplying into that of over six hundred captive souls. “We emperors have returned from the grave to guide our successor. We trust that you shall prove a loyal warrior in the fights to come.”

“Yes… Yes, of course,” the old general said with a bow. Coaxoch, while far less respectful toward his late superior, simply appraised the skull without a word.

That display of supernatural power was no accident. However much I appreciated my predecessors’ guidance, making a grand show of summoning their spirits also served to enhance my mystical aura in the eyes of my closest followers. I had to remind them I wielded potent magic any chance I got.

“In that case, we should focus our efforts on taking out the Sapa leadership,” I decided. “Recovering Astrid is another top priority.”

“I could easily track her down thanks to Ingrid’s presence,” Mother said. “Blood calls to blood, and Manco keeps her close.”

“In that case, you and I will lead a small group into securing Manco and his harem alive,” I decided. “Will you follow?”

Mother stared at me for a few seconds and then nodded tersely. The mutual awkwardness was almost suffocating.

Truth be told, I still had no idea how I should treat Mother in public. While we had somewhat buried the hatchet, I was still mostly tempted to treat her like any other ally in public. However I valued her skills and advice, a part of me feared she would eventually bail out on us again anyway.

I could tell she felt similarly. Mother kept me at arm’s length in her own way too. She could afford to relax a bit when we were alone, but open displays of affection probably terrified her to her core.

She had come to associate them with weakness after all.

“My Mometzcopinque and Eztli will assist our warriors in routing the rest,” I said. I should rather focus on the battle ahead than family matters. “Capture or kill the generals, disperse the soldiers, but let them leave alive.”

This didn’t please Coaxoch. “It would be better to slaughter them, Your Majesty. An enemy that survives will be free to fight another day. They’ll share word of what happened tonight.”

I smiled back at him. “Yes, that is exactly my plan.”

Now that I fought as Cizin, Fear of the Gods and Slayer of the Nightlords, I had to present a radically different face than the murderous and conquering emperor the Sapa knew me as. I had to sound as invincible as I was merciful so that the people wouldn’t consider me an existential threat to rally against.

The Sapa had enough calamities to deal with between the dead rising from their graves and the Nightlords’ armies marching on them, and I was done shedding innocent blood if I could help it.

In the end, I put Chikal in charge of leading most of my forces against the town of Guzmango—including Eztli, Necahual, and Lahun—and had Amoxtli follow me with a small unit of Jaguar Knights and Amazons. They were elite veterans specialized in capturing targets alive, and now I could finally put those skills to use without the guilt of sending our captives to the altar.

To my utter lack of surprise, Ingrid also insisted on joining the raiding party on Manco’s dwelling place. She came to me dressed like an Amazon, armed with a bow, and with a gaze sharper than an obsidian blade.

“If my lord would allow me to follow him into battle,” she asked me politely, “I would like to assess the result of my training.”

“Are you certain?” I asked her. I understood that Chikal had taken her under her wing, but we had plenty of soldiers, and I would rather have picked a less important engagement as her first test in the field.

“Yes.” A small scowl formed on Ingrid’s face. “I may not contribute much compared to the others, but little is more than nothing.”

A part of her despised feeling useless. We always had that in common. I guessed that seeing the likes of Necahual and Lahun rain death from above only reinforced that feeling.

“You have contributed plenty, Ingrid,” I reassured her. I wouldn’t be here today without her support. “If not with a bow, then with your words and cunning.”

My compliment pleased her, though not enough to sway her mind. “My lord is kind, but we both know that neither will protect my sister from harm today. I would rather sharpen my aim than sit back and pray for your safe return.”

I could not deny such a heartfelt and brave request. The girl who had cried so many tears after her mother’s cruel death had blossomed into a fine young woman.

“Very well, Ingrid,” I said upon summoning my ebon wings. “I hope your hunt shall prove fruitful today.”

Mother and I soon took flight toward Manco’s mansion in our Tlacatecolotl forms. We glided above the hills, hidden under the cover of a Veil while our soldiers slowly encircled the house. Ayar Manco was not foolish enough to remain without guards, but no amount of elite soldiers could stop us.

“This feels all too easy,” I muttered under my breath. I had seen a golden condor keeping watch over Ayar Manco in my Seidr vision, which meant Inkarri was involved in his protection. I would have expected more protective spells around their emperor, however much of a puppet he might have been.

“This is very strange, indeed,” Mother concurred. “This land is frightfully quiet.”

“There is a war among the dead,” the wind whispered in my ear. “Screams turn to silence under mountains of dust and bones. Tides of blood and wood crash on wailing shores.”

Either this was a trap, or some terrible event warranted so much of the Mallquis’s attention that Inkarri and his cohorts couldn’t focus on Manco’s protection. Then again, for all of his prestige, the Sapa Emperors weren’t actually as important as their Yohuachancan counterparts. They weren’t required to sacrifice their lives to keep a dark god chained. They were mere mortal props for the living to gather around.

Meanwhile, the Mallquis drew their strength and immortality from their descendants’ breaths. I thought the curse of the living death decreased in power the further away people were from Yohuachanca, but if the First Emperor’s disasters were affecting all of the Sapa Empire… then its immortal masters had much bigger issues to deal with than shielding Manco from harm.

In any case, Mother and I soon found our target. We circled the sky above the hot springs where Manco and his concubines rested under the watchful gaze of a golden condor. If anything, the Sapa Emperor looked sicker than when I last saw him in my vision. His skin had grown pale, and his ears listened to words his bird whispered in his ear.

I saw no guard protecting the hot springs, though soldiers did patrol the rest of the mansion. I guessed that the Sapa simply forbade men in the presence of the emperor’s concubines instead of relying on eunuchs and undead soldiers unperturbed by female beauty. A more human approach to the issue, but one fraught with peril nonetheless.

I moved closer to eavesdrop on their conversation. I gently glided down toward the hot springs with my Veil of invisibility shielding me from detection. I landed at the stone tube’s edge without a sound or disturbance. If this was a trap, the jaws would close soon.

I waited in vain. No hidden soldiers emerged from the waters to strike me, and Inkarri’s condor did not detect my presence. I almost froze upon hearing the Mallquis’s voice come out of his bird’s beak.

Unfortunately, I soon encountered an issue I hadn’t considered: they were speaking in the Sapan language, and I had no interpreter. I had grabbed a few words from my time with Aclla and Ingrid, but not enough to translate what sounded like gibberish to my ears.

However, I did hear the name Cachi being mentioned; and when I saw the scowl of disgust that followed on Manco’s face afterward, the truth of the situation wasn’t too hard to grasp.

Weakness always invited betrayal.

I saw Manco and Inkarri’s condor grow silent, their eyes turning to face the horizon. A crimson light glowed from beyond the mountains, slowly repelling the overwhelming darkness which now blanketed the land.

The dawn had finally returned, almost five hours late.

I doubted it was a sign of the heavens, but I knew my troops would assume otherwise. What were the odds that dawn decided to show up the moment we decided to attack? Then again, fate and belief worked together in mysterious ways sometimes. Perhaps it wasn’t a coincidence at all.

I chose this moment to reveal myself.

“Freeze.”

My Word echoed across the mansion and turned the water solid.

I hadn’t planned on this at all. I simply intended to paralyze everyone in the area to prevent Manco and his concubines from fleeing or sounding the alarm, but my power had grown so much that the world too obeyed my will. The waters of the spring turned to ice and trapped the people within them, all of whom grew quiet. All Sapa within range of my spell had become little more than statues of wax waiting for a command.

Even the golden condor was affected, though the ancient intelligence speaking through its beak quickly started shrugging off. The sluggish bird tried to open its mouth, perhaps to sound the alarm or cast a spell. I did not give it the time to act. I instead used the Doll to grab it by the neck and dropped the Veil surrounding my person.

Mother crashed through one of the mansion’s windows at the same time, searching for Astrid, and I saw light flashes in the distance. Fireballs rained from the brightening sky and a spineking’s roar echoed so loudly I could hear it from my location. My allies had taken the field already.

“I have your pet emperor, Inkarri,” I told the dizzied golden condor caught within my dark talons. “Send a messenger if you want him back. We’ll talk.”

Then I snapped its neck.

I immediately realized that the creature’s feathers had not only the color of gold, but its texture as well. The crack that echoed reminded me of shattered metal rather than broken bones. The bird shed no blood nor had skin to touch. My talons instead ripped apart a clever imitation of the latter crafted from cloth and leather. The warmth coming from the creature was that of heated metal, and the parts that fell onto the frozen waters turned into coins.

I had destroyed a floating treasure; a statue familiar crafted by a mummy’s hand, no different than a tumi.

“The Sapa can craft impressive things with gold,” I mused out loud. My talons moved to carve the immobilized Manco and his concubines out of the frozen bath, then gently placed them on the stone tube’s edge. “I should learn that magic myself.”

Once I had lined up my captives, I quickly used Bonecraft to bind their hands and feet with rings crafted from my own ribs. Six women had shared Manco’s bath, and while most showed Sapa facial features, a handful had slightly paler skin or eyes marking them as concubines from different ethnicities. I guessed that they came from imperial tributaries, and I wondered if some of them would cooperate with us if given the proper incentive.

None of them had managed to break free of my spell yet, so I gave them a push.

“Move,” I said, casting a Word.

My power shook the tube and caused tremors to spread across the rock and ice. Manco gasped for air alongside the women. A few wept and screamed, so I used my Doll spell to grab their towels from the edge of the tube and covered them. Being frozen in place by an unseen force must have been quite traumatizing, but I didn’t know how to reassure them in the Sapa language.

Wait, I thought, a strange detail catching my attention. If my Word affected them, then either they all understand Yohuachancan, which I doubt… or my power has grown so powerful they obey the order without comprehending it.

I would need to test this hypothesis later.

The only person I left without a towel was Manco himself, and he would stay that way until he had earned that kindness. I had to give it to this puppet emperor, though: there were few situations more frightening than being bound and naked at the feet of an owl-fiend looking down on him, yet he showed no fear. He would rather glare at me with cold disdain and seething hatred.

“You…” he rasped in Yohuachancan.

“I am surprised that you recognize me as I am, Ayar Manco.” The fact that I didn’t use his title ought to put him back in his place. “Did your master inform you of my true form?”

Ayar Manco held my gaze with what little dignity he had left. “I am no man’s tributary.”

“I don’t believe you… unless you cleverly do not consider the Mallquis men.” I looked into his eyes, a question burning on the tip of my tongue. “Has your brother rebelled against you?”

Manco clenched his jaw and refused to answer me. Did he think silence would change anything?

“Answer,” I ordered with a Word of power.

Manco tried to resist the compulsion with all of his willpower and managed to keep his mouth shut for a full second. Yet in the end, he remained a mere man, unable to resist a divine decree.

“Yes,” he confirmed, his voice shaken with the sting of betrayal. “He and his followers attempted to seize the capital in the chaos when your curse shook our homeland. The people went mad, thinking the gods abandoned us, and he argued that the ancestors had failed us. He betrayed us in our darkest hour.”

“Men only show their true selves in crisis,” the wind whispered in my ear. “Obsidian shatters, iron breaks, and gold bends.”

I knew for a fact that Inkarri sent Aclla to me rather than Ayar Cachi in order to plant a spy and assassin in my bed, so I’d wondered if the feud between the brothers had been little more than political theater. I now stood corrected.

On one hand, I was disappointed that kin would react this way when threatened with a cataclysm; on the other hand, the question of ‘ancestors’ made me consider a possible motive I could get behind.

“He wanted to rebel against the Mallquis?” I guessed.

“Yes,” Manco answered against his will, his face twisted into a grimace of pain. Responding to my questions brought him clear physical and emotional pain. “He tried to seize the ancestors’ authority… and he failed.”

I squinted back. I wasn’t sure yet whether that was a good thing or not from my point of view. As much as I respected anyone trying to break the chains binding them to their masters, I knew too little about Cachi to fathom whether he acted out of personal ambition or aspired for freedom. Moreover, chaos striking the Sapa at such a time might only lead to further destruction for the population rather than less.

“Where is he now?” I inquired. “Is he alive? On the run?”

“In a coffin of gold,” the wind replied ominously. “A mask for the gods to wear.”

“The ancestors captured my brother but have yet to regain control of the capital. The rebels rose from the dead as soon as clubs and arrows felled them.” Ayar Manco glared at me with all the venom and malice a man could muster. “You’ve brought darkness upon us all, Demon Emperor.”

At least those sincere words came from his heart rather than my spell. The Mallquis were dealing with a crisis at their capital on top of everything else, explaining why they couldn’t spare more resources to defend Manco. An emperor was of little value without an empire to rule over, and I assumed that they had a few spares lying around anyway.

“You told me that the value of a life was its usefulness to the state,” I reminded Manco. “How much are you worth now, I wonder.”

I meant it as a jest, a taunt, but my Word compelled Manco to answer nonetheless. “I have value,” he replied with no small amount of imperial pride. “The people know me, and my generals listen. I know the ancestors’ secrets and have their trust. They will fight to take me back.”

“Good,” I retorted. “Then you will live.”

I heard a small noise around me and turned to see Ingrid and other soldiers stepping out of the shadows and surrounding the mansion. Ingrid arrived with her quiver half-empty. From the blood dripping from my soldiers’ spears and axes, they had to cut through a few defenders.

“The area is secure, my lord,” Ingrid said, her gaze wandering to our captives. “My congratulations on your bounty.”

“Thank you kindly.” I waved a hand at our prisoners. “Please reassure these women in their native tongue on my behalf and ensure that nothing happens to them until we can ascertain their identities. Ayar Manco and his retinue shall remain as our guests for a while.”

“I shall do so, my lord.” A frown stretched on Ingrid’s face. “What of my sister?”

I was considering my answer when Mother emerged from the mansion with Astrid, as if on cue.

It had been over a month since I last saw the poor girl under less than pleasant circumstances. Astrid had suffered through terrible events and yet appeared before me with all of an imperial princess’s dignity. The Sapa had forced her to put on one of their dresses and to tie her hair in their traditional fashion, but her fair face beamed like the sun the moment she saw Ingrid.

The younger sister immediately rushed to grab her elder in a hug. Even the straight-laced Ingrid briefly forgot all decorum and returned the gesture with familial warmth. The two whispered words to each other in the runic tongue of Winland. I didn’t need to understand their language to feel the relief in each spoken word.

The scene warmed more than just my heart. Even Mother allowed herself a small smile, though it quickly turned to sorrow. Did she briefly imagine the two of us in their place? Or Nenetl and I? Did she finally realize what she had missed out on for all these years?

“I’m sorry, Your Majesty,” Astrid apologized to me in Yohuachancan upon breaking the hug with her sister. “I… I should have bowed first.”

“No need, Astrid. I am glad to see you safe and sound.” I glanced at Ayar Manco. “I hope they treated you well.”

“They did.” Astrid joined her hands and looked at the floor. “They… they said I would marry the emperor when I flowered.”

I scowled in distaste. I knew it was a hypocritical reaction considering Ingrid had all been forced into my bed and the Nightlords planned a similar fate for Astrid, yet every tale I heard about the Sapa Empire only worsened my opinion of them. They were hardly more than a mirror of Yohuachanca for following the same practices.

“Oppression is an empire’s toll,” the wind taunted me and my naivety. “The flowers of power bloom on bloodsoaked ground.”

“You need not fear marrying anyone anymore,” I reassured Astrid before issuing more orders. The battle was far from done. “Escort our guests to our camp.”

“What will you do?” Mother asked.

“I’ll ask our foes to surrender.” A quip came to mind. “And they will take me at my Word.”

“As you wish,” Ingrid replied. She hesitated a brief instant before taking my hands into her own. “My lord?”

I squinted at her, her fingers warm against my talons of bone. “Yes, Ingrid?”

“Thank you.” She struggled to hold back tears of love and gratitude. “Thank you for returning my sister to me.”

Her words caused my heart to skip a beat. I wanted to tell her to think nothing of it, that I had simply fulfilled the promise we made a long time ago, but a part of me knew I’d partly sought to recover Astrid out of pragmatism. Her bloodline held the key to put the White Snake in the ground for good.

Nonetheless, her warmth was too great for any concern of mine. I squeezed her hands back with all the strength of my affection.

“I will always fight for you, Ingrid,” I swore. “That, I promise you.”

“I know. No matter the odds and foes, you have always fought on my behalf.” Her smile was brighter than the stars. “I wish to do the same.”

She moved to kiss me.

Here I stood as a Tlacatecolotl, an owl-fiend with a dagger-sharp beak for a face, talons for fingers, blazing light for eyes, and feathers for skin. Most would rather bow than face me in this shape. I was, to put it bluntly, a demon born to inspire fear rather than affection.

Ingrid didn’t care for that. Her lips touched my beak without fear or apprehension. Neither my frightful appearance nor the presence of soldiers—let alone our respective families’—stopped her. Gone were the terrible times when showing affection would invite taunts and cruelty. Things had changed for the better.

We could finally be ourselves.

My hands grabbed her back and pulled her into an embrace which she returned, my wings furling and closing on her. I pressed her head against my feathers like a cherished treasure. She meant much to me, and I would not let anyone take her away from me.

I suppose that in a way, mortals could call this love.

True to my Word, I spent the rest of the “morning”—however late it arrived—flying from one group of stragglers to the other and forcing them to kneel. I used Veil to appear as a great owl god surveying the battle with great wings blanketing the sun and eyes of fire. Many Sapa soldiers threw down their weapons and fled the moment they saw me.

Fear ruled these mountains. Fear of the heavens’ judgment. I could feel the intensity of their terror seeping into my bones and carrying my ebon wings forward. Their weakness became my strength.

An ominous messenger of the gods wasn’t exactly the way I hoped to appear to the Sapa, but I would rather see them flee with their lives rather than die for nothing.

I wouldn’t call the conquest of Guzmango a battle. A massacre would have been more appropriate if we had actually killed all the fleeing people and soldiers. Chikal’s troops had fallen upon the army’s command center in the town’s central plaza, with Eztli leading the charge in her spineking form. The total surprise and chaos, on top of Necahual and Lahun raining lightning and fire from the sky, allowed my soldiers to either kill or capture the Sapa generals. Their panicked troops quickly spread out and fled for the hills or rivers surrounding Guzmango’s valley, abandoning the town to us.

There was no glory to be found in defeating a broken foe.

When we completed the takeover, I retreated to my roaming palace to meet with my generals and receive their reports. Ayar Manco was put under house arrest in his own mansion under close watch, isolated from everyone. I put Ingrid in charge of interrogating his concubines and captive commanders to see which of them we could turn to our side. Considering the urgency of the situation, I suspected a few would rather cooperate with us.

“So the landing was a success?” I asked, dreading the answer. My predecessors’ skull listened to the conversation at my side, their ghostfire eyes flickering in the dark. I wondered if they relished being given a place at the decision table again.

“That depends on what we would consider one,” Amoxtli replied. “All the messengers we interrogated and the missives we translated point to Yohuachanca’s forces making landfall around four to five days ago. The Sapa apparently received prior warning of our invasion, but the disastrous weather and undead disrupted their preparations.”

My hands clenched. It seemed that the Sapa Empire indeed received my subtle warning about the Flower War being little more than a smokescreen for an attack on their coast and took measures to intercept my fleet, only for fate to play a cruel twist on them. A rough examination of the timeline showed that our ships reached the Sapa’s shores around the time I proceeded with Eztli’s soul-transfer ritual and the chaos that followed.

Instead of well-defended fortresses, Yohuachanca’s ships landed to find ports wracked with natural and supernatural disasters.

“How many ports were taken?” I asked.

“Difficult to say,” Chikal said. “Some messages reassured the emperor that the invaders had been repelled, albeit with often significant casualties. Others request reinforcements, which suggests continued fighting. The fog of war obscures everything.”

“I do not think that our…” Amoxtli marked his pause, clearly unsure how he should qualify Yohuachanca’s other soldiers. “Our forces will manage to establish a strong foothold if the Sapa were indeed warned. The entire invasion relied on surprise.”

“The Sapa have a military force rivaling Yohuachanca’s and would have been wise to focus their forces to defend the ports,” Chikal said. “Even taking into account the disruption the undead plague might have caused, the advantage of numbers and defensive fortifications should prove overwhelming; especially since the Bird of War so kindly slew her own.”

True, Sugey’s decision to bleed out her priests and Nightkin during our battle had no doubt disrupted the Yohuachancan war effort. Having a full quarter of the priesthood die exsanguinated in the middle of an invasion ought to have damaged the army’s morale.

I would need to use the Augury or Seidr to gather more information on the situation on the frontline.

Coaxoch grunted. “None of you see the important part: it doesn’t matter how many forces our enemies lost, only that they’re all bogged down in the same places.”

“Coaxoch speaks true,” the Parliament of Skulls said, their whispers unnerving most of my commanders. “This situation presents both risks and opportunities. On one hand, the Sapa state will be too disorganized to pursue us with all of its strength; on the other hand, we doubt they will be in good enough shape to repel the Nightlords from their heartlands once the Jaguar Woman and White Snake give pursuit.”

They were right, unfortunately. My battle with Sugey had shown me that no amount of conventional force could stop a Nightlord. They would no doubt exploit the chaos to chase us across the mountains unimpeded.

“We could try to rally those troops to our side,” Amoxtli suggested. “They are sworn to their emperor.”

“I would not risk it,” Chikal replied. “Most generals assigned to the invasion fleet were Nightlord loyalists, and many ships carried Nightkin onboard to assist with the attack.”

I agreed. I had specifically put commanders more likely to side with my captors in charge of the naval invasion in the hope that they would be killed in the intense fighting. This part of my plan had likely worked at a great cost of human lives. Whatever Yohuachancan forces survived the landing to rally under the Nightlords’ banner would be a mere fraction of the fleet sent to ravage the Sapa shores.

Sad as it sounded, every red-eyed priest or Nightkin falling in battle would be one less bloodbag their respective Nightlords could draw upon for power in a pinch.

“There is more,” Amoxtli said. “Manco received concerning reports from across his entire empire. Plagues of undead, bloodsucking bats, and swarms of carrion-eaters wreak havoc everywhere. Many villages and small communities have been overrun, according to the reports.”

No wonder the Mallquis couldn’t spare any attention for Manco. All of their holdings and descendants now faced attacks, and their very unlives depended on fending them off. It was everyone for himself.

“If Manco spoke the truth, then their very capital is under threat,” Coaxoch pointed out. “It is ripe for the taking.”

“It is,” Chikal conceded. “With Manco in captivity, we could reestablish order and seize control of the state.”

I scoffed. “You would turn him into a puppet emperor?”

“He already is one,” my consort replied with a sly smile. “We only need him to force the commanders to bend the knee and open the gates.”

“While seizing the capital would let us stabilize the situation, we fear the true threat lies elsewhere,” my predecessors said. “We sense great magic flowing between the living world and the land of the dead. Inkarri’s doing, no doubt.”

They were right. Inkarri was my most dangerous and determined opponent in the Sapa Empire, and I knew for a fact that he had been working on some kind of ritual since before the Flower War even started. I needed to learn what he had in mind and if I could either harness his sorcery against the Nightlords or would need to neutralize it.

I was considering our options when Ingrid entered our war room with a woman in tow. I immediately recognized the latter as one of Manco’s concubines. She was an elegant, exotic Sapa beauty that reminded me of Aclla, albeit with skin the color of cacao beans rather than gold. A yellow flower adorned her long, delicate ravenshade hair, and she walked to me dressed in expensive red wool and with glittering gold earrings dangling from her ears. Her piercing black eyes appraised me with the same calculation I had seen in so many trained politicians.

“My lord, let me introduce you to Empress Killa Huascar, wife to Emperor Manco,” Ingrid said. “She has a… proposition for us.”
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I’M SORRY


While I had grown unfortunately acquainted with the Sapa’s emperor over the past week, I knew very little about their empress.

I recalled briefly discussing the news of the wedding early in my reign and expressing some curiosity at a rather strange local tradition: namely, that since the Sapa’s imperial succession derived its legitimacy from proximity to the previous emperor, a new one usually adopted his future wife as a ‘sister’ before marrying her.

Eztli had joked back then that this had been Manco’s attempt at incest, but a mere glance at Nenetl drained the quip of its wit. The bitter irony wasn’t lost on me.

Whatever the case, Lady Killa Huascar showed no familial resemblance with Manco. Ingrid had informed me that she was actually born a princess among the Sapa’s tributaries and then shipped to the capital to marry the emperor in order to strengthen his political position against his brother Cachi. She was thus a powerful political actor, both through her marriage and lineage, powerful enough for me to listen to her plea.

Since Lady Killa couldn’t speak Yohuachancan and required an interpreter, I received her in my council chamber in the company of my consorts, with my predecessors’ skull sitting at the table’s edge. I had also invited Mother to participate as an advisor for this session because of her familiarity with Sapa traditions.

If the empress felt any fear at her current predicament, she showed no hint of it. Her eyes studied me with the same poised calculation I’d seen in the likes of Zyanya and Manco.

This one is a politician through and through. I suspected she had come both to assess me and to make a deal that would guarantee her people’s own survival. I wonder if the Sapa treat their tributaries as poorly as Yohuachanca… and if Killa feels any resentment over her station.

Come to think of it, I’d heard the name elsewhere.

“I heard your people called the moon goddess by the name of Mama Killa,” I said. I’d discussed that with Aclla hardly an hour before she died in my arms. “I assume you were named after her?”

Ingrid translated my words to the empress, who seemed vaguely amused that I would know this information if the smile forming on her fair face was any indication.

“My lord’s guess is only half-correct,” Ingrid confirmed. “While Empress Killa was born under a full moon’s glow, which seers saw as a sign of the goddess’s favor and bore her name, her people call her Shi. Killa Huascar is the name she took upon marrying Emperor Manco and adopting the Sapa language.”

“So the Taycanamos worship different gods than their Sapa overlords,” Chikal mused out loud. “Interesting.”

“You know her people?” I inquired curiously.

“I have studied all of the Sapa’s tributaries in preparation for our invasion,” Chikal confirmed. “The Taycanamos are one of the most powerful and were subjugated around forty years ago. I’ve heard that while the Sapa put the sun above all, they consider the moon superior.”

“Quite correct,” Ingrid replied. “The marriage between Empress Killa and Ayar Manco was seen as the wedding between the sun and moon.”

“Shouldn’t we call her Shi then?” Eztli asked. “Since Killa is only a translation?”

Ingrid translated the question, with Empress Killa shaking her head. “While her heart belongs to her people, Lady Killa is now empress of the Sapa and would rather be treated as such,” Ingrid translated. “She has come to us in this capacity.”

“And she shall be treated with the respect her position implies,” I replied. “You said she came to us with a proposition?”

“Indeed,” Ingrid confirmed. Empress Killa whispered something in her ear. “First, however, she would like to learn what you are planning to do with her and her husband.”

Nenetl scowled. “She must think we will sacrifice them…”

Considering how the Nightlords usually treated their captives, I couldn’t blame Empress Killa for showing apprehension.

I pondered how to answer. The best option would be likely to remain evasive in order to pressure that woman and extract concessions. Fear could compel all but the bravest. That was what the old me would have done.

I, however, decided against it. I no longer was forced to be a bloodthirsty emperor coming to conquer the Sapa, enslave their population, and ship them off to the Nightlords’ altars. I was sick of violent intrigue and aspired to peace. I decided on a new approach: treating this woman with respect and hoping she would return the favor.

“Nothing yet,” I reassured her. “If you do not try to escape and cooperate with us, I shall see that you are both well-treated. No one will sacrifice anyone.”

Nonetheless, the wise trusted and then verified.

I activated my Gaze spell and let truth-revealing sunlight pour out of my eyes. Seeing the light shining through me startled Empress Killa and ought to confirm that I indeed had vast supernatural powers to call upon.

“Tell Empress Killa that I am no longer affiliated with the Nightlords,” I told Ingrid. “I have slain two of them and rebelled against the rest. I am only interested in their destruction.”

Empress Killa kept her gaze on me all while Ingrid translated my words. I had grown accustomed to detecting subtle body language and emotions in foreign diplomats, and this woman was no exception. If I wasn’t mistaken, I detected a glint of ambition laced with fear in her gaze—the look of a wise soul seeing an opportunity but being cautious enough to test the waters first.

“Empress Killa lauds my lord’s accomplishments and bravery,” Ingrid translated. “She asks, however, why you have captured her and her husband if all you seek is to defeat the Nightlords. Would they not be common enemies for you to ally with them against?”

Chikal countered with another question. “Ask her why she should care, Ingrid. What is her husband to her?”

I studied Killa very carefully as Ingrid translated the question. I didn’t tell her that my Gaze let me detect lies, specifically to see if she would answer truthfully on her own or not. The empress marked a short pause and clearly pondered her words before speaking up again.

“She says he is her husband,” Ingrid replied, “And nothing else.”

I detected no lie in her voice, no wisp of smoke for my Gaze to catch. She didn’t love Manco nor care about him beyond his station and duties. Their marriage was purely political.

“What are the Mallquis to you?” I questioned her.

Empress Killa noticeably tensed when she heard the word Mallquis escape my mouth, and she paused a bit longer before providing an answer. “They are the ancestors and nobles of the people, worthy of respect for their wisdom and power,” Ingrid translated. “Her people honor fifteen of them spread across the valleys.”

“Even though they are not Sapa themselves?” Chikal inquired.

“No,” Mother replied instead. “The practice of raising elders to the status of Mallquis is older than the Sapa Empire and culturally endemic to the mountain people. Almost all communities in this region have at least one.”

This didn’t please me in the slightest. I’d hoped to form an alliance of Sapa tributaries against their undead overlords, but if they were culturally attached to them, then they would likely resist my entreaties.

Empress Killa seemed to sense my unease and provided details to Ingrid. “The Mallquis of the Taycanamos do not own the land, unlike the Sapa’s,” Ingrid explained. “They existed to advise the council of the people and the Chanchan, their mortal leader.”

“They are not unlike us, then,” the Parliament of Skulls said, their ghostly voices startling Empress Killa. “We have heard of the Taycanamos. They practiced trade over Mit’a and were the last organized group capable of checking the Sapa’s expansion to the south.”

I wasn’t sure what to make of this. I’d come to associate the Mallquis with the system of oppression the Sapa enforced on their tributaries. The idea that some of these entities might be unaffiliated with the empire’s oligarchy, or even opposed to it, was entirely new to me.

They were living people once, I thought. The Mallquis weren’t vampires fueled by a curse that compelled hunger and obedience to the Nightlords, but ancestor spirits prevented from passing on. I didn’t consider that they might have political factions.

I wasn’t opposed to the existence of the Mallquis in themselves, only to that of their oligarchy. I had given Mother a chance in the hope that she might change her ways after all; it would be hypocritical for me not to extend the same mercy to others.

I considered everything I’d heard and then confronted Empress Killa. “What proposal do you have in mind?”

Empress Killa met my gaze for a while and then whispered her answer to Ingrid. Though I detected no lie in her voice, I suspected she tailored her answer specifically to appeal to my own prejudices.

“Empress Killa says that a usurper has tried to take the Sapa throne and that chaos rules in the capital,” Ingrid translated. “The people are disunited, leaderless. She proposes that we use our military strength to restore order to the capital and restore Manco to the throne.”

It took all my willpower to contain my laughter. “And why would I do that?”

“She says that she can convince her husband to bend the knee if my lord proceeds with her plan,” Ingrid explained. “She offers you great riches and gold, and the Sapa Empire will pay tribute to you.”

“He will reign, but you will rule,” the Parliament of Skulls summarized the proposal. “This one will sell us her husband’s throne with Sapa gold and keep her own. We can see through her plots. She will use our strength to rid herself of her rivals in the capital, including Cachi, and put her own people in places of power.”

Chikal nodded sharply. “This is the same plan we discussed with our generals. It’s not a bad one either.”

“But it is built on misinformed assumptions,” I replied. “This woman still believes I am a conqueror seeking gold, conquest, and glory. Tell her I have no desire to rule her people, and that I have come as a liberator. I cannot abide a system in which men are not free to choose their own destiny, whether it comes from my nation or their own.”

Empress Killa squinted at me after Ingrid translated my words. Did she mistake me for a liar? Or was she simply disappointed that I had no interest in playing the game of empires?

“She argues that my lord would have an easier time reforming the Sapa Empire from the top,” Ingrid replied. “They are a dutiful people who follow their emperor’s word as law.”

“She’s not wrong,” Chikal said. “We could force Manco to reform his empire as an alternative to tearing it down.”

“I do not believe Manco would agree to this, even with his life on the line,” I countered. He struck me as a true believer in the Mit’a system and all that it represented. “Moreover, we lack time for reforms. Inkarri is plotting our demise as we speak, and it won’t be long before the Nightlords move against us.”

Ingrid nodded and exchanged words with the empress on her own initiative. Whatever she said caused Empress Killa to adopt a thoughtful expression. She appeared to hesitate a moment before formulating her answer.

“In that case, Empress Killa would like to offer my lord another proposal,” Ingrid said. “First of all, she wishes for you to guarantee that her people will be left unmolested in your conflict with the Sapa. Second, she insists that we stop at the Sapa capital of Hananpacha. Even if we do not intend to rule the empire, she wishes us to either secure Ayar Cachi in her custody or, failing that, execute him.”

“Ayar Cachi?” I frowned. “Why? If the Sapa Mallquis are wise, they will have him executed for his rebellion.”

“She believes otherwise,” Ingrid explained. “She suspects that the Mallquis will prefer the emperor within their grasp to the one in the enemy’s hands and may proclaim him the rightful one. She wishes for her husband to remain their only choice.”

Her proposal put a scowl on my face. “Tell her I could return to her people’s freedom,” I said. “Tell her that I reward bravery. She does not need to play the game of Sapa politics.“

My words appeared to amuse the empress. “She thanks my lord for his candor,” Ingrid translated her answer, “but she insists that in these times when the dead rise from the grave and the sun denies them its radiance, the people of the mountains require stability and reassurance. They need unity, not division.”

Eztli, however, proposed another translation. “She wants to be the power behind the throne, Iztac. She has more to gain as a conqueror’s wife than a conquered empress.”

“She… she isn’t wrong, though,” Nenetl said. As usual, my sister tried to see the best in our guest’s intentions. “A civil war is the last thing her people need right now… especially with the Nightlords at the door.”

I struggled to contain my annoyance. This was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for the Sapa tributaries to break away from the empire that kept them in bondage, and they would rather pass?

The skull at my side lit up with a familiar warmth and presence.

“You cannot force freedom upon those who do not wish for it, my son,” Father said wisely.

His words startled both Mother and Nenetl, especially the latter, who heard her father’s voice for the first time in her life.

As for me, they gave me pause. Father was right. I had learned that lesson very early in my reign when I tried to foster divisions within Yohuachanca and found myself hitting a wall of fanaticism. Many would rather take oppressive stability over the uncertainty of free will.

Moreover… in this case, she had a point. I needed to offer the mountain people more than the freedom of being killed by ravenous undead or each other. Grand ideals meant little when everyone struggled to survive.

Empress Killa’s proposal to at least stabilize the Sapa capital on our terms sounded like the most pragmatic course of action for now.

“And what does Empress Killa offer in exchange for this favor?” I asked.

“The Apu Inkarri,” Ingrid said. Now that caught my full attention, and that of my mother, who listened in silence. “She knows where he is and how to reach him.”

“Where is he?” I pushed, my Gaze burning with truth. If the empress dared to lead us into a trap, I would know.

“In a secret city called Paititi, located deep in the mountains,” Ingrid explained. “It is the holiest of places for the Sapa people. A sanctuary whose entrance is forbidden to most.”

“I’ve heard of it,” Mother confirmed the story, albeit with a frown on her face. “They call Paititi the City of the Sun because every building inside is said to be made of gold. I thought it was only a legend.”

“Golden city answers the tide of sorrow.” Lahun’s prophecy came to mind. That one comes after the Battle of the Three Wings, though… Did my fight with Sugey count? Mother and my Mometzcopinques did participate…

Somehow I doubted that. I suspected a great battle awaited us on our way to this place.

“Why is this city sacred to the Sapa?” I asked Mother. All the information I’d gathered on Inkarri showed that he was planning a grand ritual of some kind. This Paititi had to enjoy special mystical conditions for him to retreat there.

Mother scowled. “According to Sapa legends, their first king is entombed there and will return to save them in a time of crisis.”

I pondered this information for a good minute. Both Mother and I had come to suspect that the First Emperor’s brother had founded the Sapa Empire, information which the Nightlords had all but accidentally confirmed on their own. If he was indeed the same king slumbering in the mountains, then it would explain some of the visions I’d received…

But that man was no god, I thought. Whereas his sibling fed on dead suns to ascend to the heights of divinity, his sibling had no other choice than to flee the land that would eventually be called Yohuachanca. The Nightlords believed as much. Even if that man could return to life, he should lack the power to defend this country against the Nightlords.

Then again, belief could turn into power in our world. Inkarri had survived since the early days of the Sapa Empire, so their first ruler might have endured as a Mallquis or a similar entity, growing fat and strong on his descendants’ worship.

Whatever the case, if Inkarri believed in this ritual enough to focus his attention on it even while his homeland was on the brink of collapse, then it should have real consequences for us. We had to either interrupt it or hijack it for our own purposes.

“Where is that city located, and what is Inkarri doing there?” I asked Empress Killa. Perhaps she could tell us more.

A wisp of untruth escaped Empress Killa’s mouth when she answered, “She says that the Apu’s goals are a mystery to her,” Ingrid translated. “She can tell us the city’s rough location, though she cannot provide a clear map.”

“Lies,” I said, my Gaze brighter than the stars. “Tell her I will forgive it this time, but another attempt at deceit will cost her the deal.”

Empress Killa winced at my obvious annoyance and spoke up before Ingrid could translate my words. Clearly she had guessed her misstep.

“The empress deeply apologizes if she might have seemed insincere,” Ingrid said. The wording made me and Eztli scoff. “She insists that neither she nor her husband knew the Apu’s plans and that she has never been to Paititi.”

I detected no lie in her words. “Then she does know its exact location.”

“She and her husband were taught the path to reach it in case they had to take refuge should the capital fall,” Ingrid confirmed. “However, she says that powerful sorcery shields this place from intruders and that she has no idea how to bypass it.”

Eztli sneered at our guest. “So she was trying to send us to our doom by letting us fumble in the dark?”

“I do not think so,” Ingrid replied. “She feels… uneasy about reaching the city.”

“She fears being caught in the crossfire should its magical defenses target us,” I guessed before turning to Mother. “Do you know how to disable them?”

“Not unless I know what those defenses are,” Mother replied uneasily. “We should interrogate Manco.”

“Agreed,” I said with a nod of agreement. I’d reached a decision. “Ingrid, tell our guest she has my sworn oath that I shall not harm either her husband or her so long as they cooperate with us. I shall not take arms against her people nor foster further chaos, and I will help her secure her place as an empress of a peaceful land.” One way or another. “In return, she will have to guide us to this Paititi city and follow our commands once we reach the capital.”

And if she used the opportunity to lay an ambush for us, she would pay the price with her head.

And so my army marched south.

After we hammered out an agreement with Empress Killa, she agreed to guide us to the mountains holding the city of Paititi. I also took the liberty of cursing her just in case. A dire tragedy would befall her should she try to ensnare us. Chikal had also sent scouts ahead and hoped to put her hands on either maps or local guides so we didn’t entirely rely on the woman for directions. Empress Killa said that the path to Paititi would take us to the Sapa capital anyway, so we would stop at the latter on our way to the former.

Interrogating Manco about Paititi’s secrets unfortunately yielded little results, even with the Word to force him into truthfulness. While he did know the way to the city—and most importantly, confirmed that his wife had learned it as well—he had no idea about its protections, having only visited it once for his coronation and enjoying the Mallquis’s protection during that trip. It astonished me that a so-called emperor would know so little about his own realm.

I did learn three very interesting pieces of information, however: one, the holy city was indeed entirely made of gold; second, every Sapa Emperor was required to make the journey there and offer a human sacrifice—a golden maiden like Aclla—on the grand pyramid as part of the coronation ceremony; and three, no living being dwelled there. Only the royal family, the Mallquis, and the holiest of priests were allowed to set foot inside.

No wonder Manco cared so little for Aclla’s death. He had been asked to sacrifice another to even climb onto his bloodsoaked throne.

Beyond the disgust this practice inspired, I couldn’t fail to see the similarities with the Scarlet Moon’s rites. A new emperor’s coronation in both countries required a murder perpetrated in the presence of its undead aristocracy. The two religious rituals echoed each other too—while the Sapa sacrificed virgin women, the Nightlords murdered male emperors; the sacrifice took place atop a pyramid, one under moonlight, the other under daylight; and both were meant to renew the line of kingship that stretched all the way back to the first emperors of both countries.

I now had the strong suspicion that the Nightlords weren’t the only ones maintaining a long-standing ritual.

The sun to my moon… The murals in Xibalba likened the First Emperor and his sibling to these two celestial bodies. One of these rites imprisons a god, so what should its reflection do? Empower one? Would it turn the legend of the first Sapa Emperor returning in his homeland’s darkest hour into reality?

With few other leads, my next option was to use the Augury spell. I asked Mother and Nenetl to assist me in this task, partly because I wanted to teach my sister magic and partly because some family time was long overdue.

Meanwhile, Ingrid had taken upon herself to “entertain” our Sapa guests during our time together as part of our diplomatic efforts. Knowing her, she likely hoped to gain a better understanding of the empire’s political situations and find flaws to exploit. She even voiced the idea of assisting the empress in sending letters and messages to imperial generals and her people alike, mostly as a means to gather more clear information on how the Yohuachancan invasion was going.

Eztli helped scout out the mountains ahead in the form of a bird alongside Necahual. While the two officially said they wished to gain some practice with their inhuman forms, part of me knew that they wished to spend some time together. It had been many months since they could do so without a vampire breathing down their necks.

Moments of happiness were always the most precious in their brevity.

I wished I could say the same for my own family time, I thought as I looked around the table. Nenetl and Mother sat on each of my sides, and I’d managed to craft a rudimentary body for Father through Bonecraft to join us. I could almost cut the tension and awkwardness in the air with a knife.

The window was open to let the wind in, but for once it found nothing to say.

“Sometimes, silence is more painful than any word,” the breeze taunted me almost immediately. From the way Mother scowled, she found the Yaotzin’s sense of humor less than entertaining.

“I… I think I heard something,” Nenetl said. Her blood dripped from her thumb into a common bowl. My own fluids burned there next to Mother’s.

“The Yaotzin spoke to us again,” I confirmed. “Could you understand its words?”

“No,” Nenetl bit her lower lip in embarrassment. “Am I doing something wrong?”

“Pure hearts have no need for our counsel,” the wind replied. “Another watches over that one.”

“Another?” I whispered back before realizing I could speak normally. I’d spent so many times using the spell in secret while fearing the Nightlords’ gaze that muttering under my breath had become a force of habit. “Whom?”

“The morning star which shines upon one of thy paths, scion of light and shadow.”

“It probably means Quetzalcoatl,” Mother said. Ever the opportunist, she immediately saw it through the lenses of our underworld quest. “This could be useful.”

I let out a sigh of annoyance. We had organized this session to help teach Nenetl the Augury spell as part of her sorcery training. Learning that she couldn’t call upon the Yaotzin in any way limited her spellcasting options.

“I’m sorry…” Nenetl apologized. “If I did something wrong⁠—”

“You did well, Nenetl,” Father spoke. His cavernous voice startled Nenetl, much to his dismay. “Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean⁠—”

“No, I’m the one who’s sorry!” Nenetl chuckled in embarrassment. “We, uh… we’re both too polite.”

“Yes, that we are,” Father said. He opened his mouth to say something but clearly struggled to find his words. Mother didn’t dare speak up either.

This is almost painful to watch. I could hear the wind laughing in the distance. The Yaotzin fed on curses and damaging secrets, but it sounded petty enough to find amusement in this scene. Then again, I am barely any better.

Nenetl cleared her throat. “So you are… You are my…” She gulped, her face scarlet with a hint of shame. “Our father?”

“Yes, Nenetl,” Father replied kindly. “I have risen from the depths of the Underworld to meet you. Had I arms of flesh, I would be hugging you as we speak.”

“That’s… that’s nice…” Nenetl avoided his gaze. “Then… then you know about…”

“Yes, I know about the child.” Father gently grabbed Nenetl’s hand and squeezed it tightly. The sudden contact of his bones against her flesh briefly unsettled my sister, but it wasn’t long before she squeezed back. “I do not condemn you for what happened, and neither does your mother. Know that I am here for you.”

“That…” Nenetl exhaled, though I sensed no relief in her voice. “That’s good.”

“No words can wash away her shame,” the wind taunted us. Mother winced at these words, yet didn’t dare to speak up.

“Can you tell us anything useful about Paititi, or are you just here to gloat?” I snapped back at the wind.

“There is no wind that blows in a mountain’s heart.”

I grunted and cast the Doll to close the window. Either the Yaotzin’s reach didn’t extend to Paititi, or Inkarri had found ways to protect its secrets from it. Whatever the case, this session had been a waste of our valuable time.

Once again, Nenetl thought she was to blame. “I’m sorry, Iztac. I’m not good at sorcery.”

“Far from it,” Mother replied. “You already have better control over your animal transformation than I did at your age.”

Nenetl’s aptitude with her wolf transformation especially stood out in that she lacked any divine embers. All totems expressed themselves differently, but the mere fact that she could at least sense the Yaotzin when it didn’t wish to speak to her showed that my sister had strong sorcerous potential.

“Perhaps we should focus on more physical-oriented spells like the Doll,” I suggested. “Or kinder winds like the one fueling the Cloak spell.”

“I thought the same,” Mother replied. “The wolf is a warrior totem, powerful and willful, more in tune with the moon than the wind. Her strengths differ from ours and should be nurtured differently.”

My sister’s scowl turned into a sly smile, much to my confusion. “What is it, Nenetl?”

“No, it’s just…” Nenetl let out a small chuckle. “You and Mother are so very much alike. You’re both so studious and ambitious.”

Both Mother and I froze in our seats in near-perfect synchronicity, which, as much as I wanted to deny Nenetl’s remark, probably served to illustrate her point. I even detected a glint of amusement in Father’s eyes.

I’d inherited more than magic from Mother. I couldn’t deny it, not after all the crimes I’d committed. While her cowardice shamed me, we shared the same ambition, inquisitive spirit, and hunger for knowledge. We’d both shed much blood in the name of our ideals and convenience. I liked to think that Father’s kindness inspired a bravery in me which Mother lacked, but in the end she too fought for her kin in my darkest hour.

“I’m just glad to see you all here today,” Nenetl said. As usual, she wore her heart on her sleeve. “I know this is still… very awkward for everyone… but it’s…” She smiled warmly. “This is good. This is nice.”

“You should teach me this tumi game I keep hearing about, Nenetl,” Father added with kind enthusiasm. “I admit I am no good when it comes to magic, but being dead gave me plenty of time to practice board games.”

“There is no time for games, Itzili,” Mother argued. “Our… our daughter”—merely saying the word seemed to unsettle her, as if her very spirit still struggled to accept that she was back in her life—“needs to learn how to defend herself.”

“And she will, but family time serves its purpose too,” Father argued calmly. “There are other sources of power than magic, Ichtaca. You should know that by now.”

Mother scowled and looked about to argue further, but Father’s words did give her pause. Did she finally realize it too? That all of my magic wouldn’t have been enough to defeat Sugey and save her without all the allies we gathered? This was the power which Lord Quetzalcoatl valued above any other spell.

“It’s been a long time since I have played tumi either,” I mused. “I recall that you can play the game with more than two players?”

“You can have up to seven,” Nenetl confirmed with a nod. “We could invite the others for a game another time.”

“I wouldn’t mind, but I would prefer to stick with the four of us for now,” I replied. I suspected having the likes of Mother and Necahual at the same table would be a recipe for resentment and disaster. “What do you say, Mother?”

Mother’s scowl deepened further. She met my gaze and then Nenetl, her shoulders crumpling down like ancient hills. A short silence followed, broken by three words hardly more audible than a whisper.

“I am sorry,” she said.

How strange. Mother spoke those words so quietly, and yet I heard them more clearly than the boom of thunder; perhaps I’d always waited to hear them, but never expected to.

“I am sorry for leaving…” Mother caught herself, though it clearly pained her to do so. “For abandoning you. All of you.”

Nenetl looked forlorn. “Mother, that wasn’t your fault⁠—”

“No, Nenetl, it was. I… I could have fought more.” Mother looked away in genuine shame. “Watching young Astrid with her sister, and Necahual with her daughter… Both made my stomach ache with envy. I thought that once I’d accumulated enough power, I could get all of you back… but there is no spell that can turn back time. I see that now.”

“It is not too late, my love,” Father comforted her, his bony hand squeezing her own. “You can still be part of their lives.”

“Yes, of course,” Nenetl replied with a warm smile. “I… I would like that very much.“

“I told you to stay back then,” I reminded Mother. In spite of everything she did, I still wanted her in my life. “It is not too late, for either of us.”

I had to believe that, for all of our sakes.

“I…” Mother gulped, the confident sorceress she portrayed herself as nowhere to be seen. Her tongue clicked in her mouth until she found the courage to smile back with all the uneasiness of someone who had no idea how to proceed. “I… I would like to play a game too, yes.”

This was a good start.
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Nenetl turned out to have inherited more than her kindness from Father, as he was the one who handily won their game.

I acquainted myself well with the game and ended up in third place, behind my sister and ahead of my mother. I had half expected Ichtaca to throw a fit upon finishing last considering how badly she took any failure, but she seemed to have enjoyed herself enough to smile thinly once she finally reached the finish line.

“It was fun,” I said once Nenetl eventually called it for the night and left me alone with my parents, alive and dead. I welcomed that break after the tension of the last few days.

Mother usually would have followed up that sentence by calling the game a waste of time once, but she surprised me once again. “It was… pleasant,” she said, sounding almost taken aback by her own words. “It was pleasant.”

“I do hope we can do that again soon,” Father agreed.

“I am tired, however, and shall retire to my quarters.” Mother met my gaze. “Will we see you on the other side, my son?”

“I doubt it,” I replied. I was nowhere near tired enough to sleep soundly, and no spell would lull me to slumber. My vitality had grown so potent that I could shrug off even Necahual’s sleeping draughts. “I will see what I can do.”

“I’ll… do the same.” Mother hesitated an instant before glancing at Father next. “Itzili, could you give us a moment?”

“Yes, of course,” Father replied softly. If anything, he sounded pleased Mother and I were making headway in mending our relationship. “I bid thee goodnight, my son.”

“As well, Father,” I replied. How odd. Even when watching my father’s skeleton shamble away to his chambers, this entire evening had felt so normal, so… pleasantly mundane. I struggled to recall a time when I had last experienced something like this.

When Mother and I were alone at last, she faced me with her arms crossed, her teeth biting her lips in hesitation. I stared back at her until I grew sick of the silence.

“Do you see what you cast away now?” I said with perhaps a bit more venom than I expected.

“You don’t need to rub it in, my son,” Mother snapped back, her back stiffening. “I’m… I’m aware.”

I was tempted to remind her she could have realized that years earlier without nearly sacrificing Father to the Lords of Terror, but I kept my mouth shut. For all of her faults, Mother was finally trying to become a better person. Pushing her too hard might cause her to relapse and snap back into her bad behavior. I wanted to help her improve, but it was difficult for me to see past all the lies, abandonment, and manipulations that led us here in the first place.

“I’m… I’m sorry,” I apologized. “I didn’t mean to sound so aggressive.”

“Why?” Mother looked away. “I deserve it.”

I didn’t know how to answer that, because honestly, she did.

How did Father manage to always stay so supportive?

“What I asked earlier, about allowing your father to use the Ride spell on you…” Mother shook her head. “You can forget it.”

That took me aback. “Why?”

“I made that demand because I wanted to feel my husband’s warmth through you. I wanted to feel loved, but”—Mother’s expression darkened into a deep scowl of sorrow—“it wouldn’t be the same.”

I stared at her for an instant, hesitated, and then broke the awkward silence with a hug.

I couldn’t quite explain what passed through my mind. Part of me wanted to reach out to her in spite of our past, or I couldn’t help but feel some empathy for her sorrow and guilt. Whatever the case, it was clumsy on both of our ends because we were so unused to it.

I could sense the fear of rejection in Mother’s trembling fingers touching my back, the weakness in her arms, the lack of resistance when I pulled her close, the softness of her breath. She thought I would let her go anytime soon. Only when I refused to release her did she squeeze me back.

She’s warm. The thought first crossed my mind like a stray thought, but it soon echoed in my head stronger than before. She’s warm.

And I felt so cold all of a sudden.

She tried to awkwardly let go of me, her hands moving from my back to my chest, but I didn’t release my grip. I looked at her confused face, my eyes glancing down her lips and below. I suddenly noticed a startling detail I never paid too much attention to before.

My mother had such a lovely neck.

Her veins contrasted faintly with her pale skin. She was still young, healthy… warm, with blood that shone with sunlight. I glanced down at her exposed neckline above her breasts, at the clear opening.

“What is it, Iztac…” Mother’s breath had grown shorter. “Iztac?”

I couldn’t stop staring at her neck. The way her veins pulsed thick and thin beneath her skin, so close I could hear her heartbeat. I was entranced by that sound, like a lure I couldn’t resist.

I leaned a little bit closer to better focus on it until my lips pressed against her vein. I felt a shiver coursing through Mother’s skin and heard a soft gasp in my ear. Her fingers gripped my shoulders a bit tighter than before, trying to push me back⁠—

“What are you doing, my son?”

The dread in her voice jolted me out of my trance. I pulled away from Mother’s neckline, and I suddenly realized that my hands were holding her shoulders in a predatory grip. My tongue was dry in my mouth from a thirst I couldn’t describe.

I immediately let go of Mother. She stared at me with fear in her gaze and a hint of shame at letting things get that far; though her palpable unease paled compared to mine.

“I…” I would have gulped if my mouth wasn’t dryer than a desert. “I didn’t mean⁠—”

“You should rest,” Mother cut in, pulling her robes up to better cover her neckline. “I… I will see you tomorrow.”

She left in a hurry, leaving me alone with the unearthly cold coursing through me. I glanced at my shadow to find it far too dark and impenetrable for what the lighting would allow. I had finally managed to make progress with my mother, and I ruined it.

I hated it. I hated that compulsion, that sensation that my thoughts could stop being my own at any point, that I had escaped the Nightlords only to fall back into an even more insidious trap.

Worst of all, I still thirsted for blood.

I refused to indulge in it. Not only did the thought of becoming another bloodsucker—the very thing I hated most—disgust me to my core, but I feared I would gain a taste for it. I wouldn’t allow myself to succumb to the First Emperor’s will.

What would it take to stave off the thirst before I did something I would regret? More embers would help, but I suspected Lord Quetzalcoatl wouldn’t bless me anytime soon.

I need warm flesh against my skin, I thought while returning to my bedchambers. Eztli helped me stave off the thirst with Seidr, so another session ought to suffice for the night; maybe more than one. What’s this?

I heard a harp song coming from my bedchambers, slow and enticing. I walked inside to find Astrid playing the harp in a corner, and her sister lying on my bed waiting for me.

“I was wondering when my lord would come,” Ingrid said, her lengthening hair tied into a braid falling off the side of her neckline. “I hope we do not intrude.”

She was naked.

Well, almost. While she wore neither clothes nor jewels, runic symbols were drawn with paint along her thighs, belly, and forehead. I immediately recognized a few of the inscriptions her mother, Sigrun, used to hide from view to practice Seidr rituals. Others were new to me.

“You never do, Ingrid,” I reassured her, my frozen blood stirring with desire. What an impeccable sense of timing. “Astrid, would you kindly leave us?”

“Yes, Your Majesty,” the young girl said with a shy bow before excusing herself. As much as I missed the music, she was a bit too young to see what would unfold. I did catch a glimpse of her reddening cheeks on her way out.

“My sister told me she hoped to marry my lord too once she flowered,” Ingrid said when I began to undress. “She has had a small crush on you since the hunt.”

“It will fade away with time, once she grows older and wiser,” I replied as I joined Ingrid in the bed. Astrid was many years too young for me to entertain any idea about her, though I had no doubt she would grow into a fine and lovely young woman. “Besides, I respect you too much to make a move on her.”

“A thought crossed my mind earlier.” Ingrid rested her head on her hand. “When Astrid told me about her crush, I realized I never considered living long enough to see my sister reach adulthood. I always thought one of us would die long before that time…” A look of sorrow passed on her face. “I believed Mother would outlive us all.”

My jaw clenched, the memory of my time with Sigrun flashing in my mind as well as the creature haunting me in the Underworld that resulted from that union. “I’m sorry I could not save her.”

“I do not blame you,” she reassured me. “You made it possible for me to dream about the future, Iztac. You’ve given me hope.” Ingrid’s hand played with her braid. “I know I will never be enough for you on my own, and I have accepted that.”

“Ingrid—”

“That is fine, Iztac,” she cut in. “I have come to terms with it. Being a future god’s consort is already a higher honor than I deserve.”

“You are no slave of mine,” I reminded her. Once I had killed Iztacoatl, she would be free from both men and vampires alike.

“I know.” Her hands gently reached out to my shoulders and pulled me closer. “But I belong to you all the same.”

I moved to kiss her on the lips, my chest pressed against her own while my hands roamed her waist. The sensation of her pulse coursing beneath her skin only heightened my desire for her.

The thirst isn’t as strong this time, I noticed. My mind remained clear. It was the sunlight in Mother’s blood that I craved, the essence of a dead sun. Maybe I can contain it so long as we aren’t in the same room for long…

“What are these markings?” I questioned Ingrid once I broke our kiss. I trailed along the runes on her skin with my finger. “I don’t recognize them all.”

“Runes for Seidr rituals,” Ingrid replied. “I have studied my mother’s rune-coded notes for a long time to put them into practice, but I was afraid the Nightlords would notice should I use this knowledge in public.”

“Wise.” Seidr had been one of my few secret weapons in the fight against vampires. Alerting the Nightlords of this magic’s existence would have been a crippling blow. “What do they do?”

“The one on my forehead represents knowledge and should improve memory transfer. My mother used it to pry secrets from emperors when they slept together, while I would like to share with you my knowledge of the Sapa language.” Ingrid moved my hand to the runes on her belly. “This one represents communion and should improve lifeforce transfer between us.”

“Lifeforce transfer?” My eyes widened in slight surprise. “You want to give me yours?”

Ingrid nodded sharply. “I am no practitioner of your secret arts, but I would assume that much like a man must rest after the effort, your power draws from a finite reserve that must be replenished.”

As always, her intelligence and wits never failed to amaze me. She had managed to pick up on some of my issues with only her observations and second-hand information.

“We call it Teyolia,” I replied with a frown. “Are you certain, Ingrid? This is no small matter, and my hunger is strong.”

“My lord is kind, but I am certain.” Ingrid smiled warmly at me, her hands trailing against my cheeks. “While I cannot fly nor unleash lightning from my fingers, I would like to assist my lord in any way I can.”

“I would grant you this power too if I could,” I said. I couldn’t claim Ingrid as a Mometzcopinque so long as Iztacoatl held Ingrid’s soul in bondage. “Although it would come with a cost.”

“I know,” Ingrid replied softly. “I would pay it nonetheless.”

There was no hesitation in her voice, no empty flattery, only the confidence of a strong-willed woman who knew exactly what she wanted. Her faith and trust in me warmed my heart.

After a moment’s hesitation, I cast the Doll spell and summoned hands of shadows. Ingrid briefly blinked in surprise as they moved to grab her breasts and fondle them. As for my hands of flesh, one of them moved behind Ingrid’s head to better press her face against mine; the other meanwhile slipped between her thighs and pleasured her womanhood.

“Is this good?” I asked Ingrid. This was my first time using the Doll spell this way.

“Yes,” Ingrid replied with a gasp of pleasure. “Yes, it is.”

Her moans brought a smile to my face. I began to pleasure her through multiple fronts with a dozen hands, pinching her nipples, fingering her womanhood, caressing her ass and cheeks while my lips ardently kissed their way down her neck. Ingrid gasped as she kissed and caressed me back, her fingers setting my skin ablaze with desire.

Once she was properly primed for our lovemaking, her hands hungrily grabbed my ass and pushed me down all of a sudden. I slipped my manhood inside her like a finger in a glove, her arms coiling around my back. The runes sharpened on her skin as the Seidr connection formed between us became stronger than ever before.

Ingrid was right, the runes did improve the flow of our Teyolias. I gained a greater awareness of the life coursing in her veins. I sensed twin fires swirling in the oven of her belly, growing brighter with each passing instant.

“You are pregnant,” I muttered in between thrusts and whispers. “With twins.”

“Yes,” she replied softly. “I was never supposed to. The plan was for Mother to bear your heir and secure her place, while I remained”—Ingrid struggled to find a term in between two gasps—“appealing.”

“Your mother didn’t know me well enough.” I caressed her belly with my hand, a shiver of pleasure and pride coursing through me. “I’ve never found you more arousing.”

My words seemed to trigger something in Ingrid. Her womanhood tightened around my manhood with immense pressure while her arms and legs closed around my back in an unbreakable grip. Her blissful moans following each of my thrusts only heightened my own arousal.

Memories and strength flooded into me. The meaning of Sapa words I didn’t understand before became clear to me, and the otherworldly chill encroaching on my soul receded. Ingrid gave me life and knowledge, and I gave her pleasure.

And then she grew colder than ice.

The shift was so brutal and sudden it immediately jolted me out of the throes of my rising orgasm. My manhood felt as if it had been dipped in cold water. The nails sinking into my chest sharpened into claws, and the legs coiling around my ass became a prison. A potent stench of blood and rot filled my nostrils instead of sweet perfume.

I blinked to find the room around me changed from comfortable bedchambers to a stone-cold crypt underground and then looked down to find a face other than Ingrid’s staring at me. My entire body shuddered with revulsion at the sight of black hair, pallid skin paler than milk, and golden eyes glittering with shades of red.

“What’s wrong, songbird?” Iztacoatl asked me with a mocking grin. “You don’t like my new look?”

The White Snake had caught me in a trap. I was on her, in her, facing a smile that inspired only disgust.

I instinctively tried to pull back, to recoil away, to pull out, but she only tightened her grip on me with inhuman strength. She pressed my body against her own and her lips against mine.

I immediately struggled against the urge to vomit. Eztli always took care of feeding on blood before our lovemaking back when she suffered from the vampire’s curse so that she would at least feel tepid to my touch. Either Iztacoatl didn’t bother to do the same, or no amount of blood could warm up a Nightlord’s skin. Her lips were frostier than ice, and her skin drained the very warmth from my body. I felt like I was making love to a corpse.

And worst of all, I could still finish.

My own body betrayed me at this moment, my vision going white from the orgasm. Iztacoatl freed her lips from mine and moaned in pleasure as my seed entered her. Steam rose from her tightening womanhood, but whatever pain my sunlight inflicted on the White Snake paled before the pleasure humiliating me provided her.

I had no idea how long it took until I finally spent myself, but I wished with all my heart I’d finished sooner. My body didn’t relax in the slightest once we were done, and only vivid shame passed over me instead of pleasure. All I could think of was Iztacoatl’s vile smirk of triumph.

This can’t be real, I thought in alarm and disbelief. This felt real—her body was solid to the touch and the room around us was vividly detailed—but I knew deep within my heart that this was an illusion. This is all in my head. She must be using Ingrid’s curse to connect with⁠—

“I must say I am quite disappointed. After all the exercise we gave you, I would have expected your manhood to be longer and thicker.” Iztacoatl glanced at the spot where our bodies were joined with amusement. “Did dipping it in your sister’s flesh shrivel it up?”

The taunt filled me with rage, and my hand gripped her throat. This only caused Iztacoalt’s smirk to widen further.

I immediately realized my mistake. If this was an illusion, a mental projection, then I might have been strangling Ingrid right now.

“Did you really think you could escape us?” Iztacoatl taunted me in between fits of laughter. “That any of you could escape us?”

I couldn’t harm her. Not with violence, not when Ingrid might be at risk.

So I instead leaned closer and whispered in her ear.

“Your sister died screaming,” I said, very calmly. “She still is where I sent her.”

Iztacoatl’s smirk turned into a snarl of hatred. “Don’t you dare⁠—”

“I killed Sugey at her best, so what makes you think a coward like you stands a chance, Iztacoatl?” Uttering her name sounded like a death curse in my mouth. “Even now, you only dare to show yourself in my presence through another. I am not escaping you, quite the opposite.”

I activated the Gaze so she could see the sunlight she so feared shining in my eyes. I sensed her fear as she tried to pull back from the connection she had established, dreading the fire of my soul.

“Your death will be a tragedy.” I gripped her essence, delighting in her dread. “And I will be setting the stage.”

I saw a flash and then felt the warmth of Ingrid’s skin against mine.

My reality shifted back to my bedroom, to the sight of Ingrid’s beautiful face staring back at me with an empty look in her eyes, to the sensation of her soft breath pushing on my lips. I immediately used the Gaze to confirm this was no last-minute illusion and that I had indeed returned to reality.

“Ingrid…” I whispered upon cancelling my spells. She had no mark around her neck, so I didn’t think I had strangled her or that she experienced the same thing I did… but from the look on her face, she had experienced a mental violation too.

Ingrid gulped and hugged me, her head burying itself in my shoulder. I squeezed back with all of my strength and affection, gently caressing her under the bed sheet. It helped her calm down, but not enough.

“I felt her,” Ingrid whispered against my shoulder. “I felt her in my soul, reaching out to you.”

My jaw clenched in frustration. I knew Iztacoatl’s game. This mental attack had been a reminder that she still owned us; that she could deny us intimacy at any point, that she could soil the most sacred of acts into a vile violation. I would fear returning to that cold crypt every time I took Ingrid to bed.

I wouldn’t be able to practice Seidr with Ingrid while Iztacoatl lived either. If she could infiltrate the mental connection we formed during our embrace, then she risked uncovering information best kept to ourselves.

“I have a plan,” I said with all the strength of my hatred, “to cut off the snake’s head.”

Ingrid tensed as she let go of me, her eyes locking with mine. “My lord?”

“There is something you must know about your family. About your brother, Fjor.” I gathered my breath as I broke the news. “He is… he is one of them.”

Ingrid held my gaze without a word, her lips twisting into a scowl.

“You are not surprised,” I said.

“I’ve suspected it for some time,” Ingrid admitted, her voice brimming with sorrow. “My mother always knew things she shouldn’t, and I often sensed my brother’s presence around me at night. Considering that all Nightkin are male and that princes were all taken once they reached a certain age… the truth wasn’t difficult to grasp.”

It said something about all the horrors Ingrid had encountered that the knowledge her brother had become an abomination barely fazed her anymore. Nonetheless, I did detect a spark of hope in her gaze.

“Is there any hope for him?” she asked me. “If Eztli could be cured⁠—”

“What happened to her was a special case.” As much as it cost me, I couldn’t give her false hope. The soul transfer could only unfold thanks to multiple unique factors like the Nightlords’ ritual and a Skinwalker’s contribution, none of which we could replicate with Ingrid’s sibling. “I am not certain we could save Fjor the same way, at least not yet. Perhaps the First Emperor’s codices will provide an alternative.”

Ingrid’s jaw clenched in disappointment. “But I should not expect a miracle.”

I shook my head. “I am sorry.”

“My lord has nothing to apologize for. I have considered my brother dead for many years.” Ingrid studied my expression. “How would he factor in my lord’s plan to kill the White Snake?”

“Your brother has unknowingly consumed a piece of me, which created a bond between us.” Even now I could feel the connection with my Legion spell in the back of my mind. “It was Iztacoatl who first turned him into a vampire, and we’ve seen with Sugey that a Nightlord’s connection to her brood is so strong that they can drain their blood at will.”

“My lord intends to use this connection to harm the White Snake.” Ingrid blinked in understanding. “And since Astrid and I share a bloodline, you believe we can help you strengthen it.”

“Yes, that is why I didn’t want to breach the subject while Astrid remained out of our reach.” I gathered my breath. I’d dreaded this discussion for a very long time. “I understand you might have misgivings about this plan, so I wanted to discuss it with you first.”

I knew this would be a difficult proposal for Ingrid. Not only did it risk putting her siblings in danger, but success all but guaranteed her brother’s demise since a Nightkin couldn’t outlive their creator.

Ingrid pondered my words for a moment before asking me a question. “My brother… Did he participate?” Her expression darkened. “In the hunt?”

“Yes,” I confirmed. The mere memory of that awful hunt where we had to protect Astrid from rape and murder still haunted me. “He tried to keep your sister away from Iztacoatl. She punished him harshly for it.”

“So he risked his unlife to protect Astrid in spite of the risks.” Ingrid nodded to herself, her scowl lessening. “We always put family above everything else.” She pondered my plan for a while before fishing for more details. “Would this ritual of yours kill Iztacoatl?”

“I’m not sure.” Sugey had shown enough resilience to survive under sunlight for an extended period of time, so I suspected her sisters could endure much punishment. “It should at least weaken her.”

“In which case, we’ll need to lure her into a vulnerable position.” Ingrid squinted at me. “I assume that Zyanya will play a role in this?”

“Yes. Iztacoatl sent her to spy on me, but I’ve subverted her allegiance.” Although I wasn’t as confident in Lady Zyanya’s loyalty as I was in Ingrid’s, I trusted her ambition. I had more to give as well. “We could use her to feed the snake false information and lure her into a trap.”

After what happened tonight, I suspected Iztacoatl would only grow more obsessed with killing me herself. I had killed two of her sisters, made a fool of her, and threatened her with death. She would not rest until she had crushed me to soothe her ego, and this would prove her downfall.

Ingrid nodded and thought over my proposal for a moment. Part of me expected her to refuse risking her siblings’ lives, but Ingrid was nothing if not pragmatic. I hoped she would understand that while I wouldn’t proceed without her say, our options were limited and our time was running short.

“The White Snake will try to use my brother against us,” Ingrid warned me. “He didn’t deserve this, Iztac.”

“Few do.” The memory of that revenant haunting me in the Underworld flashed into my mind. I dared not tell Ingrid that the Nightlords had murdered another sibling of hers.

“I am with you, my lord.” My consort’s hands tightened into fists, her expression contorted with a fury that echoed my own. “I want Iztacoatl dead. I want her dead for murdering my mother, corrupting my brother, and what she put my sister through.”

“Are you certain?” There could be no wavering should we proceed with this ritual.

“I want to save my brother, if possible.” Ingrid took a deep breath to calm herself down. “However… If not, then I know he would tell us to go through with it. He would rather protect our family, and neither Astrid nor I will find peace so long as the White Snake survives.”

And neither would the world.


5
THE SMILING DEAD


Widowhood suited Lady Zyanya well.

Twice had I indirectly killed her husband, both brothers. The first, Tlazohtzin, was an innocent whom I set to take the fall for the disastrous New Fire Ceremony and the chaos that followed; the second, Tlaxcala, was an inept opportunist whom I exploited for political gain and then cuckolded in public. The former died tortured by the red-eyed priests in the Nightlords’ service, and the latter had apparently been devoured alive by undead raised from their slumber during the First Emperor’s latest tantrum.

The bizarre irony of it all wasn’t lost on me.

What is it about the fates of brothers mirroring each other? I pondered as Ingrid and I invited Lady Zyanya into our quarters. From the First Emperor and his brother to Lord Quetzalcoatl and Tezcatlipoca, it seemed in the nature of siblings to meet opposite fortunes in life and death. Is it Fate’s way of playing jokes on families? This pattern feels a bit too frequent to me.

Perhaps I was imagining things based on my own limited experience, but I had grown a bit too familiar with the cruel workings of destiny to discount the possibility.

“My condolences for your loss, Lady Zyanya,” Ingrid said once we received her clothed as an emperor and his lawful consort. “Your kind husband’s death diminishes us all.”

“You are very kind, Lady Ingrid, but we both know that would be a lie.” Zyanya placed her hands on her belly. “Thankfully, he had the sense to settle his inheritance before his departure.”

I couldn’t help but scoff at her moxie, since we all knew that the child was mine. “Did he now?”

“I must say, I am hesitating about the filiation. I would rather be known as a god’s mistress than a fool’s widow.” Zyanya met my gaze and seductively adjusted her posture. “My only wish is to serve Your Divine Majesty in any way I can.”

I was starting to wonder if Tlaxcala had indeed perished at the hands of the undead, or if his demise had been helped along. I had only received second-hand accounts of the event, and in the chaos that followed the Flower War, it would have been easy for Zyanya to dispose of her fool of a husband, especially once he had outlived his usefulness to her.

Whatever the case, I knew Zyanya to be an ambitious and cunning social climber. She had allied with me in the hopes of being recognized as ruler of Zachilaa and inheriting all of Tlaxcala’s assets, but that was before I had bested a Nightlord in battle, declared myself the Fear of the Gods, and showcased the true extent of my sorcerous power. If she was willing to abandon the charade we agreed upon of passing off my child as Tlaxcala’s in favor of proudly advertising its paternity, then she had taken to seeing this affiliation as a greater source of honor and wealth.

Zyanya saw me as her stairway to power and eternity.

I now had to ensure she wouldn’t look away toward a less savory alternative.

“I duly reward those who serve me well, and you have fulfilled your duties admirably so far,” I replied. “Nonetheless, I require more from you.”

“I can guess Your Divine Majesty’s demand. You wish me to lure the White Snake to her doom so that you may crush her as you did her sister.” Zyanya didn’t look surprised in the slightest. “It is quite the tall order, but I believe I can fulfill this request… with some assistance.”

“How so?” Ingrid asked with skepticism.

“As I’ve informed Your Majesty, the White Snake asked me to spy on you and report any sign of treachery,” Zyanya replied. “To do so, I have been taught a secret rite that will let me summon one of her servants at my current location. I was warned to only do so sparingly, as the act of calling a messenger for nothing would carry a tremendous penalty.”

“A messenger?” I asked, my jaw tightening. I cast the Gaze and wove it under a Veil so Zyanya wouldn’t notice it. “You didn’t tell me about this earlier.”

“And for that, I offer you my most sincere apologies.” Zyanya bowed in what could pass for genuine contrition, though I sensed no remorse for the deception. In fact, she let out a small cloud of lies through her teeth. “Your Majesty must understand that I wasn’t sure if they would prove capable of following through with your promises until recently. We live in a world of liars and deceivers, after all.”

A polite way to say she didn’t know whether or not I was worth betting on until I slew Sugey. I couldn’t entirely blame her for her caution considering the Nigthlords’ cruelty, but this sharply reminded me that she would always remain an opportunist rather than a believer.

“Explain the rite to me,” I ordered.

“I was told to shed my blood with a ruby-bladed knife given to me for this purpose, form a circle with it, and then call upon the Night’s Herald,” Zyanya explained. “What form this herald will take, I do not know, nor how they will carry the message to the White Snake.”

My Gaze detected no lie in her words here. I’d never heard of the Night’s Herald, but I assumed it was some sort of vampiric familiar. “Can you call it more than once?”

“I wasn’t told anything that would imply otherwise,” Zyanya replied politely. “Not having reported anything on Your Majesty, I obviously could not check.”

“I am surprised to hear this,” Ingrid said with a smile that did not reach the eyes. “Surely you must have had plenty of things to report.”

“You wound me, Lady Ingrid,” Zyanya lied through her teeth. “I must say I was often tempted, but patience is a virtue, and the White Snake is not known for rewarding faithful service. I thought it wiser to wait.”

The Nightlords’ tyrannical insistence that rewarding loyalty was a mortal proof of weakness would again prove their undoing. The White Snake had bitten too many hands for would-be traitors to embrace her fangs lightly.

I pondered my options. However much I’d angered and shamed her, I couldn’t imagine Iztacoatl abandoning all caution. She would take any information Zyanya fed her with a pinch of salt and seek to validate it through other means. Dangling too good of a prize too early would cause her to grow suspicious and back off.

Moreover, killing Iztacoatl—already a tall order—would only further loosen the seal keeping the First Emperor at bay. Having barely managed to defeat Sugey with heavy assistance and circumstantial advantages, I knew better than anyone that I had no chance in my current state against the Nightlords’ dreadful sire. We needed to find a way to contain him before we exterminated his vile brood.

I couldn’t afford any missteps there.

“Here is what you will do, Zyanya,” I decided. “There will be moments when you are left unattended and unsupervised as we march on the Sapa. During these precious occasions, you will call the Night’s Herald and feed it key information about our movements. You will behave as if you had betrayed me and with the same caution.”

“I assume Lady Ingrid will curate what I must say?”

“Of course,” I replied mirthfully. “However, you will not do so for free. Considering the danger you are now in, whatever the White Snake might have promised you will prove insufficient. You will ask for more in return for further service.”

Zyanya gave me a bemused smile. “It is a dangerous game to extract concessions from a blackmailed snake.”

“But she will distrust someone so eager to sell out a god for free.” I knew Iztacoatl. She was a coward with a keen understanding of human nature who would see Zyanya as the opportunist she was. Having my spy feign reluctance and demand greater reward when she was in a position of strength would sound more believable to her ears than empty fanaticism. “Do not sell your assistance cheaply.”

“And if she makes me an offer I cannot refuse?” Zyanya asked with an insolent look. “One greater than what Your Majesty offered?”

That’s the spirit. “Then remember that I will always have more to give.”

Lady Zyanya studied my expression for a moment, her gaze sharper than swords. “I have seen the way Lady Necahual and Lady Lahun flew on jet-black wings, calling upon fire and lightning,” she said. “Having observed both of them for a very long time, I am certain they never possessed such talents until they became His Majesty’s confidants. Am I to assume that this was a gift?”

I suppressed a scowl. I knew my concubines’ supernatural powers would raise questions. “As I said, loyalty and lawful service shall be rewarded.”

“I have no doubt.” Zyanya offered me a deep bow. “I will proceed with the plan at Your Majesty’s leisure.”

“I will come forward to you later with information to report,” Ingrid said calmly. “Until then, you are dismissed.”

I caught a slight scowl on Zyanya’s face, especially when I didn’t countermand Ingrid’s order. She excused herself with a huff of wounded pride.

“Was that wise?” I asked Ingrid once Zyanya had left. I wasn’t blind to my consort’s game. She had intentionally and subtly reminded my mistress that she still played second fiddle to my consorts.

“She is ambitious and cunning enough to seize what she wants,” Ingrid reminded me. “The less she takes a reward for granted, the harder she will work.”

“She will want to become a Mometzcopinque, and she fits the criteria for it.” I joined my hands and pondered the issue at hand. “Necahual said I would be a fool to do so, though. Turning her into a Mometzcopinque would bind her soul to me, but the Nightlords have proved that the process can be reversed. However much I trust Necahual and Lahun, Zyanya will gain a dagger pointed at my heart.”

“If anything, I believe that is exactly why my lord should take her.” Ingrid let out a small chuckle when I raised a puzzled eyebrow at her. “Nothing dulls the wits more than complacency, my lord. She will keep you sharp.”

I scoffed but gave it proper thought. Ingrid might have a point there. The First Emperor likely claimed his daughters as Mometzcopinques out of twisted affection and a belief that blood would prove thicker than water. I had seen through his memories that the thought they would betray him never crossed his mind until they actually did so. He had lowered his guard, and it cost him everything.

Having a known opportunist in my corner would force me never to take anything for granted. It would remind me of the danger and the lessons that had kept me alive so far; that no matter the power I accumulated, I was only ever one step away from death or betrayal. Zyanya might also serve as bait for potential enemies seeking to harm me. She would seem like the obvious weak link for schemers to approach.

It was an interesting approach; I couldn’t deny it. Not the one I would prefer, but one with its own advantages.

“How many more witches can my lord recruit?” Ingrid inquired.

“For now, none.” Well, technically I could claim more Mometzcopinques than I had embers, but it would tremendously diminish my power at a time when I needed all of it. “Potentially two more in the future.”

“In that case, there might be another candidate to consider,” Ingrid suggested. “I would put forward Lady Killa.”

“Manco’s empress?” She wasn’t exactly my first pick, but then again, none of my concubines fit the birth criteria to become Mometzcopinques anyway. Zyanya was the only potential candidate within reach. “What’s your reasoning?”

“It would grant my lord a great degree of control over the Sapa Empire’s elites, especially if you intend to guarantee a peaceful transition of power from the Mallquis,” Ingrid explained. “Blessing their empress with sorcery would not only legitimize your divine power in the eyes of many but also show that your intentions to mend the rift between our people are genuine.”

“It would cause a greater rift to form between her and Manco,” I pointed out. While I didn’t have to claim my Mometzcopinques as bedmates—Lahun and Necahual simply started as my concubines—having their empress tie herself so intimately to a foreign intruder would be equally scandalous. Manco would see it as a humiliation.

“Exactly,” Ingrid replied sharply. “Manco will never agree to reform the Sapa Empire in-depth because he derives all of his power and prestige from the current structure. As much as we need him as a figurehead for now, we would be better off slowly isolating and marginalizing him in favor of a better partner.”

Relying on Ayar Manco would eventually show its limits, true. I’d learned from our previous encounters that he was a true believer in his empire’s system, and I had the feeling he would never stop trying to keep it alive against all odds.

On the other hand, Killa remained the Sapa Empress. Tying her to my soul would present the same risks as with Zyanya, not to mention I wasn’t sure she was born on a date that would allow a Mometzcopinque transformation at all.

All in all, the thought of claiming either Zyanya or Killa as Mometzcopinque filled me with unease. I understood Ingrid’s point, but I wanted to become a better person more than anything else. I didn’t want my worst qualities to define the kind of divinity I risked turning into. Keeping a snake like Zyanya around for the sole purpose of sharpening my instincts risked luring me back down a path I wanted to step away from. I would rather have one Nenetl in my coven over a thousand Zyanyas.

Then again, which other candidates could I call upon? I wondered. There is still time to find alternatives, to think this through.

In the end, all of our best-laid plans risked faltering when confronted with the wall of reality. I had to see the situation in the Sapa capital with my own eyes before reaching a decision.

I had the feeling it would determine many things.
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I did not sleep that night, nor did I dream.

It occurred to me I hadn’t truly dreamed since I received my first taste of death on the day that followed the night of the Scarlet Moon. I had often faked sleep, engrossed myself in vengeful fantasies, and suffered through visions, but the door to the world of nightly phantasms had closed to me on the same night the gate to the Underworld opened up to my soul.

Whatever the case, my unearthly resilience wouldn’t allow me to fade into the Land of the Dead Suns yet. I thus spent the night reviewing the First Emperor’s codex long after Ingrid had retrieved it from its hiding place and then went to sleep.

While our documents covered the First Emperor’s trip down the Third Layer, I learned frustratingly little. The First Emperor had met Lord Quetzalcoatl the moment he entered this part of the Land of the Dead Suns. The Feathered Serpent had only grown cautious around would-be gods after Yohuachanca’s ascension and had first welcomed my divine predecessor as a visiting scholar. He had hosted his visitor for many days and listened to his stories of the world above before finally granting him the gift of his embers in support of his cause to defeat the vile Camazotz.

In short, the First Emperor had encountered none of the difficulties I now faced.

He did mention his brother by name, however.

“Tonatiuh,” I muttered to myself. “Tonatiuh the Sun-Born.”

It was a nice name and a direct Yohuachanca translation of the first Sapa Emperor’s title of Inti or Hunahpu. The sun to his brother’s moon.

The First Emperor didn’t mention his brother too often in his text, though he always used warm and affectionate terms when he did so. Tonatiuh was described as a brave warrior, though often too bold by half, who struggled to practice the magic his brother taught him. I had the feeling that Yohuachanca had been the most disciplined and scholarly minded of the two.

I noticed that his writing style had become rather erratic soon after Lord Quetzalcoatl entrusted him with his embers. The writing was looser, more distracted, with the author going on random and disturbing tangents about his beloved daughters and the hunger gnawing at his chest… Merely reading these lines sickened me.

Claiming the third set of embers had indeed proved to be the point of no return for the First Emperor. I had to solidify my divine image in the eyes of the people before then, or else I risked following in his footsteps.

We still had a large part of the codex left to translate, so I hoped to find more insight into the transformation there. I had yet to find any information on how to contain the First Emperor or restore the seal the Nightlords used to bind him either.

I was starting to suspect there would be no easy solution there.

I sensed my roving palace come to an abrupt stop. I barely had time to fold up the codex when Chikal entered my bedroom dressed for battle.

“Trouble?” I asked while Ingrid stirred out of her slumber.

“Mayhaps,” Chikal replied, a dark look on her face. “You should come see for yourself.”

I quickly cast my Ossuary Armor spell just in case and followed her outside on my roaming palace’s balcony. My small army had wandered up steep hills and mountain passes toward ever higher altitudes. We were now crossing a valley under the pale glow of the crimson moon, whose features reminded me of a baleful skull glaring down on the living below.

An imposing fortress of dry stone overlooked the pass we were on from atop a high plateau. However, that wasn’t the part that caught my eye. The stench of death and rot lured my gaze lower, to a crimson river of blood coursing through the mountains and the dam of the dead.

I wished it was a figure of speech, but I couldn’t think of a better description for the ghastly spectacle before me. Thousands upon thousands of bloated, pallid corpses had piled up in the river below in such large numbers that they choked the entire flow of water. Most were humans, but not all of them. I saw those llama beasts present in my menagerie, eagles, and even pumas among the pile, all joined in an unholy embrace.

All their eyes were blackened pits, their mouths oozed blood, and their flesh… Their flesh wasn’t so much as stitched together as joined harmoniously in a seamless brotherhood of the skin and fur. Human arms stuck out of a llama’s mouth, and walls of mouths grew out of spirals of folded wings. Many-faced pillars grew out of the pallid mass like the fingers of a grasping hand reaching for the sky.

The horror of this sight, however, paled before the noises carried by the wind.

I could hear the moans from here.

I sensed no soul left in this macabre landscape painting, no spark of life, yet enough humanity remained within those corpses for them to lament their state. The Age of Undeath crept upon us all.

“I don’t think the dead are in any state to attack us,” Chikal said. “The living, on the other hand…”

I forced myself to look away from this horror to the strong masonry walls overlooking the valley. Their thick stones were so close together, so tightly bound, that I doubted a needle could slip through them. Great bonfires burned atop two round towers standing behind them, though their glow struggled to repel the encroaching darkness. Other, smaller flames of torches danced atop the walls.

“What is this place?” I asked Chikal. The dead had no use for torches, so this fortress was still manned by living and breathing soldiers. “A Sapa citadel?”

“I’m told that the Sapa call their capital Hananpacha the Lion City. The tail is where the rivers supplying it with water meet, the body is its central plaza, and the legs are its temples and houses.” Chikal waved a hand at the fortress. “This is the head, Fort Saksay. The outer wall is only the first out of three defensive lines.”

“So taking it by force would be difficult.”

Chikal nodded sharply. “I have no doubt your sorcery would let us prevail, but we would be in for a long and grueling fight.”

“Can we bypass the fort any other way?”

“Not if we want to reach the capital, which Empress Killa insisted upon.” Chikal crossed her arms and proposed an alternative solution. “Ayar Manco’s loyalists still control the fort according to the messages that we intercepted. Since we keep him as a hostage, we can have him force them to stand down.”

“Send Ingrid and Empress Killa to negotiate our passage, then,” I said. Time to have our new ally put her hand where her mouth was. “I assume this river is one of those flowing into the capital?”

“Yes,” Chikal confirmed with a scowl. “I assume they had to throw the corpses in there out of fear of them rising up again. It must demoralize the soldiers to see their fallen comrades reduced to such a sorry state.”

So was I, especially since I contributed to these horrors when I slew Sugey. I couldn’t simply pass by and do nothing.

“Have our messengers inform the Sapa that I, Cizin, will purify their waters of the crawling dead as a token of goodwill,” I declared upon forming owl wings to carry me up with the wind. “The dead shall not haunt them anymore.”

Chikal nodded sharply and watched me fly away in the dark night. She probably thought it was a cynical attempt to curry favor with the Sapa people or a mere propaganda stunt. In truth, I was genuinely bothered and expected no reward.

This was my mess to clean up.

I flew toward the dam of the damned, its moans rising up in a whispering chorus at my approach. It only sickened me further. The vile mass of corpses welcomed my arrival, and the darkness followed in my footsteps. Only the glow of the sunlit flames swirling within my talons silenced them.

I intended to burn them all to a crisp, to free whatever embers of humanity remained trapped within this monstrous structure, when a disturbing pattern suddenly caught my attention. I hovered in place for a while, my eyes trailing along the mural of flesh and bones. Countless eyes and noses were stitched together by worms into two circles; pillars of bound faces rose in rows; walls of skin stretched on cheekbones of arms and legs. The more I looked at it, the more familiar it all seemed…

A terrible chill coursed through my veins as I recognized the dam for what it was.

A face.

“The flesh is bound, the spirit free,” the wind taunted me. “When you gaze into the dark, death smiles back at you.”

I rained a Blaze of fire from the sky and burned it all to ash.

I expected this mass of flesh to moan and scream in pain, but it did no such thing. The thousands-that-were-becoming-one instead burned in a dreadful silence broken only by the flap of my wings and the crackling of my hungry flames. The baleful glow of my heart-fire illuminated the darkness and continued to swirl and shine even as the flow of the river pierced through the dam of the dead. So much blood polluted it that I wondered if there was any water left.

“Clear,” I ordered with a Word of power.

The darkness briefly recoiled from this world as reality bent to my will. The blood cleared from the water, while the river carried away the ashes of the departed. When dawn began to rise beyond the mountains many hours later than it should have, nothing but dust and memories remained of that vile desecration of the natural order.

Nonetheless, the memory of the immense face glaring back at me remained etched into my mind. I thought that the First Emperor’s disasters were as aimless as they were malicious, the manifestation of his anger and all-consuming hatred of all that breathed and hoped. Perhaps they started this way, but this… this betrayed intentional and targeted destruction. The way the corpses congregated together was in no way random.

No. A dark will had directed their flow and assembled them like an architect used stones to raise a pyramid’s foundations, all in the service of a sinister goal. I knew that this face would have continued to grow had the nights lengthened and the dead been allowed to gather, expanding into a skull, then a neck, torso, and arms.

The First Emperor’s spirit was trying to fashion himself a body—a divine vessel shaped from the bloodless flesh and bones of his countless victims.

How many corpses would it take to raise such a monument to pain and misery?

And most importantly… How many nights would it take to complete it?


6
BRIGHTER THAN GOLD


True to her word, Killa secured us entrance into the Sapa capital. The generals manning Fort Saskay preferred to stand down rather than risk the death of their emperor, since, unlike me, Manco would only rise from the grave as a monster hungry for the blood of the living.

I feared we would have to keep my roaming palace outside the city’s outer walls, but the stone gates of Fort Saskay proved large enough to let it through. I knew for a fact that the Sapa Empire lacked beasts of burden rivaling our longnecks, so I supposed the sheer size of their citadel was meant to impress locals and visitors alike with its strength.

However, there remained the issue of our introduction. A large force remained to defend the capital on top of its vast population, and we would find ourselves outnumbered the moment we walked past the front gates. We had to secure more than just safe passage.

We needed to enter this city as friends of the population, not enemies. Ingrid predicted that anything short of that would result in a riot or an attack of some kind, which left us with one major option.

“I will not do it,” Ayar Manco said in the Sapa tongue.

I contained my annoyance as I stared at our captive. Ingrid and Empress Killa had immediately asked for a meeting upon returning from the fort, so I’d invited them, Manco, and my other consorts to discuss our plan in the council room. My consort and her Sapa counterpart had created a plan that ought to reassure the populace, defuse an armed conflict, and affirm our control over the capital.

Unfortunately, Ayar Manco didn’t sound interested in playing along.

“This is for the best, husband,” Empress Killa argued with him in the Sapa tongue, which I now understood. “Your brother will pay for his betrayal, and your throne will be secured.”

Ayar Manco sneered in disdain. “I will not be paraded like a puppet on a stage.”

You were already one, Manco, I thought while Ingrid proved more diplomatic. “You will return to your capital as an emperor passing justice on those who sought to usurp his throne with the blessing of the gods incarnate,” she answered in the Sapa language. “Your honor shall be preserved.”

“All they will see is a captive dancing to your master’s tune, woman,” Ayar Manco argued back. “You would have me betray our own ancestors and make an attack on the very foundations of our nation. I will not abide by it.”

“You are in no position to make any demands, Manco,” I replied sharply. Especially not when the alternative risked endangering countless thousands. “You will abide, or you will die.”

Both Ayar Manco and his wife suddenly froze in place, for I had addressed them in the Sapa tongue for the first time. I immediately followed their confusion by presenting a ghastlier alternative to this puppet emperor’s cooperation.

“One of my consorts is a Skinwalker, Manco,” I said in the Sapa tongue. “Do you know what Skinwalkers do?”

Ayar Manco clenched his jaw but kept his mouth shut. I took it as an invitation to teach him a lesson and turned to address Eztli in Yohuachancan.

“Can you show Lord Manco,” I said, stressing the lord part to remind the puppet emperor that I didn’t consider him my equal, “how to play a role?”

“But of course.” Eztli smiled and shapeshifted in front of the Sapa imperial couple, her hair and face rearranging into that of a man none of us recognized. Even her voice changed when she opened her mouth. “Must I sing as well?”

I glanced at Manco, who had paled slightly. The message had been sent.

“No, that will be enough,” I told Eztli in Yohuachancan and then switched to the Sapa language for the next two words. “For now.”

Eztli abandoned her fake skin like a snake shedding its scales, an action which unsettled both my guests and consorts. This neatly served to drive the point across.

“You seem to be under the misconception that I need you alive, Manco,” I said in the Sapa tongue so that his wife could understand my words. “You are mistaken. I only need your face, voice, and name. Everything else is…” I took a deep breath for emphasis. “Superfluous.”

“Are you threatening me?” Manco replied with an unwavering tone.

“Yes, I am,” I replied flatly. I had already given him far more leeway than a man in his position ought to deserve. “Do not mistake my mercy for weakness, Manco. You said yourself that a man’s value in your culture is determined by its utility to the state. If you are unable to prove yours, then you will be replaced by someone better suited for the role.”

The old me would have probably gone through with this plan first instead of any kinder option, but as much as I disliked Manco’s ideology, I didn’t think he deserved death. However much his indifference toward what happened to Aclla was condemnable, he remained little more than a puppet for the Mallquis. I would be happy to see him retire peacefully after stripping him of his power. Moreover, using a fake carried the risk of discovery in a magically inclined society. It wouldn’t suit us to have the likes of the Mallquis questioning our narrative.

So I would rather avoid murder if possible.

If.

Thankfully, Ayar Manco had come to fear me enough to take me at my word. He submitted with a nod. “Fine.”

“Wise,” I replied before dismissing him with a wave of my hand. “We will have you dressed as befitting your office.”

Ayar Manco left the room with what little dignity he had left. His wife lingered behind, however, her eyes squinting at me. “Why pretend not to speak the Sapa tongue when we first met, Emperor Iztac?”

“I was testing you,” I lied through my teeth, having only learned the language one night ago.

She marked a short pause before answering, “Did I pass?”

“True tests never end, Killa.” Uncertainty always had a way of gnawing at the soul and leaving us vulnerable. I knew that from experience. “Ingrid will see to your needs.”

The empress nodded quicker than her husband did, with Ingrid taking her outside to prepare for the ceremony. Nenetl shifted uncomfortably in her seat. “Is this truly necessary, Iztac?” she asked. “We’ll need to spill blood again.”

“We won’t,” Eztli replied with a shrug. “The blood will be on them.”

“It was the empress’s price for cooperating,” Chikal said. “Either we take some lives, or we’ll have to take them all. The situation is volatile enough as it is.”

I nodded sharply. The putrid face made of smiling corpses from earlier continued to haunt the back of my mind. We had to keep casualties to a minimum even if it meant making some compromises, as each death fueled the true enemy.

I’d learned from Killa one very important piece of information: namely, that much like Yohuachancans, the Sapa preferred to keep their dead intact since they venerated their ancestors. Whether they turned into Mallquis or not, families preserved mummified corpses as totems of good luck and protection.

This culture of respect, while admirable, likely put the Sapa in a difficult position when the First Emperor’s will drove the dead to attack the living and likely explained the dam of flesh blocking the river earlier. Since burning the dead was anathema and keeping them in the city presented the risk of them rising from their graves to devour the living, the people of the capital chose to dispose of the corpses by dumping them into the currents.

So not only would I have to justify how I burned them, but I would also need to convince the Sapa to follow my lead and do the same from now on. I failed to see how I could achieve that without their imperial leaders’ cooperation.

Nothing short of a memorable spectacle would do the trick.

Mother walked into my council room soon after. She had taken to wearing a small scarf now, partly because of the chilling cold of the mountains and mostly not to tempt my thirst. It saddened me to see that she thought she required that protection, though I couldn’t blame her. At least the thirst diminished in the sunlight where the First Emperor held no sway.

“They are gone,” she said.

“Are you sure?” I insisted. Empress Killa and Ingrid reported as much, but I struggled to believe it.

“The Mallquis have left the city,” Mother confirmed. “I cannot sense their foul presence maintaining the capital’s defensive spells. The wards themselves have been made so weak by the chaos you could easily tear them to shreds.”

Chikal crossed her arms. “This fits the information we intercepted, but still… to abandon the capital and leave it in the hands of living generals is a baffling move.”

“Perhaps the populace flushed them down the river with the other corpses?” Eztli suggested. “That, or our quick advance spooked them.”

“It’s possible,” I conceded. I had bested Inkarri, defied all odds, slain a Nightlord, and captured their emperor. Adding that to the plague of undead rising all across their lands, and the Mallquis could have credibly chosen to flee and regroup rather than face me unprepared. Funny how those who had kept death at bay the longest feared it the most. “However, I fear this is more of a tactical retreat than a rout.”

“I think so too,” Chikal said. “They have more than enough troops to retake the capital, while we lack the men to hold it. They can besiege us at their leisure.”

“That, or they went to Paititi,” Mother said with a deep frown. “The more sorcerers partake in a ritual, the higher its chances of success.”

I nodded sharply. That sounded like the most likely explanation to me. Whatever Inkarri was doing in Paititi required both immense magical resources and promised a great enough reward to entice the Mallquis to abandon their own capital. This meant that the ritual would have drastic consequences and that our foes believed it would turn the tide of the conflict.

We would have to give chase the moment we stabilized the capital.

Hananpacha lived up to its reputation.

The city wasn’t as large as Yohuachanca’s own capital—no other city in the living world came close to rivaling it in size—but large enough that tens of thousands, if not hundreds of thousands, called it home. A vast city stretched ahead of us once we passed Fort Saskay’s three sets of walls.

Chikal had called it the Lion City—I knew those animals were cousins of the jaguar with long blade-like teeth that preferred to live in caves; I think I spotted one in my menagerie once, and golden statues of the animal decorated some of Hananpacha—for its shape, and it indeed fit nicely. The crossing rivers where the Sapa dumped their corpses flowed from the south like a set of tails, while an immense marketplace rivaling that of our own back in the capital served as the center of everything. Great temples, pyramids, and palaces flanked streets in the west and east like the legs of a mighty beast. Every building was organized in four perfectly ordered districts that indicated a strong tradition of urban planning.

This infrastructure almost made the gold look like an afterthought.

I knew the Sapa to be a wealthy people whose ambassadors proudly displayed their riches as a show of strength, but I hadn’t properly understood the depths of their treasuries until I laid eyes on rows after rows of gilded monuments. Empress Killa informed us that each ruler of a Sapa tributary was under the obligation to build a house in the capital and live part of the year there, which I assumed were many of the great, many-storied palaces looming over smaller buildings like mountains over hills.

Not all houses’ facades were so opulent—though all of them were at least made of stone rather than wood or bricks, a rarity among settlements—but enough of them were coated in gold that the streets shone brightly under the sunlight. My longneck seemed to walk along a roadway of pure light.

However, I saw signs of conflict everywhere I looked. A large part of the western district had burned down, with stoneworks crumbling into ruins and the golden facade of many temples having melted off their walls. Soldiers patrolled every street corner, and the smell of blood hung in the air.

Many had gathered to see our procession, though fewer than I would have expected considering the city’s population. Hordes of Sapa soldiers escorted my roving palace and soldiers across the grand plaza under the watch of thousands of civilians. Many whispered and pointed at my longneck rather than Ayar Manco and his empress, who waved at them from the balcony. Such great beasts like mine were unheard of in the Sapa mountains, while I guessed the population had seen many emperors travel across its streets; whatever the case, there was little to no applause to welcome us. We were welcomed with caution and suspicion rather than acclaim.

These people were no fools. They had taken heavy losses and feared the change in the air.

Nonetheless, I detected no outright hostility from them. I had the feeling that most of them had no idea who I or my armies were, the same way the people of Yohuachanca’s capital wouldn’t have been able to identify a Sapa delegation at first sight. Many miles separated Hananpacha from the border, let alone the heart of Yohuachanca. The Flower War was a remote conflict, and the news of the coastal assault had only reached the top brass of the empire’s generals. These people would have a vested interest in preventing that information from getting out in order to prevent further panic.

My troops might as well have been tributaries from their own empire or foreign visitors from another country for the common people. Seeing their own emperor seemingly well and victorious probably added to their confusion. Only the Sapa generals knew that Ayar Manco was my captive and kept the truth to themselves in order to maintain the charade that the state wasn’t in the process of collapsing utterly.

All in all, most of this city wouldn’t learn who I was until I introduced myself, which gave me a unique chance to make a good first impression.

I felt their dread in the gazes that they sent my way. I stood atop my moving palace’s roof while clad in the ossuary armor and carried by ebon wings, a supernatural figure looming higher than their own emperor. Did the Sapa see the owl as a bird of ill omen? Did they think I was a gravedigger of empires coming to bury them all alive with their hungry dead? Whatever the case, I knew my next actions would be decisive for my future as a would-be demigod.

I’d decided to show myself to them as Cizin the Tlacatecolotl, rather than as Iztac the man; and I would soon make a show of it.

We’ve avoided an attack so far, I thought as I looked down on the Sapa soldiers escorting mine. Although we were outnumbered ten to one and the tension in the air was so thick I could cut it with a knife, they didn’t make a move to strike at us. While their generals had given them the order to let us pass, distrust ruled. But it may not last long.

My roaming palace continued its march until we reached the center of the plaza, where a group of soldiers and generals had tied a dozen men to stone pillars, which I assumed were used for executions. The prisoners had been stripped of their clothes and arrayed in order of height for a reason that escaped me. I assumed that the Sapa’s obsession with order and classification showed even in these events.

Their leader, Ayar Cachi, stood among the prisoners, chained and defeated.

I had no trouble recognizing him, both because I had caught a glimpse of him in Aclla’s memories and because of his familial resemblance to Manco. The two might as well be twins, although Cachi looked smaller and frailer without any imperial regalia. His face showed bruises and wounds from whatever torture his captors subjected him to once his coup had failed, yet his dark eyes glared at his brother and Killa with depths of hatred that might have matched mine once.

When death was certain, sometimes hate was all a man had left. I knew that from experience and pitied him for it. I thought this man could have been my ally, and in a different world, he might have been.

“Listen!” I uttered in the Sapa tongue with a Word of power, my voice booming across the city.

Thousands of souls, friends, and foes alike, froze in place at my command; so did the beasts of the earth and sky who called this city home as well as the rivers and stones. The entire world stopped to listen.

I felt the weight of their attention, of their awe and curiosity. I was reminded of the time I addressed my own capital as the Nightlords’ prophet and allowed the First Emperor to speak through my lips. Thousands had seen me as the emperor of death and darkness after that, and that perception shaped so many things; would today wash away that stain?

“I am Cizin, Fear of the Gods, sun-bringer and wings of justice!” I introduced myself with a thundering voice. “I come to you on behalf of the gods above and below, to right your wrongs and save the faithful! I visit you as a messenger of your ancestors who have passed into the beyond, bearing gifts and warnings!”

I had tailored my speech according to all the information I’d gathered on the Sapa. My best bet was to present myself as a messenger of the gods and their ancestors coming to deliver answers for the unexplained series of disasters striking the Sapa Empire. All men craved explanations, and beyond that, reassurance.

Already a wave of anxiety washed over me. I drank the population’s fear as they wondered whether they could count themselves among the faithful or not.

“The time of mankind’s judgment has come!” I announced. “Many of your leaders have abused your trust, and in their greed brought the heavens’ wrath upon your head! A great darkness encroaches from the north, raising the dead as slaves and delaying the rise of the sun! An age of trials is upon you, where each must prove their faith and moral character in order to survive the long night ahead of you!”

I pointed a finger at Ayar Cachi and singled him out. “You, Ayar Cachi, have plotted to seize your brother’s throne as your own! You have led rebels in spilling blood on golden streets and brought chaos when your people most needed unity! Now you stand in judgment before men and gods alike!”

Cachi’s head had been Killa’s price for her assistance, and I could not afford to haggle with her over it knowing the consequences for the world at large… but I’d sworn to myself that I would try to be merciful. I had to give the man a way out of his inevitable fate, or at least assess whether or not he had extenuating circumstances playing in his favor.

“Why did you do such a thing? What reason would excuse your actions?” I asked and then followed with a Word of power. “Answer.”

He could have said so many things that would have spared his life. “I did it to free the people from their masters’ grip.” “I thought my brother was dead and had to assume command in the chaos.” “I feared for my life.” Had he said any of these things, then I might have argued for mercy. I would have cast a Veil to make it seem that the hangman’s garrote had done its work when he had only fallen unconscious or forced him into a false sleep.

If only.

“Because I deserve the throne,” Ayar Cachi answered with all the spite and vindictiveness of a spoiled brat denied his due.

I was thankful none could see my annoyance beneath my bone-mask. Time and time again, I had hoped to see people act with virtue in times of crisis and been misled in my hopes.

Was this why the gods kept destroying the world and remaking it anew? Because no matter how hard they tried, we always managed to find new ways to disappoint them with our petty greed and wasteful ambitions? The same flaws that brought mankind’s previous incarnations low continued to endure cycle after cycle.

Then again… the gods did create us in their image. As Lord Quetzalcoatl showed, they still held hope that we could one day rise to the lofty ideals of our creators; that one day we would learn our lesson. Even the Feathered Serpent had been willing to give me another chance after everything I’d done.

If the gods had kept faith in us through everything, who was I to lose mine?

I may not be able to save this one, I thought as I assessed the group of prisoners surrounding Cachi, but the others might not be beyond my reach…

“Then you acted out of greed and ambition, for which there is no excuse!” I replied before waving my hand at Ayar Manco and his wife. “Thy fate shall be thy brother’s to determine!”

Ayar Manco kept a straight face through everything, his eyes squinting at his brother. He wasn’t blind enough to see the trap laid before him.

On one hand, this parody of a trial served to somewhat reaffirm the appearance of Manco’s authority over the empire—a charade we needed until we could stabilize the situation; but on the other hand, executing his sibling in full view of his entire capital would forever shame him as a kinslayer. In time, that stain would diminish his status in the eyes of his people and thus his power.

However, he could not afford to show mercy either. His brother had plotted a coup against him and torn the capital asunder in a time of chaos. Alive, he would forever remain a threat, an alternative. Killing him would diminish Manco’s waning authority, but sparing him would destroy it.

A better man might have chosen blood over power and mercy over retribution, but as Ayar Manco told me once, he only saw people through their usefulness to the state, and his brother had none.

“For inciting strife, the punishment is usually the mines,” Ayar Manco said, both to the people of the capital and to his own condemned brother. “For treason, it is death.”

The sentence hung in the air for a second, with the soldiers around Cachi immediately pulling a garrote around his neck before he even had a chance to curse his sibling. I had no idea whether Empress Killa and Ingrid arranged this ahead of time—both sounded likely to me—but whether improvised or planned, the execution unfolded so quickly that I could tell they were common.

Cachi’s face turned purple from the lack of air, and his last futile struggle for life ended in a span of seconds. Ayar Manco hardly spared the corpse a glance before turning his cold, unforgiving gaze at the other prisoners. “The rest of these traitors⁠—”

“Shall be heard, like their leader!” I shouted.

Ayar Manco grew silent in his surprise, as did his empress; the former did so out of frustration, the latter out of curiosity.

I had only promised the head of Ayar Cachi to Empress Killa. The blood of his followers, however, remained mine to dispose of as I saw fit.

“Why did you fight on this man’s behalf?!” I asked the prisoners while waving a hand at Cachi. “Answer!”

My Word compelled them to answer, and through the chorus, I heard variations of the same excuse: because they thought Cachi would be the better emperor.

I guessed that made sense. The opportunists had already turned their cloak or fled, leaving only the loyal to die with their leader. It would be easier to kill these people… but my father had told me that mercy could prove stronger than retribution when wielded carefully. Their crime had been to follow an ambitious soul, and I didn’t think foolishness warranted death in most cases.

If Mother could learn from her mistakes, then anyone could. Almost anyone.

“Misplaced loyalty is a vice, not a sin!” I declared to all who would listen. “Ayar Cachi shall atone for his sins on your behalf, and his soul shall be purified! Witness!”

I channeled the flames of my Blaze through my wings until they glowed like the sun itself, their shine reflecting onto the gilded streets of Hananpacha. Many squinted and covered their eyes to shield themselves from my radiance, but all listened nonetheless.

“I am your redeemer, the light that shall guide thy path!” I said as I wove a Veil into the air. “Fear not the fire, for it is born of the sun and carries the power to repel the night! Fear not the fire, for it cleanses the evil men commit in life! Fear not the fire, for it is the gods’ very gift to you! Fear not the fire, for it alone can free the souls of the dead!”

My illusion took shape over my roaming palace in a whirlpool of ghostly, ethereal figures. My audience gasped and grew quiet as a stream of spirits seemed to swirl and rise into the sky above. These apparitions of the dead looked better than the First Emperor’s hungry corpses and Mictlan’s shambling bones, being mirages of the glory of life.

It was a trick, a mere illusion which my friend Huehuecoyotl would have been proud of, but it served its purpose. Now the Sapa would understand that burning their dead would let them rest and purify their remains from the vampire curse.

I followed through by incinerating Ayar Cachi’s remains with a pillar of holy fire. My display of divine power earned me gasps from the awed crowds, and I suspected that whatever magic the Mallquis might have pulled in the past was nowhere near as flashy as mine. The would-be emperor’s remains turned to ashes, while a golden illusion of his appeased soul arose to join with the sun in eternal rest.

“See how his soul rises, free of his sins?!” I asked the crowd. “Here is the proof that the gods haven’t abandoned you, for their salvation is still within your reach!”

The spirits of the dead appeared to give credence to my words.

I cast no spell nor hid beneath any illusion this time. My magic instead acted on its own in a way that it never did before. The false, indistinct souls I had summoned through the Veil sharpened into visages that invited gasps of recognition from the crowd. Wisps of ghostly fire popped in and out of existence across the streets, each carrying the outline of a face among their flames. I saw families kneeling in front of long-departed ancestors, parents grasping for their late children, widows weeping for their dead husbands, and soldiers facing their fallen comrades.

I couldn’t tell whether I had actually summoned the souls of the dead or simply given the living a glimpse of the spirits that inhabited Mictlan, the city of the dead, but it made little difference to the people of Hananpacha. I had pulled off a miracle which the Mallquis could never equal.

Once again, my lie had become the truth.

I was Cizin, messenger of the gods, and all would listen.


7
FIT FOR AN EMPEROR


When you made an actor the king, the whole palace turned into a stage.

After my demonstration of divine power, I had Ayar Manco and his wife hold an audience in their abode. They sat on thrones of gold in a gilded hall whose wealth was only rivaled by that of my own imperial seat of power, gave orders to their generals, ordered the distribution of emergency supplies, and proclaimed martial law… In short, I had these two go through the motions of restoring order and a sense of stability to a capital that direly needed both.

However, I shadowed their steps at every turn in my Tlacatecolotl form, looming behind them the same way Inkarri’s condor once “advised” Ayar Manco. I hardly had to say a word. My mere otherworldly presence sent a message to this country’s elites; the state would continue to run as it always did, but the owl had displaced the condor on its perch.

I encountered little to no resistance. The Sapa generals were too divided and stretched thin to mount a proper coalition, and in the absence of a replacement heir for Manco, attempting to free him by force could cause a chaotic struggle for power guaranteed to collapse the state when it was already besieged from all sides. I knew this quietness would only last until the Sapa Empire managed to repel the Yohuachancan invasion and contain the plague, but both of these events were far away into the future, and Empress Killa should have sidelined any opposition by then.

Moreover, I had more pressing concerns than the Sapa Empire’s political transition, the least of which being the ghostly apparitions that now appeared at my demand.

The Sapa generals and nobility were usually wise enough not to address me directly when in Manco’s presence, as it would have been disrespectful to the latter, but a few did break that tradition to petition me to reunite them with their dead. Each time I would wave my hand and summon a silent shade to greet them.

I had no idea how I was doing it. I cast no spell nor wove any illusions. I simply willed it, and it happened.

I wasn’t sure what to make of this. Was my burgeoning divine power expressing itself in a new way when fueled by the Sapa’s faith? Or a sign I’d begun to channel another deity’s grace than that of the First Emperor? I couldn’t help but think of Queen Mictecacihuatl, for whom I had promised I would organize a Day of the Dead. I feared my recent actions might have alienated her, but perhaps this was her way of telling me that I was finally back on the right track.

These figures would quickly vanish without a word soon after I summoned them, but their short appearances strengthened my grip on these people’s souls and faith. I could see it in the nobles’ reactions. A few would gasp and bow to the spirits I summoned, recognizing some as honored departed grandfathers or familiar figures. Others reacted with quiet looks and uneasiness, clearly having never seen anything like this before and fearing the implications. All left the throne room respecting my power more than they did when they entered. They knew I possessed true magic, and that made me impossible to ignore. The ambitious would praise me, and the wise would show caution.

The Sapa Empire worshiped their ancestors enough to keep a few among the living as Mallquis. The fact that I could compel them to appear at my command looked nothing short of miraculous to them. I might as well be the god of death rising from the Underworld to walk among them.

It was an appropriate comparison, I supposed; one that strengthened my influence enough to call for much-needed reforms.

One of which was long in the making.

I knew for a fact that the Sapa Emperor had a harem of his own—having caught Ayar Manco while in the company of his concubines—but I didn’t know how many of them had golden skin. I contained my disdain as dozens of gilded women were introduced into the throne room like a set of statues put on exposition.

I saw Aclla screaming as her captors put burned gold onto her skin in each of them. All of them had been virgins taken by the Mallquis and transformed into living treasures for the purpose of serving their emperor or being used as relays for their magic.

I observed each of them with the Gaze, and a few looked back with unblinking stares. How many Mallquis watched through their senses right now, assessing me from their sanctuary hidden in the mountains? Many of these women showed varied facial features that marked them as belonging to tributary communities, though a few shared a familial resemblance with Manco himself. Not even an emperor’s kin was safe from enslavement.

For all of their posturing, the Sapa Empire never failed to remind me of how closely it echoed my own cursed nation.

“What are these women to you, Ayar Manco?” I whispered in my puppet emperor’s ear.

“They are valuable daughters of the mountains and treasures of the imperial harem,” he replied politely, without warmth nor emotion. “They are the symbol of our empire’s unity and the future mothers of the imperial bloodline.”

I might not have been clear enough with my wording. “What are they truly to you? Answer.”

My Word forced his tongue to tell the truth of his mind. “They are furniture.”

It took all of my willpower and restraint not to strangle Manco on the spot. Even so, I couldn’t suppress a biting remark in return.

“So are you, Manco,” I whispered back in his ear.

Although the Sapa Emperor’s face showed no hint of discontent, his hands gripped his throne with quiet frustration. His empress, who had heard everything, glanced at the both of us without a word. I didn’t care for her opinion.

The Sapa Emperor’s crimes paled before those of my tormentors; he had no women raped to teach me a lesson nor casually ordered the murder of thousands, and he lacked the power to do much damage beyond holding despicable opinions… yet he inspired much loathing from me.

It took me a moment to realize why; namely, I related to Manco more than most. I too had been a figurehead in a golden cage, albeit with stronger bars and a grimmer end than what the Mallquis inflicted on their chosen emperor. We had both been given the opportunity to indulge in luxury and pleasure so long as we did what we were told, and I too had been saddled with a harem like this one.

However, unlike Manco, I never forgot that the women in my harem were fellow prisoners. I never forgot we were all in the same boat and that our lives meant nothing to our captors. I never forgot where I came from.

Manco did. He was what I could have become, and it was that reflection that I couldn’t stand.

Mothers of the imperial bloodline… That remark sickened me to my core. Can these living treasures be cured? Surely there has to be a spell to allow them to wash the gold off their skin.

“I was told that these women were trained in the arts of weaving and chicha brewing,” I whispered into Empress Killa’s ear upon recalling my discussions with Aclla.

“They are,” the empress confirmed. “In doing so, they contribute to the wealth of the royal household.”

So they had skills to live off from should they leave the harem. Good. Many of them came from noble families that could take care of them too.

“How many of you wish to be part of the imperial harem?” I suddenly asked the crowd of concubines, forgoing the proper protocol of going through Manco. “Raise your hands if you wish to stay.”

A short silence followed, with the concubines—golden or otherwise—raising their hands one after the other. I could read the hesitation on their faces, the fear that they were passing a test of some kind and that failing might spell disaster for them.

“Which of you truly wish to serve in the emperor’s harem?” I said and followed with a Word of power. “Answer.”

The forest of hands dropped into a handful of trees.

Ayar Manco’s jaw tightened at the humiliation. A good fourth of the assembly kept their arms up, likely because of the perks their station provided, genuine belief in the Sapa cause, or other motives that escaped me, but most would indeed rather enjoy a life beyond these walls.

“Thank them for their candor,” I whispered in Manco’s ear. “Tell them that their honesty shall be rewarded, and those who wish to leave will be let go of with a pension from the state to ensure they live good and happy lives in the comfort they deserve.”

“I shall be no man’s puppet,” he muttered back, his teeth clenching.

“I am a man no longer, and your strings are strong,” I retorted. “Obey.”

I didn’t need to use a Word this time. Ayar Manco thanked his concubines for their honesty—clenching his jaw as he uttered each word—and promised they would be taken care of even as they were released from his service. Once again, his empress remained silent.

I would have Mother study the gold-skinned women in order to both ensure the Mallquis couldn’t use them against us and see if we could cure them of their gilded curse.

I am tired of this, I thought once the audience came to an end. Night once again threatened to encroach on the horizon early, with the sunset visible through the throne room’s windows. I had been up for around two days and now needed rest. The Underworld awaits me.

“Show me where an emperor rests,” I told the imperial couple once we closed the audience. “I wish to see if your golden cage has bars.”

The Mallquis kept their puppet emperor’s leash tight, but Ayar Cachi’s failed coup attempt had the advantage of disrupting the magical wards around the palace. The palace was filled with stone tablets similar to the one Inkarri used to observe me in the early days of my emperorship, alongside gemstone-eye decorations and statues of pumas whose gaze was sharper than their teeth. All had been smashed to pieces, and the wards woven into their frame were broken.

Such thoroughness betrayed a certain level of preparation and sorcerous collusion. Ayar Cachi didn’t strike me as a magician himself, which meant he either received information from a soothsayer or a few rebel Mallquis themselves. Maybe both.

Whatever the case, Ayar Manco and his wife guided me to their personal solar while under heavy escort. The Sapa Emperor’s bedroom on the upper floors proved to be a splendid boudoir matching my own in luxury. The thickly carpeted floor was further strewn with expensive rugs and exotic furs. A mosaic ceiling representing the constellations and supported by gemstone-encrusted gilded pillars rose over twenty feet above our heads. A golden bed adorned with exotic furs and smooth sheets occupied the center of the room under a canopy of veils that gave it a certain mystique. A splendid balcony offered an incredible view of the capital and the sun setting beyond the mountains.

I immediately sensed the magic in the air. The room alone had been left relatively untouched during the takeover, either because Cachi’s supporters failed to access it or because he wanted to keep it as it was once he assumed the throne. I felt powerful pressure in the air and used the Gaze to assess the ancient magic woven through the walls for hundreds of years…

“Clear,” I ordered.

It took centuries for the Sapa’s sorcerers to raise these wards, and a second for my divine Word to shatter them all. I simply snuffed them out like candlelight.

“Your bars weren’t so strong, Manco,” I said as I observed the balcony. I had to admit the view was to kill for. “It is a beautiful birdcage though.”

While Manco remained deathly quiet, his empress joined her hands. “Your Majesty is welcome to rest in our palace, if he wishes.”

I cracked a smile at that. I sensed the hidden challenge behind her words.

It would be safer to rest in my roaming palace, in case the Mallquis had left any traps, secret passages for assassins to use, or delayed spells to attack my soul with. Resting in the Sapa palace only brought risks.

However, resting here would send a message that I didn’t fear them; it would reassure my allies among the Sapa, like the empress, that they had bet on the right ally; and most importantly… a god did not cower from his enemies. Hiding would weaken my divine image among the Sapa, and I had the intuition this would cost me greatly. Their perception of my weakness risked turning into reality.

Thankfully, no corpse should rise within the capital to bother us. The Sapa had followed my advice and began to burn their dead to release their souls into the afterlife. I could smell the smoke and burned flesh from the balcony.

“I think I will stay here,” I decided. “You may rest in the guest wing, Lord Manco. This is an emperor’s bedroom, and thus unfit for furniture.”

If glares could kill, then Ayar Manco’s own would have slain me many times over. His hands clenched so tightly that blood began to drip from his nails. I would have smiled at his anger and humiliation once, but I didn’t even spare him a glance.

“Take him away,” I told my guards. “My dear Necahual will see to it that he spends a safe night at home.”

Manco wanted nothing more than to argue and fight, but he mustered what little dignity he had left and stoically stormed out with my guards. Tellingly, his wife did not follow. She remained in the bedroom, and I did not send her away.

“Are you not afraid that my husband will run away?” she asked me.

“No,” I replied calmly as I shifted from my Tlacatecolotl form to my human one. Besides the fact that he would be carefully guarded, I had placed a Curse upon Ayar Manco to ensure he would fail in any attempt to flee. If the Mallquis’s spells couldn’t survive my Word, I doubted they would be able to circumvent that spell.

“He will not forget this humiliation.”

“Good.” I wanted Manco to feel the same helplessness the likes of Aclla had suffered from. At best, he would finally grow to sympathize with the oppressed like I did. At worst, it would put him in his place. “Neither will his generals. They will not respect a ruler incapable of sleeping in his own bed… while they will fight over the attention of the one who has my ear.”

Empress Killa joined me on the balcony and looked at the capital. “My political situation depends on that of my husband.”

“Then why haven’t you followed him? Or better yet, demanded that I treat your husband with dignity?” I snorted and looked up to the sky, where I didn’t see any signs of a bat or a condor. “You have a vested interest in seeing him shamed and diminished so that you may subvert him in turn.”

She did not deny it. “I will do what I must to see my people prosper. I aligned with my husband when it helped preserve the Taycanamos, but his sun will wane no matter which power prevails in this struggle.”

I studied her for a moment. “You do not think I will move on and lose interest in this empire.”

“No, I do not. The system you seek to unravel will require more than a night to change, at least without rivers of bloodshed. With the Nightlords being what they are and the Sapa Mallquis on the decline, you are the best option for me to ally with in the long term.”

At least she was honest about her motives. They were purer than Zyanya’s and reminded me of Chikal’s own dedication to her home city. I wondered about the depth of her principles.

“When you looked at these living treasures in the throne room, what did you see?” I asked and followed with a Word of power. “Answer.”

She did not resist my spell, nor did she try to. “Sisters, I suppose. Had I been less well-born, I would count among their numbers as a concubine rather than an empress. I pity them and wish them well.”

That compassion would already make her a much better ruler than Manco and piqued my interest. “On which date were you born?”

“On the first day of the Deer Month, according to your Yohuachancan calendar.” She met my gaze. “I am told it is a day of mystical significance. Is it of importance to a living god such as yourself?”

She was sharp. Her birthdate indeed made her eligible to become a Mometzcopinque, though I wondered if I should make her one. Empress Killa was intelligent, and Ingrid had a point that having her join the coven would grant me influence over the Sapa Empire. I would be able to maintain a peaceful transition into a fairer system through her, one which fit my values.

However, the fact remained that while our interests aligned, she remained dedicated to her people first rather than loyal to me. She knew enough about the Nightlords not to trust them, but I could see her coming to an agreement with the Sapa Mallquis should they somehow manage to regain the initiative and offer her better terms. Empress Killa played a good game of fence-sitting out of political survival, but I needed commitment.

“It might be,” I replied. “If I could trust you more.”

Empress Killa matched my gaze in silence for a long moment. “I am already burning bridges by leading you to Paititi.”

“And you will be rewarded for that,” I promised her. “It shouldn’t take us long to stabilize the city on our terms, after which we immediately shall move to Paititi. I’m sure you have already begun appointing loyalists in key positions of power here.”

“But Your Majesty wishes me to commit more thoroughly if I am to earn his favor.” Empress Killa glanced at the imperial bed. Surely the thought had crossed her mind when she didn’t follow her husband outside that there was a way for her to betray Manco’s regime. “And if I refuse?”

“Then you may go, and I will call another mistress of mine.” I had no shortage of companions. “This will not affect our current alliance in the slightest, but we will find another arrangement. My word is my bond.”

Empress Killa pondered my offer for a very long moment, calculating the risks and benefits with the same political sharpness I’d seen in Ingrid. In a way, she reminded me of Sigrun.

“What of my husband?” she asked.

“He will reign as a figurehead, but we will rule.” One day, he would become superfluous, and we could safely put him under indefinite house arrest. However repulsive I found his opinions, I didn’t wish to kill Manco if I could avoid it.

I had already murdered too many people for so little reason. I had to learn restraint on that front, and seeing his power crippled and the state he adored so much reformed would be punishment enough for the Sapa Emperor.

Cuckolding him would almost feel like an afterthought. Manco would never admit to his wife having an affair in public because it would destroy what little respect he might have enjoyed from his elite… but he would know. He would know, and he would never trust his wife again. He would never take her back if he and the Sapa Mallquis ever regained their power, which guaranteed that Killa would have to pull all of her efforts into supporting my cause.

On the other hand, as Zyanya said… it was better to be a god’s mistress than a man’s wife. Empress Killa understood that well. The divine power I’d shown in the capital was unlike anything their emperor had shown, and earned me greater respect from them than anything Manco could achieve. As much as she needed her husband in the short term, I was simply the much better bet.

“I was named after the moon,” Empress Killa said solemnly. “It was always my destiny to dance with the sun.”

I locked eyes with her, then raised my hand to caress her smooth hair. Empress Killa grabbed my fingers but did not push them away.

“I will not be your whore,” she warned me. “I want you to trust me as much as you trust Lady Ingrid.”

“That trust was forged through many months of shared hardship.”

“Then we ought to be faster with ours.” Empress Killa faced me with a resolute will. She was no opportunist with something to prove, and she knew exactly what she wanted out of an arrangement. “I will not be a wallflower. If your word is your bond, then swear you will treat me as your wife, take me into your confidence in all things, and listen to my advice. This price I demand.”

That was quite a tall demand, but then again, so was mine. “I swear it,” I replied, albeit with a caveat. “I swear I will treat you as my wife, so long as you return the same loyalty to me.”

I sensed my own magic binding my essence to my oath and forming a covenant I could no longer break. From the way Killa tensed, she must have sensed it in the air too. She had signed on to a vow neither of us could back down from.

I kissed her neck in the fading sunlight.

I felt shivers under my lips and the softness of smooth skin as I worked my way down. My arms reflexively enveloped her waist as I continued, her body tensing and her breath growing heavier. Yet she did not stop me this time, even as I led her away from the balcony and into the room.

I felt no craving for blood, no thirst for death, even as her hand moved to her clothes and freed her left breast for me to kiss. The darkness of the First Emperor’s grasp felt so loose, so distant. The hunger coursing through me was a much different kind.

This is victory. The thought rang in my mind the moment my lips pressed against her breast and began to suckle, slowly, intimately, while her hand moved behind my head and pressed it forward to invite me to bury my face deeper into her flesh. Every squeeze and nibble earned me a faint moan of pleasure. This is conquest…

Necahual was right. Taking what belonged to others had always been my guilty pleasure.

I pressed my lips against her own and tasted it whole. It wasn’t a kiss of love—though we might one day share one—but one of lust. I felt her freeze at my contact at first, then slightly relax and give in to the moment. Her fear of consequences was gone when I broke the kiss, replaced with cautious excitement.

I kissed her again more forcefully, my tongue touching her own. A jolt traveled across my body and seized me with a surge of violent passion. I suddenly grabbed her ass with my hands, split her legs to accommodate my waist until only our clothes separated my manhood from her womanhood, and began to fondle her. My raw passion surprised her at first, but she quickly welcomed me into a lover’s embrace. My divine blood boiled with pleasure when I sensed her hand moving inside my loincloth, grabbing my manhood, and seizing my shaft. I gazed into her eyes, seeing the blush on her cheeks and feeling the warmth of her heavy breath on my lips when she began to stroke my shaft.

Her touch was slow, hesitant, and clumsy. Either this was her first time pleasing a man this way, which I doubted, or Manco never worked her up enough to make her try this. The mere thought of that man being in the guest wing downstairs while I claimed his wife for myself caused heat to build up in my groin and quickened my desire. My own hands worked their way below the empress’s skirt and pulled up her robes. Her womanhood was moist, tight, warm… and welcoming. My manhood throbbed with desire and hardened into a spear.

I couldn’t wait, so I cast the Doll and had talons of darkness undo both of our clothes. Empress Killa let out a gasp of surprise upon seeing them, but it paled compared to her cry when I tightened my grip on her ass, lifted her above the floor, and pressed her back against the wall. I lined up my manhood in front of her entrance, saw her chest rise with a deep breath, and then I pushed.

A stroke of lightning coursed through my back as I slid into her like a dagger into a wound. The empress cried as I sheathed myself into her, while a jolt of ultimate pleasure coursed through my flesh.

“Oh gods…” I heard her gasp as I pressed her against the wall, my hips caught between her legs. I buried my face into her shoulder as I pushed and grunted in animalistic pleasure. Her arms coiled around my shoulders as she shifted to accommodate me, while her breasts rubbed against my chest.

I immediately felt the Seidr connection building up between us on its own, raw and primal. My first thrust was swift like a stab and drew a cry from her. I faced her, the breath of my arousal on her lips. Before I knew what hit me, her legs coiled around mine to pull me closer. My next thrust caused the wall to shake and drew a grunt of pain and pleasure from her.

“This…” She exhaled as we settled into a frenetic rhythm.

“This better?” I asked after adjusting my position slightly. “Better than your husband?”

“Yes…” She clicked her tongue while her insides tightened their grip on my manhood. “Yes, this is better…”

This only heightened my arousal.

Empress Killa pressed her lips against mine with hunger. I welcomed them, pushing and pulling as we kissed and played with each other’s tongues. A wild, animalistic madness had seized us. Each of our thrusts reverberated across the room like a stab wound in Manco’s back.

Our souls began to meld together in a wild union. Our senses of self blurred without the separation of flesh, and each thrust of mine heightened our pleasure until the inevitable orgasm. Our bodies tensed at once, her insides contracting while I gave her my seed. For a brief instant, our souls and bodies were one. I saw myself through her eyes and she through my own; our mutual pleasure magnified while her back trembled beneath my fingers and her chest pushed against mine.

Our bodies gently relaxed afterward, her lips leaving mine, her feet touching the ground, and my grip on her lessening. The orgasm was as brief as it was satisfying, but when I pulled out I quickly realized one thing.

I was still hard, and she was still willing

It was quite the pleasant distraction after staring into the First Emperor’s corpse-like face. However, the highs of our embrace hadn’t reached their peak, and I could only think of one fitting finale. So I freed myself, then carried her away from the wall and laid her on the imperial bed. It was warm, soft, and worthy of an emperor. I moved above the empress, casting a shadow on her sweating skin. I wanted to cuckold Manco in his own bed.

I put my left hand on the side of her face and used the right to grab my throbbing manhood. I lined myself up above the empress’s thighs and waited for an answer. Empress Killa hesitantly bit her lips as I rubbed it against her entrance, slowly, intimately, temptingly.

She knew that this was the point of no return. There would be no going back afterward. We would commit a crime that would shake the Sapa Empire down to its foundations. Her political existence would depend on keeping this secret, and she would gain permanent leverage over me in return. Most importantly, I saw a gleam of spite pass through her eyes—a buried desire for revenge for the state that conquered her people and forced her to marry their master. It echoed my own in many ways.

She moved her chin slightly, and I pushed.

My manhood slid inside lips softer than linen. I encountered no resistance and felt welcomed. I took my sweet time accommodating myself, with her cry of pleasure encouraging me to push and thrust and kiss and grunt. Her feeble knees trembled around my hips while her hands gripped my sweating back with all her strength. We kissed, on the mouth, on the neck, on the shoulders, and everywhere. Torrents of sweat fell onto the sheet as I buried myself in my new wife.

I soon erupted inside her. Our Teyolias burned with the strength of our union, our flames merging alongside our blood. I sensed my seed taking root through the magic. A pleasure greater than anything coursed through the both of us as we basked in this sacred act and the orgasm that followed.

Our bodies spasmed and gasped with each twitch of our flesh, and when I finished with a grunt, I finally lay upon her satisfied. We slowly recovered our breaths, locking eyes as the enormity of our shared sin dawned upon us; a promise that I sealed with a kiss.

“It is done,” was all I could say in between gasps. “It is… done.”

“I know, husband,” she replied, the word a delight to my ear. “I know.”

Our pact was sealed. I would delve into the Underworld, collect my third set of embers, and then bless her with the crown of the Mometzcopinque. She would join my coven as a witch and wife until the day our progeny ruled the mountains like the sun over the earth. I untied myself from her flesh and rolled to the side to fade away into a slumber of hard-won exhaustion.

Another of my children awaited me on the other side.
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THE STILLBORN PAST


The Underworld shone a little brighter when I arrived.

The morning star’s glow had grown a little stronger, though by such a small amount I could hardly notice it. I wondered if that was a message from the Feathered Serpent that the road ahead of me was the right one, but that I still had a long way to go.

Whatever the case, I soon spotted Mother awaiting me. A gulf of a few dozen feet separated us, and she made no move to close that gulf. She loomed at the edge of my vision and studied me carefully, her body tense and her wings ready to carry her away.

Mother was keeping her distance.

“Are you afraid of me?” I asked.

“Shouldn’t I be?” She held my gaze, her hands rubbing her arms. “Are you thirsty?”

I bristled at the implications. “No, I am not.”

“Did you feed on that woman then?” Mother scoffed. “Or was satisfying another of your hungers enough to satiate the thirst?”

My jaw clenched on its own. I couldn’t blame Mother for responding with caution considering the way I’d nearly lost control in her presence. She at least had people around her in the living world to restrain or reason with me, but the Underworld offered her no such protection. I’d already proved in the past that a single Word of mine could disarm her.

Her words gave me pause too. I’d started using sex to deal with stress in the waking world, to reaffirm what little control I had over my surroundings. That had been the very foundation of my relationship with Necahual. She gave me the thrill of owning her and restored my confidence in return for power.

Although my concubine had become so much more than a toy to pass my nerves on, I still relished the act of lovemaking. And Mother was right; the thrill of taking another man’s wife, of siring a child on an empress and usurping the Sapa imperial line did sate the thirst that hounded me even into the Underworld.

Was that urge truly mine, or the First Emperor’s shadow looming over me? Or was it my rising divinity compelling me to act according to how others perceived me?

It is a terrible feeling to not be certain whether our thoughts are our own or not. I’d heard that the mad usually lost their sense of reality when they began to doubt their own senses and judgment. I must remain vigilant.

“I am satiated for now, but we both know only light can keep away the dark,” I replied. Only the embers could help me shake off the First Emperor’s yoke on my soul. “We ought to stay on the move.”

Mother studied me for a moment before acquiescing. We shapeshifted into our owl forms and swiftly flew across the dark lands of the maddened dead. Mother cautiously let me fly further away from me and I respected her boundaries.

We followed the morning star’s glow across the quiet lands of the maddened dead.

That alone began to spook me. The Underworld’s Third Layer had been a land of howling winds and insanity, of deranged beings and violent cruelty. Its depraved souls delighted in the vicious dance of violence and maiming one another in terrible games.

Yet silence ruled in this corner of the dead world.

A sense of eerie wrongness continued to rise in my heart as I flew past teeth mountains and lip-shaped ravines of quivering flesh. The wind grew softer, warmer, almost pleasant. The metallic scent of blood in the air was not unusual around these parts, but not as aggressive as in other areas.

However, the true surprise came when we flew past the teeth mountains and arrived in a valley nested within them. The sight that awaited us there took me utterly by surprise, and I had to stop for a moment to check with the Gaze to see if my sight did not deceive me.

Flowers.

A valley of blooming multicolored flowers stretched ahead of us under the glow of Quetzalcoatl’s morning star. Dahlias, marigolds, vanilla, orchids, and countless other plants I’d never seen before stretched across the land. It was a dizzying sight, especially since I detected no illusion.

A clefted cedar tree of colossal size and split in half occupied the center of this hidden paradise; fountains of warm blood flowed from its severed trunk in rivers that fed the sweet plants of the fertile valley, the metallic tang mixing with a sweet aroma that soothed my soul. Obsidian spikes kept the two halves of the tree separated from each other, and it didn’t take me long to realize its branches and form vaguely resembled a giant extending its arms to the heavens above in supplication.

I looked around in surprise and spotted a few oddities across the landscape, such as the entrance of caves leading into the mountains’ depths around the flower field; small fountains of blue-green crystal-clear water whose droplets turned to mist before they could touch the ground; and isolated stone altars on which rested codices of bones, skin, and sinew.

What was this place? I wondered until I heard cries in the distance. Is this another trap?

My time in the House of Fright had made me quite wary of false paradises. Every safe haven in the Underworld had its cost; even Tlaloc’s refuge meant living according to his laws and fearing his stormy whims.

“What is this place?” I asked and received no answer. This alerted me enough to peek over my shoulder and prepare to spellcast. “Mother?”

Mother hovered behind me, her wings flapping so softly I could hardly hear them. No monster had ambushed us, but the way she stared at this valley of flowers made me fear that she had fallen under some force’s sway. She observed the paradise with such focus that my words had fallen on deaf ears.

The cries grew louder, sharper, and higher-pitched. I searched for their source and soon realized my mistake; I’d been looking down rather than up.

Children floated high above.

No, scratch that, ‘children’ wasn’t quite the term one should use to describe them. Children were usually complete, and the creatures above us were as unfinished as they came. They were a gallery of bloated infants with grotesque proportions, wrinkled skin, atrophied legs, drooling, toothless mouths, and black eyes staring at nothing with vacuity in place of a mind. Others were half-rotten with swollen joints and exposed bones; a few trailed umbilical cords coiling around their necks like blackened leashes; or overgrown fetuses of diseased blood staring back at me with a crimson and a hole for half a face. And they were huge, monstrously so, with gaping voids for mouths that could swallow a man whole… yet I sensed no hostility from them.

I could see hundreds, if not thousands, of these creatures peacefully floating under the pale sunlight of a dead world. They didn’t descend upon us in a ravenous swarm, though they might have the power to overwhelm us, and neither did they threaten us with silent warnings and howls. They instead assessed us with a mix of childish curiosity and caution.

This was the land of the stillborn.

This was a paradise, yes, one meant for those who had never gained the chance to live. I had a pretty good idea of who held sway over this peaceful corner of a damned world and how she would react upon seeing us.

I exchanged a glance with Mother, who observed the clouds of stillborn souls with a gaze filled with something deeper than sorrow. Was that shame? No, not shame…

Guilt.

“What did you do?” I asked warily. Had Lord Quetzalcoatl sent us to confront one of her past sins?

Mother stared at the bloody cleft tree and hovered in place for a moment. I could tell she was torn inside. Every fiber of her being told her to turn back, to fly away and avoid whatever confrontation we both knew awaited us there. Whatever crime warranted her guilt was one she would rather not face.

She turned to glance at my chest, at my flaming heart, and the dark shadow coiling around my soul. She had seen for herself the darkness that threatened to engulf me, Nenetl, and the world alike. I saw a flicker of maternal instinct pass in her eyes.

“You will see,” she replied with resignation. “Let us go.”

She flew ahead of me this time, and I followed shortly. Mother had decided to bear the consequences of whatever trial awaited us for our family’s sake, for which I was grateful.

We flew across the land of flowers toward its central tree under the gaze of the floating stillborn. A few followed after us from a distance like clouds gently carried by the wind, chirping and dancing. Seeing creatures with those horrific exteriors behave in such an innocent way felt both disturbing and oddly endearing in its own way.

Dead or not, they are still children on the inside, I told myself. Another, familiar smell began to overwhelm that of the stench of blood and the flowers’ fragrance the further we moved. I recognized the musky scent of sex, sweat, and body fluids. This is the smell of birth.

The feet of the tree soon came into sight, and its mistress along with it.

Itzpapalotl, goddess of sacrifice and queen of the Tzitzimīmeh, awaited us alongside my son.

It had been many nights since I had last seen the Obsidian Butterfly, but her image had been seared into my mind. Her body was carved from darkness and starlight, with the sharpness of obsidian and the lustrous curves of the original, perfect template of womanhood. Her wings rested on a humble throne of wood and flowers, and her smile reminded me of a curved dagger. A skirt of flaming snakes lit her up like a candle in the night.

My gaze lingered on the creature sitting at the goddess’s side, its feathers ruffled by her hand, its immense blue eyes staring at us with curiosity. This particular child was enormous and different from the rest in that the mark of the Tlacatecolotl was strong with them, giving them small ebon wings and talons for legs. I had seen them swallow the damned with a grotesque tongue and teeth, but seeing them now only inspired pity and sorrow rather than horror and disgust.

This fiend was what remained of my stillborn child, slain by the Nightlords before they could be born.

“Welcome home, my children,” Itzpapalotl said with a kind voice clearer than crystal that both aroused and disturbed me all at once. “Welcome to the birthplace of the human soul.”

Mother and I landed in front of the throne, shifted back into our human forms, and bowed in respect. However much I wanted to comfort my dead child, it would be unwise to disrespect a goddess in her own abode.

“Lady Itzpapalotl,” I said with deep respect. “We pray we do not intrude.”

“Can man intrude upon his own cradle, Cizin?” The goddess observed us both with eyes shining with bright light. Although they lacked the warmth of a true sun, they radiated the comforting acceptance of a guiding star. “My dear Ichtaca will always be welcome in this place, and so shall you, son of man.”

“The cradle of man?” I repeated. “Then this place…”

“This is where the four celestial gods wrote the books of years, dreams, and fate that brought order to the chaos that came before, and where the first mortals were created.” Itzpapalotl sensually cradled a blood fruit hanging from one of the tree’s branches, her fingers caressing its smooth exterior without seizing it. “This is mankind’s cradle, where the unborn wait for the world to end and begin again.”

My heart ached in my chest. This sanctuary indeed filled me with an odd sense of nostalgia, though I had never visited it. Much like the owl in me had recognized Xibalba as the nest of nightmares from which it first took flight, my humanity carried a phantom memory of this domain that stretched all the way back to the childhood of mankind.

Should a Sixth Sun ever rise and the gods prove kind enough to give mankind yet another chance, then these children above would be reborn with the new world.

My gaze lingered on my child. Would they linger here for eons until that day, resting in this sanctuary during the day and then prowling the land of the damned dead during the night in the form of a foul fiend? An eternity spent as a demon waiting for a chance at another life didn’t sound like an enviable fate to me.

“Come here,” I said softly.

The monstrous owl-child of my loins stared back at us with its pale blue eyes so similar to mine. I saw a glint of recognition in its pale gaze, the knowledge that we were kin, and a slight wariness.

“Come here,” Mother whispered behind me after a short silence.

My child obeyed this time. It rose on its lumbering talons and walked toward Mother, not like a man, but like a young bird hopping on the ground. My hands trembled at the sight, not only because it reminded me of what I had lost, but also because the child’s behavior didn’t sit well with me.

Something was wrong. I could feel it in my bones. Something didn’t add up.

“Why won’t they listen to me?” I muttered to myself. It recognized me as kin, but my pleas had fallen on deaf ears.

“He won’t obey you,” Mother said, her voice quieter than usual.

He? How could she know my unborn child’s gender, unless…

My spine soon stiffened, and my eyes widened in understanding. I observed Mother gently caressing the stillborn child’s cheek with deep sorrow, seeing the guilt and regrets, the way the creature seemed to recognize her and crave her touch.

Only then did I understand.

I understood why the goddess of the stillborn had shown Mother so much affection during our last meeting, why she offered her services as a midwife to the Sapa until they found out about her powers, which breath she had used to unlock this Layer’s lock, why she had feared to come to this place so much…

“You were mistaken, Cizin,” Itzpapalotl confirmed. “This child is not yours.”

This creature was my kin indeed, but no son of mine.

I stared at him and Mother, who avoided my gaze. I seized one of my bones after a moment’s consideration and raised a body for my father’s spirit to inhabit. I didn’t need to tell him anything. He had seen so much through the bond that united us, and he knew what faced us the very moment he manifested to meet the child’s gaze. Perhaps it was paternal instinct, or maybe a part of him had always suspected the truth.

Whatever the case, he didn’t recoil from the demon. Father never responded with cruelty when he could default to kindness, and this moment was no exception. He reached out to the child to gently caress its enormous cheek without even sparing a glance at the goddess observing us. I feared she would smite him on the spot, but she had the wisdom and grace to let this moment of disrespect slide.

“What is his name?” I asked Mother.

“I don’t know,” she whispered back, her voice breaking into sobs. “I never had time to give him one.”

“Nenetl…” Father guessed, his voice hardly anything more than a whisper. “She… she had a twin?”

Mother nodded, though it seemed to take all of her strength to do so. “When the Nightlords and their spawn came, I…” She gulped. “I was forced to… to…” She covered her mouth. “Nenetl had the strength to live, but her brother…”

Mother burst out crying.

Tears rained down her pale cheeks, and she crumbled to her knees like an old tree felled by lightning. I had only ever seen her like this once, when the Lords of Terror had broken her by feeding my father to the First Fear. I had answered her pain with fury back then, but here I could only feel kinship and sympathy born of shared suffering. Father moved to hug her with all of his strength and sorrow.

“This is why I… I couldn’t bring myself to tell you…” Mother sobbed on my father’s shoulder. “I… I’m sorry…”

“This is…” Father stopped. Even he couldn’t lie and say all would be okay after this, though he still found the strength to squeeze my mother tighter. “I am here…”

My stillborn brother let out a soft cry halfway between that of a human baby and an owl’s chirping. He rubbed himself against my parents, matching their grief with his own. I ruffled his feathers as well to provide what meager comfort I could.

“Then…” My voice died in my throat. “My child…”

“Is suffering with his mother inside Yohuachanca’s belly,” Itzpapalotl replied with a hint of sympathy. “His greed and hunger suffer no exceptions.”

The thought that my unborn child suffered in the First Emperor’s stomach rather than this hell filled me with nausea. However terrible, the latter was still an afterlife.

Vampires had taken so much from our family. They had murdered my infant brother before he could live, fed my child to their vile god, enslaved my sister and me, murdered Eztli’s father, and tried to rob us of light itself.

My hatred had long transcended into resolve. This was only another reminder of what had to be done.

“We… we can’t let him stay here,” Father said upon staring at my monstrous sibling. “Not like… not like this. Not alone.”

I clenched my fists and faced Lady Itzpapalotl. The goddess’s smile hadn’t wavered since we arrived, and her quietness put me ill at ease.

This was a test of some kind. I could feel it in the dim light of Lord Quetzalcoatl’s sun. The Feathered Serpent led us here for a purpose.

“Is there any way to return him to life, Lady Itzpapalotl?” I asked the goddess.

“Of course not, Cizin,” the goddess replied calmly. “The dead do not belong among the living. There is no spell in this world that can return ghosts to true life. You of all people should know that.”

Yes, I did. Even the likes of Yohuachanca could only raise the dead as murderous mockeries of the living. The Ride only allowed a soul to possess a body for a time, Mother’s transfer ritual had demanded conditions near impossible for us to replicate, and the Mallquis only delayed their inevitable demise by feeding on their relatives’ faith and worship. At no point had I ever encountered a spell capable of truly returning the dead to life.

Life was fleeting, while death was eternal.

“Nonetheless, my nephew’s words ring true.” Itzpapalotl rested her head on her hand, her white hair flowing with a faint breeze. “This hell’s doors are open, and you may leave at any time.”

“We may leave?” Father asked. He finally remembered to bow to Lady Itzpapalotl, who graciously allowed him to. “Lady goddess, I do not understand…”

“We cannot return the child to life, but we can decide its afterlife,” I guessed. Each Layer of the Underworld had its own resting place for the departed… Yet I struggled to imagine the likes of Tlaloc welcoming a monster into his paradise. “How could this curse be lifted?”

“That is sadly beyond my power,” Itzpapalotl replied calmly. “There are only two gods with purview over the dead. They alone may restore the child to a shade of humanity or allow him to find rest.”

Mother froze in place, her face that of a criminal realizing that she may have to confront the very authorities she had run away from.

“You may go to Mictlan and implore the queen of the dead for mercy,” Itzpapalotl said. “If you supplicate yourself at her feet, I am sure she will take pity on the child and grant him the peace he craves.”

“She… she won’t forgive me,” Mother replied, her hands rubbing her arms. “She will smite me the moment she sees me.”

“I am sure she will demand proper penance, but she was human once. Her heart may no longer beat, but it still bleeds.” Lady Itzpapalotl glanced at the demon children dancing in the sky above us. “You may also stay here as one of my Tzitzimīmeh. I will allow you to care for your son until the curtain falls on the Fifth Humanity.”

I scowled. “They will be demons stuck in hell…”

The goddess did not deny it. “But they will be together.”

“Would you truly let my brother go, Lady Itzpapalotl?” I asked. It surprised me that a goddess prophesied to end the world would prove so accommodating. There had to be a catch of some kind. “Isn’t his soul under your purview?”

“I am the lady of sacrifices, Cizin, not cruelty,” the goddess replied calmly. “Any choice your mother shall make tonight carries a great cost, and that I must respect.”

I pondered her words and turned to face my family. Mother had wiped away her tears and now observed her lost son with hesitation. My stillborn brother tensed up in anticipation upon sensing that his fate was in the air. His enormous head tilted to the side as he waited for his parents’ decision.

We could all see the writing on the wall.

Queen Mictecacihuatl will never allow Mother to leave Mictlan again in her sleep, not after she abducted souls from the City of the Dead to Xibalba. Mother would have to spend the rest of her nights in the First Layer, caring for the family she abandoned, denied access to the lower realms of the Land of the Dead Suns and the power they offered. Entering Itzpapalotl’s service as one of her handmaidens meant serving her until the prophecy of doomsday.

Either option carried the same price.

Mother would never become a goddess. She would have to abandon her ambitions, swallow her pride, and find penance. After a lifetime of putting herself ahead of others, she would have no other choice but to take care of her family.

Of course, nothing forced her to go along with this. Mother could refuse or saddle Father with all the parental responsibilities, like she did with me so long ago. I was certain the temptation of selfishly dumping the responsibility of caring for her child on her husband remained strong… yet that too would come at a cost. She would lose the trust she had managed to recover from her family. Father might grow to forgive her again, as he had absolved her so many times before, but I certainly wouldn’t give her a third chance.

Lady Itzpapalotl’s words rang true. Any option involved a sacrifice of some kind. Nothing stopped Mother except her own hesitation.

“I can take him above,” Father told Mother. “I have a body, and I know where the entrances are. I can take our son to Mictlan.”

“Traveling alone would be madness,” I countered. Although the Legion bound our souls together and provided him with a body carved from my own bones, we had never tested how far the spell’s range extended, not to mention that all Underworld Layers carried their own lot of dangers. “Tlaloc ended their punishment, but the Burned Men remain feral, not to mention the creatures of this maddened land.”

My father and brother would both encounter an unfortunate fate should they go on their trip, and we all knew that.

“No,” Mother said, so quietly I almost failed to pick up on it. “No, Itzili. Not this time.”

I remained silent while Father tried to console her. “Ichtaca⁠—”

Mother didn’t let him finish. “I cannot… I cannot do this again. I cannot run away again.” She gathered her composure and straightened up. “I’ve fled all of my life, and… and I can’t bear it anymore.”

Cowardice was a heavy weight on the soul. It was the one sin none could take pride in.

“I will go with him above, to Mictlan.” Mother glanced at the false paradise around us, at the flowers blooming amidst the blood and the mountains of madness. “This place… is not good for him. For us.”

“Are you certain, Mother?” I inquired out of concern. Traveling to Mictlan meant confronting Queen Mictecacihuatl’s judgment, and while I believed in her mercy, I could not guarantee it. “There will be no going back.”

She nodded, first weakly, then with greater resolve. “You were right, my son. I… I do not have your strength. I do not have what it takes to ascend to the heavens and dance with the suns. I knew it even before we met. I…” Mother looked away. “I simply refused to accept my… weakness.”

“You are not weak, Ichtaca,” Father reassured her. “Facing oneself is one of the hardest things a person can do.”

“It is,” I conceded. I had undergone a similar ordeal after Eztli’s ritual, when I had no choice but to confront my own misplaced arrogance. No one wished to look into a mirror only to see the flaws.

My brother let out a soft, eerie sound akin to a mix between a bird’s cry and a human one. Mother struggled not to break down again upon hearing it, though she recovered her composure and pressed a hand against his cheek. My sibling’s eyes closed, his soul lulled to sleep.

“I… I do not think I can do it alone, Itzili,” Mother said, her voice wavering with fear and hesitation. “Will… will you come back with me to Mictlan?”

“Yes… yes, of course,” Father replied softly, without fear or hesitation. “I won’t leave either of you. I will beg Queen Mictecacihuatl to spare you if I must.”

“Tell her you will hold the Day of the Dead,” I told Mother. “If you do⁠—”

“No… no, my son.” Mother shook her head. “Queen Mictecacihuatl will not accept a bargain, only humble penance.”

My jaw clenched. I feared that she was right, and I hated it. Confronting the queen meant accepting her judgment unconditionally, without leverage or alternative. It meant facing the unknown.

And in that moment, I could only feel one thing for that woman I had once so despised.

“I am proud of you,” I said sincerely.

In spite of all she had done, all of her human frailties and all of her flaws, I still wanted her in my life and beyond. She had finally decided to do the right thing, to atone for her mistake, the same I struggled to, and I could only respect that.

Then there was light and a song.

A powerful radiance shone from the sky, awing the stillborn dead into silence. Beautiful music echoed across the land of the damned, a song of gentle pipes and thundering drums joined in a rising melody too complex for any man to play. Father and Mother had to cover their eyes not to go blind from the sudden glow, but Lady Itzpapalotl and I both dared to face the sun. I immediately spotted a great winged, serpentine shadow that circled the heavens under the bright morning star.

The Feathered Serpent descended upon us.
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FEATHERED SERPENT


The Feathered Serpent was blinding to look at.

His mere presence would have surely burned my eyes were I not half a god, for his polished white scales each glowed with the radiance of suns and stars. Great quetzal feathers adorned his body in a display of blue, green, red, and all the shimmering colors known to the living.

The deity’s size boggled the mind. Tlaloc had been colossal, and King Mictlantecuhtli was the size of a city, but Lord Quetzalcoatl’s length encircled the entire valley. His coils overshadowed mountains, and each flap of his two immense wings could whip up a hurricane. The god enveloped the valley and then lowered his head toward the great tree-throne of his aunt Itzpapalotl. My parents had to lower their heads and cover their eyes, the god’s light too great for them to stare at directly.

Lord Quetzalcoatl’s face was larger than my entire longneck palace, with a red mane surrounding a blue, scaled face with twin suns for eyes. I sensed his light piercing me, seeing through my flesh and bones to gaze upon my very soul. The god did more than gaze upon me; he knew me. I sensed his warm presence in my memory, in my thoughts and feelings, reading my entire existence like how a chronicler flipped through a codex’s pages in search of answers, which he eventually found.

“I see you,” the Feathered Serpent said.

His voice was the wind itself, melodious and lyrical, a sound so perfect no human musician could ever hope to match it. I knelt, as did my parents. Even my demonic sibling crouched in instinctive deference.

King Mictlantecuhtli carried the weight of inevitable death, and Tlaloc the might of a raging storm waiting to explode, but Lord Quetzalcoatl didn’t inspire dread; only the awe of common men approaching the essence of art and kingship. He was one of the four creator gods that shaped the universe, yet his power was great in its subtlety. Whereas the King of the Underworld treated mortals with indifference and Tlaloc with disdain born of disappointment, only warmth and acceptance radiated from the Feathered Serpent.

“Are you satisfied, my nephew?” Lady Itzpapalotl asked, a sharp smile forming on her obsidian lips.

“I am.” Lord Quetzalcoatl’s glowing gaze settled on Mother, casting her in a spotlight. “Ichtaca, your plea for repentance shall not go unanswered. My avatar shall guide thee, your child and husband to Mictlan, then intercede with Queen Mictecacihuatl on your behalf. I cannot guarantee your forgiveness nor absolution, but your family shall find no more eloquent a defender.”

“I…” Mother gulped and bowed so low her forehead hit the ground; a greater show of respect than I’d ever seen from her. “Thank you, Lord Quetzalcoatl.”

“We are in your debt, oh great king,” Father said.

Sunlight gathered in front of us by the will of Quetzalcoatl. A figure born of fire and woven sorcery came into existence. I knew who it was before the late priest-king Topiltzin manifested in front of us.

“Are you not surprised, Iztac?” the god and the priest both asked calmly, their voices merging so seamlessly I could not tell where one began and the other ended.

“Not entirely, Lord Quetzalcoatl,” I confessed. “I… suspected something like this.”

Ingrid had informed when reviewing folklore around Lord Quetzalcoatl that the priest-king Topiltzin had often been seen as the Feathered Serpent reincarnated. It would make sense for the god closest to mankind to walk the world in our image when it pleased him.

“As the snake sheds his old worn skin, so too do I wear many faces,” Lord Quetzalcoatl said as one through his two incarnations. “We have that in common. Cizin, Iztac, Emperor, Tlacatecolotl, Savior, and Destroyer… words and names yield great power, but none can hold the full complexity of life.”

“My nephew loves to walk among mortals to better understand them,” Lady Itzpapalotl explained. “His is the compassion of the strong.”

The compassion of the strong? Such a concept boggled the mind after encountering so much cruelty from those in power. It was the ideal I’d sought to emulate lately and which I’d only seen in deities such as Queen Mictecacihuatl.

The compassion of the strong, I thought, the sentence echoing in my mind. It has a nice ring to it…

“There is always more to learn, especially from our own creations.” The Feathered Serpent said to his aunt before turning his holy gaze back upon me next. “I shall grant the audience you sought, Iztac Ce Ehecatl. Bid goodbye to thy kin, for great journeys await you all.”

I nodded and turned to face my family. While I would see them in the waking world, I knew this would be the last time we met in the Underworld. We would have to walk the rest of our respective journeys alone. Even though Father might still speak to me through the Parliament of Skulls, his physical avatar would have to remain with Mother at all times.

“I guess this is goodbye,” I said. “At least for now.”

“We will meet again soon, my son,” Father reassured me. “Do you think you will be all right on your own?”

I couldn’t help but chuckle. I wielded the power to bend thousands to my will and explored the Underworld on my own long before our reunion, but Father never failed to fear for my safety. In a way, he had a point, too. The thought of traveling without either of my parents felt so odd to me after they had been my near-constant companions in the last two layers.

“I will be fine,” I promised him.

“Be…” Mother bit her lip. Her rare displays of affection were all the more awkward in their genuineness. “Be careful, Iztac.”

I studied her a moment, then moved to embrace her in a hug warmer than the last one we exchanged above ground. I felt her sunlight beneath her skin, which the darkness hungered for. I suppressed it with all of my strength and will so it would not ruin this rare and final moment of affection.

Mother didn’t ask me to promise her I would become a god, though I knew that was her sincerest wish. She simply held me with all of her feeble strength the same way I’d seen Necahual hold Eztli, without demands or expectations.

“You be careful, too,” I whispered back in her ear. I had no doubt she risked little on the trip itself with a godlike Lord Quetzalcoatl watching over her, and I hoped Queen Mictecacihuatl would find in herself the mercy not to smite Mother where she stood… but I could not guarantee it.

We let go of each other at the same time, and as we did so, it felt as if a rift had closed. A bridge had joined our hearts. It was fragile and could collapse easily, but its foundations could be reinforced with time and care.

I raised my head at my stillborn brother, whom I wished I had known sooner. He looked at me without a word and then closed his eyes when I raised my hand against his forehead. His feathers were surprisingly warm for a member of the living dead; or perhaps it was the kinship we shared. All I wished was that his damned, tormented soul might one day find rest and that those who cut his life would soon perish in turn.

“Be strong, brother,” I whispered. “We shall meet again.”

Whether in this world or the next, I could not say. He let out a quiet chirp which I took for a cry of acceptance. A promise was sealed.

I looked up to Lord Quetzalcoatl, master of the winds, ruler of the west, prince of wisdom, god of artists and merchants, of light and wisdom, whom I’d once believed myself the closest to. The very Wind Month which gave me my name, was named in his honor.

“Come,” Lord Quetzalcoatl said. He did not order; he simply asked. “Fly with me.”

I transformed into my Tlacatecolotl form and flew into the sky. The Feathered Serpent pulled his head away from the valley, and I followed it as we left it behind us. I gave my family one last look over my shoulder and saw Lady Itzpapalotl offering my parents her blessing for their own journey. The goddess of sacrifice had proved true to her word.

The Feathered Serpent and I flew over the mountains and ascended into the clouds above, to skies far higher than those Mother and I tried to reach during our trip. The mad land of the damned dead shrank into an expanse of shapeless earth and water, their burning cities turning into fields of embers, the sound of the constant violence fading away with the wind.

Everything seemed so inconsequential once you looked down from high enough…

“How do you find my layer, Iztac?” Lord Quetzalcoatl asked me as he guided us westward.

His question took me aback. “Forgive me, Lord Quetzalcoatl, but I do not understand your question.”

“How did you find my layer?” the god repeated himself. “You have ventured through three worlds, four if we include the land of the living. How does it fare compared to the places you have visited?”

I remained quiet for a moment. Was this another part of the god’s trial? Was the Feathered Serpent testing my wisdom or whether I would choose flattery over honesty?

My silence amused Lord Quetzalcoatl. “This is no test, Iztac, only idle curiosity.”

In that case, I decided I owed the god enough to speak my mind. “With all due respect, it is quite disturbing,” I confessed. “Xibalba was a hell born of fear, but this one is a land of torment. Of pain.”

“Yes. Yes, you are very right. If we gods are artists, then this was our second draft. The first was a wild sketch that quickly collapsed under its own weight and contradictions. We tried to think things through with this one, but it simply meant our mistakes had a sense of logic to them.” Lord Quetzalcoatl glanced down at the land below us, at hills made of teeth and canyons that stared back at us. “Of course mountains had to be alive, how else would they grow big?”

“I… I suppose it makes sense.”

“But if mountains are alive, then they have to eat to grow. The people of the First Cosmos were giants that ate all the resources the earth had to offer, so we made humans smaller and created nuts for them to feed upon, alongside plenty of beasts you’ve never heard of.” The sunlight in the god’s eyes dimmed for a second. “The first war began over a nut patch, if you can believe that.”

“Other wars were waged for less than that,” I replied. The Nightlords had conquered for greed, for glory, and for war’s sake.

“Mayhaps, but your people had no true god to guide them. What excuse do I have for failing to guide my creations down the righteous path? Now I ceaselessly toil to atone for this mistake by emptying this Hell one soul at a time.” The Feathered Serpent’s breathing blew a gust of wind across the clouds. “Only when the last soul cursed by my ineptitude has left for Mictlan will I consider my quest complete.”

“A tall order,” I commented.

“Don’t you mortals have a saying?” Lord Quetzalcoatl asked with a hint of amusement. “Hope begets life? I like that one.”

“Forgive my impertinence, Lord Quetzalcoatl, but you sound more…” I searched my words carefully. “More casual than other gods.”

“Does it surprise you?” The Feathered Serpent let out a lyrical chuckle. “I created your kind in my image. It is not that I am the most human of the gods, Iztac; it is that humans are the most like me.”

Even the flaws? I thought, though I dared not say it.

“I am afraid so,” Lord Quetzalcoatl said, startling me. “I know all that is within the hearts of men, Iztac. There is no lie nor barrier which my light cannot pierce.”

“I… I am sorry,” I apologized. “I didn’t mean to offend you.”

“Why should one apologize for saying the truth? You are right. We gods are flawed, so why should we expect our creations to be perfect?” The Feathered Serpent marked a short pause, his gaze turning westward beyond the horizon. “Tell me, Iztac Ce Ehecatl: which virtue do we gods find the most sacred?”

I pondered the question for a while. The simplest and easiest answer would be piety, since it was what priests demanded and the mark of our respect for the deities that created us… yet I knew such an easy response wouldn’t fit.

Was it courage? It could fit, but then why did the brave suffer as much as cowards? It could be gratitude, as it was a lack of that that led Tlaloc to burn his world, yet the answer appeared so much simpler.

“Forgiveness,” I guessed. “It is forgiveness.”

It was forgiveness that led the gods to recreate mankind over and over, which convinced Tlaloc to lift the Burned Men’s punishment and convinced Xolotl to send me on a journey to his brother… And it was forgiveness that I showed Mother after all of her sins and mistakes.

“Indeed,” the Feathered Serpent replied solemnly. “Many times have mortals disappointed the gods through their greed, weakness, and entitlement… Yet each time we have given you another chance, because we saw the same flaws in ourselves and hoped that one day you would get it right. It is thus quite the irony, then, that we gods struggle to forgive each other.”

I took a deep breath and finally delivered the message I’d been asked to. “Xolotl told me that he forgives you, Lord Quetzalcoatl,” I said. “He said he forgives you for leaving him behind.”

The creator god took in my words, and the light in his eyes dimmed for a moment as he pondered them. I could have sworn the wind grew cooler, as if to echo the Feathered Serpent’s meditative state of mind.

“When the Fifth Sun was still young, I sought to use the bones of the dead to create a new humanity better than what came before,” Lord Quetzalcoatl finally said, his voice quieter and more solemn than ever. “But King Mictlantecuhtli would not let me. He craved the finality of death, of a purpose well-served. All he sees in life is the pain and struggle rather than the beauty his queen cherishes.”

I’d heard the story. “So you stole the bones.”

“Yes, I did. Xolotl and I tricked the king out of his prize, after which he pursued us. When King Mictlantecuhtli caught my brother, I chose to prioritize the bones over Xolotl.” The Feathered Serpent looked down at the valley we left behind, where he crafted the first members of the Fifth Humanity. “To give humans life, I had to surrender the shadow of my soul.”

“A sacrifice for which we mortals are all thankful,” I argued. How odd it felt to try and comfort the very god who created us all.

“You are very kind, but it does not lighten my sorrowful heart. Many of my kindred feel I wasted my time on you, especially with how Yohuachanca turned out.” Lord Quetzalcoal let out a sigh heavier than mountains. “Did you know that his mother was a Tlacatecolotl too?”

My eyes widened, though my surprise didn’t last. I recalled seeing an owl perched on the shoulder of Yohuachanca’s mother on Xibalba’s murals.

“She was a witch who egged him and his brother on to avenge their father, whom Camazotz had murdered and devoured. Both were taught the secrets of magic since they could walk, though only Yohuachanca could hope to equal the gods by delving into the Underworld.”

“You saw them in us,” I muttered to myself. “An echo of the past.”

“Yes. Such is the pull of destiny’s cycle, to echo and contrast the future with what came before.”

“What was he like?” I dared to ask, the grip of shadows strong on my heart-fire. “Yohuachanca?”

“Much like you, and yet so different in many ways.” The Feathered Serpent focused on the distant horizon, his nostrils letting out a multicolored stream of clouds and dust. “Yohuachanca shared your drive to free his people from an oppressor, but he was more of a scholar than you were. He hungered for knowledge the same way your mother did, searching in sorcery for a solution to all the world’s ills.” I sensed the god’s gaze upon me. “Perhaps that is where you differ. You traded the mother’s guidance for that of the father, and he tempered your ambition with compassion.”

The god’s words gave me pause. How would I have turned out had Mother taken me with her away from the Nightlords and taught me all that she knew? I thought my life would have been better if she did, that I would not have suffered under the Nightlords’ yoke, but I suspected I would have also inherited her misplaced pride. In many ways, our parents shaped us like clay. We inherited so much more than good from them.

“Why did you bless him?” I asked Lord Quetzalcoatl.

“Because I saw what I wanted to see in him. I admired his drive to learn so similar to my own… and in doing so, I mistook greed for curiosity and ambition for selflessness.” The wind grew chillier around us. “My brother Tezcatlipoca said this has always been my flaw; I seek the good where it is not, the same way he sees the bad everywhere.”

“I would rather search for hope than despair,” I replied.

“Hence, you understand my predicament.” I sensed the full weight of the god’s gaze upon me. “The gift you seek from me represents a gamble on my part, Iztac. You have shown great virtues and unsavory ones. It is my hope that your better nature will triumph, as it did today… but doubt lingers.”

I could not blame him, since I shared those doubts myself. I had shed so much blood, cut so many lives short, and sacrificed so much in victory’s name. My guilt and remorse struck me atop a mountain of corpses. I was doing my best to atone for these mistakes, to change, but my best might not be enough.

Yet what other alternative did I have than to try? The dark chain coiling around my heart and the darkness lurking on the threshold of my soul would not go away even if I averted my eyes.

“I will not lie: I crave power, and I relish in its pleasures,” I confessed. “But if you can indeed see within my heart, then you know I do not seek it for its own sake.”

“Do you?” Lord Quetzalcoatl asked pointedly. “Words are so much lighter than deeds, Iztac.”

“Should the gods strike the Nightlords down and seal their dark father, then I would abandon my quest for embers on the spot.” Those had always been a means to an end. “Will they?”

The Feathered Serpent’s silence was an answer in itself.

I’d guessed as much. Unlike the gods of death—who were either bound to the Underworld or indifferent to the plight of the living—or callous Tlaloc, Lord Quetzalcoatl struck me as a deity who loved us humans and wished to see us prosper. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to save us; it was that he couldn’t.

“We dead gods may only rise to the surface when a world meets its end, during the transition between one sun and the next, when life and death hold no sway,” Lord Quetzalcoatl explained. “The sun of your age is diminished, both by Yohuachanca’s hunger for life and his daughters’ foolish attempt to paint it blue with sulfur.”

“And at this rate, even sunlight will fade away,” I replied.

“If it were up to me, I would wait longer for time to temper your foolhardiness with more wisdom until you become a god of good and light… but the Fifth Mankind cannot wait that long.” I sensed the god’s light shining upon the darkness coiling around my soul. “I foresee that the beast Yohuachanca has become will soon escape. Pain, betrayal, and imprisonment have driven him mad with hatred. He will leave no remains for us to rebuild, no light to renew the fire in the sky. The history of man will come to a final end, and I cannot accept that.”

Lord Quetzalcoatl would give me his blessing, not because I was worthy, but because a world ruled by an imperfect god was better than none. Men would always choose a harsh day over an eternal night. By fate or deed, I was the Fifth Humanity’s only chance at surviving Yohuachanca’s inevitable escape.

It did seem strange to me that a god with such foresight would trust me with such power without fetters, even accounting for the alternative. I looked back to when Lord Quetzalcoatl deigned to show me his favor, and it clicked.

“You smiled on me with your radiance after I coupled with the Sapa Empress,” I said. “I thought it was because I had made efforts to move beyond my hatred of the Sapa and learn mercy.”

“That development did please me.”

“But it was my oath to make her a Mometzcopinque that pleased you most,” I guessed. “By giving power to my witches, I give them a hold over my soul, the same way the First Emperor made himself vulnerable. They will limit my strength and, in turn, give mankind a chance to overthrow me.”

“Yes,” Lord Quetzalcoatl replied. “You have chosen strong-willed women, who will keep you grounded and accountable. The pull of destiny dictates that should you commit the same mistakes as your predecessor, then you shall suffer the same fate.”

A doubt formed in my mind and tugged at my blazing heart. “Was it you?” I asked. “Did you teach the Nightlords the rite they used to bind their father?”

“No.” The god’s next words carried an edge to them. “But should you waver, your coven will discover it.”

I could imagine how it would turn out. Lahun might glimpse a new prophecy in her divinations, or a dream would haunt Necahual’s sleep, or perhaps a book inscribed with ancient rites would suddenly find its way into Empress Killa’s hands. The gods could not rise to destroy me, but they had many other tools to strike me down with. Unbinding my coven would demand that I kill them, and I could not imagine for the life of me snuffing out the life of Necahual or the others. I had bound my destiny to these women through blood and word. The children they carried made them my kin.

My witches might grow to abuse their power just the same as the Nightlords, but they would remain mortals. They, too, might be cast down one day, when a new Owl or Bat totem descended into the Underworld to earn the embers of divinity. And should I slay my Mometzcopinque and become a tyrant, then another sorcerer would inevitably rise to challenge me for control of the Fifth Cosmos. The cycle had repeated once already, so why not twice or thrice?

The mere possibility that my fate was written, that my destiny as the Last Emperor of Yohuachanca would mirror that of the First, disgusted me to my core. Every fiber of my being revolted against that outcome.

“I will not become the new Yohuachanca,” I told Lord Quetzalcoatl. It wasn’t a statement, but an oath. “I refuse to become him, to meet the same fate he did.”

“That all depends on you and your will.” A shining mountain appeared on the horizon, glittering under the Feathered Serpent’s sun. “Here we are.”

The landmark we reached wasn’t a tooth or even alive—a rarity in these parts. It had been carved from the purest gold and reached higher than Smoke Mountain’s top. A sea of clouds surrounded it, masking the chaos below.

The only feature atop the platform occupying the summit was a colossal mirror of obsidian large enough to let Lord Quetzalcoatl’s sinuous face through. Whereas the mountain might have been shaped naturally, that circular device had been carved by expert hands. Bloodsoaked crimson symbols I did not recognize glowed along its edge while its smooth surface rippled with shadowy reflections. Merely staring at it left me unsettled for a reason I could not explain.

I landed in front of the mirror, whereas the Feathered Serpent encircled the summit and looked upon me from the clouds. “This is the Gate of Mirrors, beyond which the first of all worlds and my brother Tezcatlipoca await,” Lord Quetzalcoatl warned me. “Your final ordeal awaits you beyond this threshold.”

I nodded sharply as I stared into the shadowy surface. My reflection was bent and twisted, the wings shifting into hands, the talons disappearing into smoke, my visage shifting through a thousand faces. The priests said Dread Tezcatlipoca was the most fearsome of the gods, and the door to his domain already appeared designed to inspire unease.

“Oh, I suspect my brother will smile upon you.” I detected a flicker of fondness in the god’s voice. “He is my reflection and opposite, the light to my shadow. He blesses those I oppose, trusts those I doubt, and casts down those I raise to the highest of glories. He always had a fondness for troublemakers such as you.”

I scoffed. The title of troublemaker suited me well, I suppose. I had done nothing other than challenge the established order of things and the decrees of the powerful, whether decrees came from fate or mortal tyrants.

“Lord Quetzalcoatl,” I said, kneeling in front of my creator. “Of all the gods, you alone I once sought to worship. My respect for you hasn’t changed in the slightest. In fact, it has only grown.”

I was no expert in the facial expression of serpents, but I could have sworn the god’s colossal reptilian lips stretched into a thin smile the length of a bridge.

“However,” I said. “You hold forgiveness in awe of all other virtues, but I must confess that I… I cannot see myself forgiving the Nightlords for what they did.”

“I understand, and I do not ask you to,” the god replied calmly. “Punishment must often precede pardon. I only sought to confirm that you had the capacity for forgiveness.”

He wished to see that I retained the potential to do good, even if I might one day choose otherwise.

“Then I swear to you that I shall prove your trust in me is not misplaced,” I promised. “If I am to rise among the gods, it shall be as a blessing to the living rather than a curse.”

“The future eludes even a god of knowledge such as I… but I hope you will prove worthy too, Iztac. I hope so with all of my heart.” The Feathered Serpent gazed down upon me with his blazing eyes. “Young emperor, you have my blessing in the fight to come.”

A ray of pure light shone from the morning star glimmering above and struck my heart-fire. The embers of Lord Quetzalcoatl ignited the blaze of my soul with divine power.

And I burned.
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My soul burned its way out of my flesh. 

My blazing heartfire spilled out of my ribcage in an arson of the spirit, my bones no longer capable of containing it. I sensed a balance break within me, between the man and the god, the light and the shadow, the totem and the body, the immaterial and the physical. My flames became a bonfire that shone from within and coated my brittle mortal bones in gilded, imperishable, steaming metal that would neither rust nor grow cold. 

I surged with might, with sorcery and radiance that illuminated the mountains and the sky. My mind shone with the divine light that guided the spirits of men to raise towers of stone and everlasting glory. I shed my skin like a snake sheds its scales to be born anew, stronger and healthier than before. 

The wisdom of Quetzalcoatl flowed into my mind through his embers, strengthening my Tonalli and filling my head with songs that stretched back to the world’s childhood. My sight sharpened to see both the future and the past until I could perceive the strands of destiny binding all into the gods’ order. I was the radiance of a star bright with smokeless fire that would never fade away. Age would not touch me, and death’s grip on my throat grew ever looser. 

I was… I was…

I was in pain.

“This…” I said with a voice more akin to a crackling blaze than words. “This is… too much…”

My body struggled to hold the power within me… but I quickly realized that wasn’t right. My power struggled to shed my body, to cast away that human-shaped shell that held it back from achieving its grandiose metamorphosis into a great principle of the cosmos. I was suffocating within myself. The chains around my heart weakened until I could hardly feel their presence, but any form of restraint remained unbearable to the god I was destined to become. My bones were strong yet brittle, like an egg about to hatch, while my feathers burned with smokeless flames tainted with streaks of purple and sulfur. 

How I yearned to escape this prison of form, to become a burning wind, formless and eternal, a firestorm of the spirit that would scorch all my foes, a light that would blind all mortals with awe! I felt the world slow down to pay attention to my presence, to shudder in expectation of the heights I would soar to!

“A god is his power, Iztac,” Lord Quetzalcoatl warned me, his voice alone loud enough for me to pay attention to and respect. “Sharing your power with your Mometzcopinque will help ease your progress into your new existence, but this will only be a temporary solution. Gods are not supposed to stay small for long.” 

Yes, yes, he was right. This stage of my journey felt unbearable in a way that the others did not. I had previously delighted in my new powers when I was a mortal tasting divinity, but now that I was more god than man, I raged at my limitations. I was a snake who had grown too big for his old, worn skin, and yet lacked the strength to shed it. 

It was existentially unbearable!

I had to gain the final embers. I had to shed this mortal shell, to escape this pervading malaise of being bound to a body and shape that no longer reflected my truest inner self. 

“I must…” I took a breath that whipped up a gust and exhaled smokeless flames. “I must leave now…”

“I would cross the gate now if I were you,” the Feathered Serpent advised me with a mix of caution and compassion. He empathized with my struggle but feared what would come out of it. “You will wake up soon, and the next time you fall asleep might very well be your last. Gods rarely dream, after all.” 

He was right. I could feel my spirit’s overflowing vitality calling me back to the world of the living already. 

“Thank you… Lord Quetzalcoatl…” I said, each word of mine causing tremors around me. My power was like a raging blaze seeking to spread, and it would take practice for me to tame the fire within. “I will not… disappoint you.”

“I hope you will not.” The Feathered Serpent offered me one last blessing. “I wish you good luck, Iztac. For the sake of your kind, and your own.”

I nodded with the weight of an ancient mountain, then walked to the Gate of Mirrors. Its smooth surface shifted and rippled at my approach. Its shadows shuddered and fled from my brilliance. The obsidian glass melted at my touch. It was thin, so very thin, and I sensed cold behind the veil of liquid shadows. 

“Go on, young god,” I heard Lord Quetzalcoatl say behind me. “You have my blessing.”

I barely had time to step through the threshold between worlds before I roared back to the land of the living.

The bedroom—nay, the entire Sapa palace—shook the moment blue light poured out of my open eyes and my breath turned to steam in my mouth. The tremors woke up Empress Killa at my side. 

“Your Majesty? What’s—” Her hand reached for my skin and pulled back the moment she touched it with a slight cry of surprise. “Ah!”

She sensed the fire stirring beneath me. Whatever remained of my human sweat had evaporated, and my skin had become smoother than alloyed gold. My heart pounded louder than thunder. 

My mortal shell had significantly bulked up. I had grown a head taller and towered over the empress, even though she was many years older than I was. My veins glowed with sunlight. My muscles surged with more strength than any mortal warrior would ever dream of wielding… yet my skin had never felt so much like a prison. It constrained me, shrunk me, imprisoned me. The fire within me struggled to break through this prison, to shine and awe the world with its radiance. 

My very flesh struggled to hold my own divine energies. I was once afraid of parting ways with my divine power, but now I wanted nothing more than to give, to lighten my load, because I bore so much that it hurt. It hurt. 

“The pressure… too great…” I clenched my fist, and all the mirrors in the room cracked as I did so. “Necahual, Lahun.”

My witches appeared at my bedside in a wisp of smokeless fire. 

They did not walk up to the bedroom. They simply materialized out of thin air because I had willed it so. They arrived in Mometzcopinque form, their eyes shining with a blue glow akin to my own, and their feathers a mix of ebony black and gold. They did not seem all that surprised to appear this way in my presence, though they looked slightly intimidated. They didn’t need any order from me to stand on each side of the bed. 

They already knew why I had summoned them.

A wedding ought to have its witnesses.

I moved over Empress Killa, who held her breath. We had already formed a pact yesterday, but now was the time to bind it with blood and magic. 

“Shi of the Taycanamos, who have abandoned your name to become Empress Killa Huascar of the Sapa.” I put my burning hand against her chest, drawing a gasp of pain and shock as my fingers melted her flesh. “I am Cizin, God-in-Waiting and the Heavens’ Herald. I hold your life in my hand, and now I demand your soul.”

Her Teyolia and Tonalli bent to my will in an instant. My palm burned its way to her heart until I held all of her being tightly within my power. Killa did not scream, though, for she did not feel any pain. 

I had no wish to inflict any, so I did not. 

“I shall claim your name—both of them—and soul so that you may serve and worship me for all eternity,” I declared to the heavens and earth. “I shall take you as my wife for all to see. I shall sire a new dynasty upon you that will rule these mountains until the final nights.”

“For all to see?!” I sensed a dash of mortal unease coursing through the empress. “But Your Majesty, the world needs to believe my husband is⁠—”

“I am your husband,” I replied with a voice louder than an earthquake, with the palace trembling around us in response. “The light does not hide.”

The godhood within me refused to. 

The mortal part of me still cared about politics, practicality, and the opinion of others, but the divine energies within me raged back with overwhelming strength. They did not want me to hide my true self in shame, even when it was practical. The god within me demanded to be seen, and the mere thought that I would have to lie about my own child’s origins had become worse than unbearable; it had become absurd. 

“In exchange, I shall raise you higher than any other empress before you,” I promised. “I shall bestow upon you the fires of the gods and a crown of sunlight. I shall make you a Mometzcopinque, wife and queen to a rising god.”

I looked into her eyes and let her gaze into the light coming out of me. She saw her heart’s desire within it, a fleeting glimpse of her crowned glory ruling as an empress beloved by all, who had freed her people from servitude and led the mountains into a new age of prosperity. She knew instantly that this future could be hers, only for a single price. 

“Do you concede?” I asked. “Will you be mine forever and ever?”

“Yes,” the empress replied, her words an oath. “I am yours… my husband.”

I set her heart-fire ablaze with starlight and bound her soul in eternal covenant. She cried out in ecstasy as my divine power flowed into her and imbued her with magic. Her body began to change into that of a witch worthy of serving at my side. Her arms glowed and morphed into gilded wings of feathered gold, while her legs became talons. Her features were refined into regal poise, the same way the transformation heightened Necahual’s ferocity and Lahun’s curiosity. 

It suddenly occurred to me that I hadn’t sliced off her arms or legs. 

The Mometzcopinque ritual demanded that I switch those limbs and seal the wounds with the caster’s blood. Both Necahual and Lahun had undergone that harsh ordeal before they could undergo the transformation. I had skipped the steps with Killa in my hurry, when it shouldn’t have been possible. I could see on Lahun’s face that this detail hadn’t escaped her. 

I no longer followed the rules of magic; rather, the rules of magic bent around me.

The pressure within me had hardly diminished by the time I removed my hand and allowed Killa’s flesh to heal. My skin had barely chilled from meltingly hot to unnaturally warm, but little else. The very air remained tense and hotter than a summer’s day. 

“Your Majesty…” Lahun said at my side, her breath short. “Your power is… intoxicating.”

“Maybe too much,” Necahual whispered, and she was right. 

I needed to blow off steam, and so I did. I pressed my lips against my new witch and grabbed her waist. Killa surrendered to my touch and welcomed me with folded wings and legs. I took her once again, faster and more fiercely than the first time. She moaned as her flesh melded with mine, and her cries of pleasure echoed across the palace, so loud that none would ignore who had sired the new Sapa Emperor. I didn’t need Seidr to feel my unborn son take shape within the empress’s womb, though I did practice it. I did not look for a vision or exchange memories, though. 

I simply gave. 

I gave my lifeforce, I gave my magic, I gave my seed, I gave my fire. I had to give the same way a vampire had to take, because it hurt to hold so much power within this flesh of mine. It was an existential agony to be a hurricane trapped in a cave, an ocean in a bottle, or an eruption in a molehill. 

I had to escape myself.

I took no pleasure in this. I was just trying to dull the pain.

Unfortunately, there was no container that could hold all of me. I would have to give her so much lifeforce I would have burned Killa from within, but Necahual brought me back to my senses with a firm hand on my shoulder and a gentle caress on my back. 

I looked up to find Lahun dancing in front of the bed, her eyes closed, her wings folding and unfolding. Her hips swayed in a way that mesmerized me. Her movement spellbound me and briefly distracted me enough to snap me out of my frenzy. 

“Shush…” Necahual whispered in my ear. “It is all right… You are in control...”

Her voice was soft like a lullaby and helped quell the fury. I pulled out of Killa to sit on the bedside and to better watch Lahun’s dance. A combination of her movements and Necahual’s words calmed me down somehow and anchored me back to reality. 

I had regained some presence of mind by the time the dance concluded. I was about as stable as Smoke Mountain before an eruption, but the tide had receded enough for me to pause. To think. 

“Is it… always like this?” Killa asked in between gasps of pleasure and exhaustion, my seed steaming on her thigh. 

“No,” Necahual replied softly. “But I have the feeling it will be.”

My witch of disaster had been with me the longest. I had claimed her with my first set of embers, so she had experienced every step, every transformation, so she understood better than the others. 

“How do you feel?” she asked me with genuine concern in her voice.

“Like a volcano trying to contain its magma,” I replied. Each of my words now carried a weight to itself, as if the world itself leaned in to hear them. 

My sorcery had forced its way into the world before, summoning the rain and other phenomena on its own whenever I denied my divinity for too long, but those happenings had been the exception rather than the norm. I could feel deep within myself that I had to continuously spend my power lest it destroy me from within. I held too much energy for my mortal self to contain, but I couldn’t shed it either. 

It was such an existential agony to be stuck on the very brink of apotheosis. I felt like I was pulled between extremes but couldn’t commit to either. 

It hurt to stay still. 

“What is that dance you practiced just now, Lahun?” I inquired.

“A dance meant to appease the gods,” she replied quietly. “I always wondered if it truly did anything…”

“It did,” I replied. “It does.” 

Just enough. 

Lahun’s dances and lifeforce transfers with Seidr would only carry me so far. I could hardly call this reprieve more than fleeting, and I doubted there were enough women in the world to quell the fury within me. I needed grander displays of power. 

I felt Lahun slither behind me, her hands taking my palm. I had seen her take my fortune this way as a prelude to more complex predictions, but there was nothing left to read. My skin was smoother than marble, with not a single lifeline to follow. 

“I…” Lahun breathed in and out, a strange and new eagerness in her voice. “Your Majesty, if I may…”

“You may,” I indulged her, though I already knew how her divination session would turn out; namely, however I willed it to.

Lahun searched through her belongings with a feverish urgency I’d rarely seen coming from the well-composed seer. She brought out her tools from her pouch and ran through the fortune-telling rituals under her fellow witches’ gaze. I had gone through the process twice before, so I knew what to expect. 

Lahun threw corn on the bedside table seven times, checking whether they formed rows or lines to assess the strength of my Tonalli. Six times they landed on a pile and then briefly caught fire on their own on the seventh attempt.

Lahun then filled a bowl with water and put the grains within it to assess how many of them would rise or fall. The liquid turned into blood the moment the grains hit it, after which they disappeared in a burst of smokeless fire. When she presented me with the bowl so that I might admire my face, the surface only reflected light back at me. 

When the time came for me to blow into shells to assess my Ihiyotl, my fiery breath shattered them like glass the moment I exhaled. I sensed Lahun’s nervousness rise with each sign and the mix of awe and unease in my other witches’ silence. 

The only things that went as expected were the birthdate and star consultation, likely because neither of those depended on my own divine qualities. I recalled that Lahun once told me that questioning the stars provided more accurate results when consulting the fate of nations or the world’s course, both of which my actions had heavily influenced. 

“Snake shedding skin,” Lahun whispered to herself upon assessing the results, repeating the prophecy she once uttered to me. “Battle of the three wings. Golden city answers the tide of sorrow. To the banquet of blood, the dark one triumphs.”

“Betrayal with a friend’s face” was gone, perhaps because it referred to Chindi—whose face and body Eztli took for her own after we exploited her feeble trust—or to Sugey—whom I had betrayed and challenged to battle after I’d seemed to grow into a good servant. 

I very well recalled this prophecy’s final verse. “New skull on the pile weeps in night eternal.” I had feared with all of my heart once… but my heart shone with the light of a newborn star and pulsed with fire rather than human blood. 

The words remained stuck on Lahun’s lips, within reach and yet refused to come into being, because I knew they were no longer true. The chains of destiny no longer bound me as tightly as they once did. 

“I cannot read the end,” Lahun whispered, though she didn’t sound defeated. Quite the contrary, her voice had a slight edge of excitement to it. “Your Majesty’s light blinds me to your future.”

“I am surprised to hear a seer sound so happy about their own ignorance,” Necahual noted. 

“I am happy,” Lahun replied with a hint of excitement. “Because while my insight has never been greater, I still cannot foresee what His Majesty will do.”

It was the privilege of the gods to weave fate rather than suffer it. 

“However…” Lahun took a deep breath as she reviewed her findings once again. “The uncertainty only applies to the final sentence of my prophecy. All other signs remain set in stone.”

The pressure returned as my burgeoning godhood was reminded of my crippling limitations. Destiny’s chains had loosened, but they still bound me. Worse, my blazing gut told me that my skull ending up on a pile was not entirely beyond possibility. The fact that it remained uncertain rather than absurd enraged the power within me. 

The urge quelled by my passions returned, demanding that I assert my authority, demanding that I assert my divinity. Gods and winds alike had reminded me time and time again that no true god had to demand worship because they had nothing to prove, and here lay the problem. My power remained tainted by the insecurities and flaws of mortality. Either I proved my power to the world and myself, or my power would prove itself by force. 

I had to be seen, to be witnessed, or else I would be consumed. 

But what can I do? I wondered. I could tell the power would drive me mad if I didn’t spend it on something, like magma building up beneath the earth before the fatal explosion. Either I spilled lava in a controlled manner, or I would explode in a violent way. How can I spend this power the best? 

The solution hit me in all of its simplicity. 

Gods answered prayers. That was why they were gods, because they often took pity on mortals to answer their requests. The gods showed others the compassion of the strong. 

There had to be someone outside these walls who needed me; who needed a god that would listen and answer. I had always resented the heavens for remaining silent in the face of injustice, and I now had a chance to prove I would not do the same. 

I rose from the bed in a skin that felt too small for me. I walked toward the balcony while my witches watched, and the shadows recoiled from my steps. The winds sang my coming like heralds.

The night was hot outside, and the sun was late. A sea of torches burned in the streets. Hundreds, if not thousands, of citizens prayed for the light to come, for the dawn to shine with all of their heart and despair. They offered sacrifices of food, gold, and blood, begging the heavens to save them. They fought to believe that tomorrow would come, that the gods had not abandoned them.

They prayed for hope. For salvation.

I stood on the balcony with eyes that shone brighter than the stars above. Gazes turned to me, to their beacon and lighthouse in a sea of darkness. They looked up to me, begging me to guide them, to lead them, to save them; and as I did so, I was reminded of the nights I had myself been powerless and prayed for hope.

My pleas had fallen on deaf ears back then. 

But not tonight.

I leaped from the balcony and shed my human disguise. The Spiritual Manifestation had once been a spell to me, a transformation from man to totem, but it didn’t feel like a change anymore. 

It had become a revelation. 

I burned away my prison of skin and flesh on my way out of my human-shaped egg of a body. My Tonalli, Teyolia, and Ihiyotl all burst free in a form that no sorcerer could hope to replicate. The divine bird I had always been destined to become grew, grew, and grew until the Sapa Palace became my gilded nest. 

It had taken Sugey the blood of thousands to reach her immense size during our battle, but I soon equaled it. I realized that all the sacrifices and murders she committed only allowed her to match the sorcery which I now commanded by will alone. She had been the twisted mockery of a rising deity, a pallid imitation of my newfound radiance. 

My new self arose on wings of smokeless fire. I appeared to my subjects in the form of a bird of prey with owlish features. My bones were carved from gold, and my feathers were blinding flames. I still had arms and legs with talons the length of a man, with a tail of starlight flowing after me. My eyes burned with the glow of the past suns. 

I summoned a dry wind with a flap of my wings. I took flight atop the city and announced my presence with a roar that woke up all souls in this city. My beak let out a blinding blaze that reached across the horizon to inspire fear in the encroaching darkness that would threaten those I sought to protect. 

And the shadows scattered.

The light of my soul expanded until it blinded the darkness encroaching on my heart and this world both. The radiance of the Last Emperor overcame the dark grip of the First for the briefest of instants, and the Fifth Sun sighed in relief. It had found its defender in me and rewarded me with the blessing of the dawn. 

The horizon glowed behind me with the shine of hope.

“Do not fear the dark!” I told both the empire and the world while crowned in sunrise. “For I shall protect you!”

My voice carried far and wide across the mountains and the sea. All heard. From my consorts and concubines to false emperors and the lowest of peasants, all bore witness to my proclamation and, for a second, believed in me. They looked at me the same way I had once gazed upon Tlaloc, Mictlantecuhtli, and Quetzalcoatl. 

I was a demigod no more in their eyes and mine. I had become what the Nightlords pretended to be: a true God-in-the-Flesh, a God-in-Waiting on his way to ascend among the Gods-in-Spirit. My subjects saw me for what I was, and in that impossible moment, the fire within me was briefly satisfied. 

And as their hopes flowed into me, I finally understood what kind of god I wanted to be—the kind that people looked up to, like the sun in the sky.

I did not wish to be feared, though I would tolerate no disrespect. I did not wish to demand worship while offering nothing but pain and cruelty in return. The only veneration I craved was the one I earned through my deeds. 

I wanted to be the kind of god I had always hoped would one day answer my own prayer—just and compassionate; the kind of god that inspired hope; the kind of god that Lord Quetzalcoatl had trusted me to become.

So I listened. 

The wind, my faithful companion, ferried the prayers of mortals to my ears. Most asked me to protect them from the eternal night, and I would do so. I had shown all that the darkness encroaching upon the land could be defeated, and though I understood it would return, it would now know that it could be challenged. The sun it so feverishly sought to devour had now found a powerful defender, and the hopes of Lord Quetzalcoatl would endure.

However, there were other and humbler prayers to answer. Calls to heal the sick, demands for a bountiful harvest, or relief from pain. Those, too, I would fulfill, because these people had to know that someone above cared for them. 

Such was my right and duty.
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SETTING THE STAGE


Ispent the morning fulfilling prayers.

The only building in Hananpacha larger than the imperial palace was its Temple of the Sun; a massive circular monument built with ashlar stones paved with gold and excised of any imperfection. The Sapa oracles used the parabolic-shaped wall for astronomy purposes by measuring the movements of the sun and the stars. Every inch of its central pyramid was gilded in the smoothest and purest of metals, while gemstone benches occupied its steps. The Mallquis once sat there to hold court and entertain mortal petitioners, but their flight from the capital had left the pyramid empty, which bothered the god in me. An emperor ought to have an audience. 

Hence, I summoned my own court of the dead. 

The Legion spell once allowed me to grow skulls out of my own skeleton, but the power within me was no longer restricted to such trivial limitations. My flames turned energy to matter, crafting bones from the ether and then clothing them with sunlight. 

My predecessors and Father thus appeared fully formed at my side, a legion of over six hundred gilded skeletons sitting along benches meant for ancient mummies that outlasted their welcome. Their skulls burned with my channeled Blaze like an assembly of ghostly bonfires. 

I myself perched atop the pyramid’s highest altar in my divine form, my wings casting light upon the entire temple. The highest benches closest to me were reserved for the living. On the left side sat my four consorts, and on the right my transformed Mometzcopinques—with Mother settling in for the fourth member in her owlish form in order to preserve balance. All shifted in their seats and kept their heads down in a mix of respect and caution, for my light would blind those who dared to look too long upon my glowing majesty.

I had swept them all off their feet. 

It had been one thing to see me summon Father’s bones and have him walk around the roaming palace or invite skulls to speak at a council meeting, and another thing entirely to command a legion of the living dead while rising in the form of a great fiery bird whose wings could envelop a pyramid. All those present understood they were witnessing a miracle, and it dazzled them. 

A long line of petitioners had formed in front of the temple to request audiences. Whereas previous protocol gave precedence to the well-born and state officials, I had them go last. The needy and the destitute deserved a god’s attention more than the powerful. 

Nonetheless, I didn’t make it easy either. Petitioners had to climb the pyramid’s steps to reach me and make their demands, even the old and the infirm. I had learned from experience that mortals did not appreciate what they didn’t suffer or struggle to earn, so those who required my help would have to prove they needed it. Toil was the wellspring of respect and humility. 

I did not summon Manco to the proceedings either, even as a puppet or furniture. No one was blind anymore to the situation. Having the empress show up as part of an assembly of wives and family already spelled out the truth of our situation: that the true emperor ruled in the sky from a temple fit for gods. 

The first petitioner was a young man, who praised me and then asked me to soothe his grandfather’s suffering; for he was so weak of knees he could not ascend the pyramid’s steps himself. I answered that his filial piety would be rewarded and his prayer fulfilled. 

I cast no spell nor used sorcery. I simply thought about the man’s grandfather walking on his own again, and I knew that it happened. My words and will alone bound fate to spin my way. 

Then came a farmer who praised me for the sunlight I brought but informed me that the long nights had delayed the harvest and that lack of rainfall might leave the city’s fields barren. I told him to praise Tlaloc and raise an altar in his house to the Lord of Storms, then called the clouds to nourish the soil.

A couple who had been unable to conceive for years petitioned me for a child. Though part of me was tempted to sire it myself, I simply took a feather from my plumage. The Curse spell had once been an omen of sorrow and destruction, to bend fate toward disaster; yet my feathers now glowed with sunlight rather than hatred, and the words I whispered into them carried hope for the future rather than maledictions. 

“May thy womb quicken,” I blessed the wife upon placing the feather into her shadow so that it might brighten her path. 

Perhaps I had fathered so many children already that the domain of fertility had become part of my purview. A violent impulse seized me whenever a woman came to beg for my guidance and protection, to add her to my harem and sire a new bloodline upon her. That urge wasn’t overwhelming, and I contained it, but it lingered. 

Then came a woman whose son had died at the hands of the hungry dead. She brought me his bones and begged me on her knees to bring him back to life. 

“That, I cannot do,” I replied, the words flowing out of my mouth on their own. My heart felt compassion for her plight, but my hands were tied. “I can bring the dead to visit the living, but the door between life and death opens only one way.”

It was odd. The flame within me yearned to blind and awe, to showcase its strength and mastery over the mortal world, but it was also acutely aware of where its authority stopped and that of other deities began. 

For all the power I wielded and the urge I possessed to prove it to all who would see me, I felt no desire to violate the taboo of raising the dead. I struggled to articulate that very thought the same way the sun struggled to envision darkness when blinded by its own radiance. I could banish the night, shake mountains, and paint the world ablaze with the brush of flames, but I could not breathe life back into the departed; I could only allow them to visit my kingdom because their liege allowed it. King Mictlantecuhtli held sway over all dead unclaimed by other deities, and even then, he would not allow any other to violate the final promise that all life must end one day. 

The Parliament of Skulls and Father have bound themselves to me through the curse, the same way an invisible contract bound Tlaloc to those who perished by his lightning or the unborn to Itzpapalotl. I knew I would hold dominion over a category of souls—perhaps those who perished by the flames I embodied or future emperors—but all others slipped through my grasp for now. 

In a way, growing into divinity had only sharpened the boundaries that separated my burgeoning purview from that of the other gods. We were forces that could meet and conflict over liminal frontiers but never overstep into another’s domain. Fire could not become water, though it could boil it. I could summon the rain because Tlaloc had entrusted me with the role of messenger to restore the true faith that the Nightlords and other usurpers had obscured, but only for that purpose. 

Nonetheless, it was within my power to compel the shade of the woman’s son to appear, and that I did. The silent spirit appeared long enough to hug his mother and then faded into the sunlight. 

“Only on the Day of the Dead, sacred to King Mictlantecuhtli and Queen Mictecacihuatl, will you be able to touch your child again,” I told the woman before sending her on her way. I did not miss the way my own mother shifted on her bench. 

I had barely managed to alleviate that petitioner’s pain, though I felt oddly pleased nonetheless. A satisfaction greater than what I would have expected from merely showcasing my sorcery filled my heart. It took me a moment to figure out why.

Most of my petitioners did not come for themselves.

The realization hit me like a wall of bricks and stone. I had been exposed to the worst that mankind had to offer for so long that I had expected asskissers and ambitious fools to petition me for money or prestige. 

The needy instead thought of their blood and community first. They were willing to bear the pain of ascending this pyramid, knowing that this may be their once-in-a-lifetime chance for a god to listen to their pleas, and yet they put others ahead of themselves: an act of selflessness, which both my godly and human parts praised in equal measure. 

It was such a joy to be pleasantly surprised for once. 

Was this the result of the Sapa’s culture and focus on the group over the individual shining through in its better aspects? Or simply the true character of humanity shining through when they had no undead rulers or bloodthirsty vampires to darken it? Whatever the case, it put me in a good mood. 

I had tried so hard to believe in Lord Quetzalcoatl’s message, and here I finally had some evidence that mankind could indeed be better. 

Of course, not all petitioners came on behalf of others. I did not turn down those who prayed for themselves, however, though I cast the Gaze upon each of them. My blinding spell now revealed more than empty lies; it let me see the shadows coiling around the hearts of mortals and the weight of their sins. It let me see the nobles’ sneers, the hidden envies of the poor, the cheaters, the traitors, the liars, and the frauds. I heard the pleas of the corrupt, and I denied them all. 

There was power in restraint, too. The flames of my godhood yearned to showcase its might and authority over all of reality, but denying my blessing to those I deemed beneath my benevolence reinforced it as well. 

I fed on judgment; on the right to decide who was worthy and who wasn’t. 

Perhaps that was what I was meant to embody. An emperor was supposed to be the highest mortal authority in the land, the judge of the living, and the heavens’ godspeaker. I had the power to enforce the laws of the Gods-in-Spirit, but I could not violate them either. It was such an odd feeling to be so powerful and yet so constrained. 

Every prayer I fulfilled or answered quelled the fire in me a little more. It continued to burn, and I knew the urge would return in the future, but the flow of praise and miracles satisfied its hunger for recognition. I had finally regained a presence of mind by the time I ended the audience at the midday mark. 

I sent away the petitioners and shrank back into my human form at the top of the pyramid. I still felt smaller and constrained inside my ill-fitting skin, but this day of prayers had alleviated the pressure for the time being. 

My human flesh didn’t feel comfortable, but it had become… bearable. 

“Iztac?” Nenetl called out my name. “Are you… are you all right?”

I looked down on my sister, my consorts, my witches, and my predecessors. Hundreds of gazes turned to me with shared unease. My power hung in the air, as ephemeral as the wind and heavier than the mountains surrounding this valley. I inspired fear and respect in equal measure. 

They were so close I could hear the breaths of the living, yet a gulf had widened between us.

“Be not afraid,” I reassured them, my words echoing with the wind. “I am well.”

Nenetl didn’t look convinced for a reason that escaped me. Did she think my godhood had changed me? Quite the contrary, it only magnified me. 

“Explanations shall come in time,” I promised my sister. “For now, do you not rejoice at my light?”

“Yes, you are… overwhelming,” Eztli conceded. My oldest and truest love struggled to breathe in my presence. “Suffocating even.”

“You have become awe-inspiring like a jungle fire,” Chikal replied with queenly wisdom. “Best observed from afar lest it burn us.”

Burn? I would never burn that which belonged to me, only that which defied me. 

“Iztac…” Eztli muttered under her breath as she eyed the Parliament of Skulls. “Do you think you could bring back Father?”

“I stand by what I said,” I replied. “Only on the Day of the Dead can the departed truly return for a time… and in many cases, it shall come after I burn Yohuachanca’s brood to cinders.”

That was a prophecy. 

“There is more, our successor,” the Parliament of Skulls said through over six hundred flaming faces. “We warned you once that your light would one day become too bright for us to conceal once you reached your third set of embers. This prophecy has come to pass. The enemy has seen your soul brighten, and they will hunt you.”

I knew that. I could feel the leash on my soul tighten the chinks of its chain, the thieving hands holding it growing closer as they followed the sunlight I cast upon the darkness in which they thrived. 

The Nightlords were on their way to put me back in my birdcage. 
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The Sapa Empire was a beast with many eyes, even when it lost many arms. 

Messengers birds continued to fly back to Hananpacha at regular intervals in spite of the chaos spreading across the land. Soldiers holed up in distant fortresses, spies in villages, and seers recording movements of the earth and sky all fed the capital’s hunger for knowledge with scrolls and codices whose authenticity my witches confirmed one after another. 

Back when I was a bird in its cage, I watched the Nightlords travel across vast distances using pools of blood as doorways. I had considered destroying them when I still planned a long conventional campaign of rebellion against Yohuachanca—and in doing so, failed to understand a critical detail.

The pools were only a vessel. 

It was the blood that mattered. 

I knew for a fact that red-eyed priests were extensions of their thieving usurpers of false deities, their souls and flesh bound so tightly that the likes of Sugey could harvest their lives like a maize farmer with its bounty. What I hadn’t considered was that they could use their faithful as living gateways.

Yet that was exactly what happened, according to the Sapa spies who had witnessed the landing of Yohuachancan troops. One eyewitness observed dozens of priests gather in a fishing hamlet, slaughter hundreds of prisoners—whether they were Sapa citizens or Yohuachancan soldiers—and then slit their own throats under the gaze of the Nightkin. A small lake of blood spilled out of their moribund flesh and boiled under the blackened moon. 

Two figures had risen from these crimson waters of life and death, twin witches clothed in fur and scales. One emerged from the blood with feline claws out and a beastly snarl of absolute fury, while the other seemed to struggle to hide her dread, according to onlookers. 

The Jaguar Woman and the White Snake had both arrived in the Sapa Empire.

I had hoped—even expected—one to stay in Yohuachanca in order to both keep an eye on the Blood Pyramid beneath which their Dark Father was sealed and maintain order, but I guessed that these cowards weren’t foolish enough to challenge me on their lonesome after I had slain Sugey. Sensing my ascension to my near-divine station probably spooked them too. 

They knew that they had to stop me now, lest I risk growing beyond their combined power to overcome; and they would take no chances.

The divinity within me raged at the mere thought that bloodsucking parasites could withstand my light when I had crushed their sister with a fraction of my current power, but my mortal quarter remained cautious. I had regained enough clarity of mind to assess the situation without the foolhardy arrogance of an unborn god with something to prove. 

Sugey had wielded power similar to my own by gorging herself on the blood of her priests, and her sisters wouldn’t hesitate to follow her example when pushed into a corner. Neither of them would underestimate me either, and the Jaguar Woman… the Jaguar Woman’s knowledge of sorcery and magical powers was without equal. Sugey might have been the warrior of the group, but even she deferred to her sister’s leadership.

I relished the thought of finally confronting the Jaguar Woman in a contest of sorcery after she had put me and my loved ones through so much fear and terror, though I knew it would be kill or be killed. She understood the chain that bound us better than anyone else, which might provide her with many advantages in our inevitable confrontation. 

I had to weaken the sisters beforehand, and I already had a plan to do exactly that. 

I thus summoned Lady Zyanya to my imperial bedchambers to deal with it. The last of my concubines slithered into my newfound quarters with renewed eagerness. Although she kept her head down and avoided looking me in the eyes, I did not need the Gaze to sense the burning ambition within her heart. She had not been among today’s petitioners, but she had witnessed my divine form and miracles like the rest of the city. Moreover, she had witnessed the Empress of the Sapa arise among my coven on newfound wings. 

She knew the power she craved was within her reach… if she played her role correctly. 

“How may I please you, Your Divine Godliness?” she asked me on her knees, begging to serve, begging to kiss my feet so that I might one day lift her up ever higher. 

I looked down on this vile woman whom I had taken into my bed and confidence. I Gazed upon her with eyes of light that revealed a soul almost entirely blackened like charcoal. A single sliver of virtue remained buried in a sea of tar she called a heart, a faint starlight drowning in a night of sin. 

The stain of one particular crime hovered over her. The smell of a betrayal most foul and intimate, a treachery against her own kin. It was no crime to scheme against the Nightlords, and her desperation to earn my approval was sincere. This treachery was older than our journey into the Lands of the Sapa, yet she committed it under my reign. I delved further into the shadows of her soul until I found the truth I sought. 

“This child of mine is your second,” I stated. 

This wasn’t a question, but it raised many.

Lady Zyanya’s back tensed like a bowstring, her mind no doubt wondering how I had learned of this information. That had been a secret she kept close to her chest, not because of shame, but because she hardly considered it worth discussing.

“My first husband did sire a child with me before I met Your Majesty,” Lady Zyanya confessed. “However… I had to make room for yours.”

There was no sorrow in her voice, no tears of remorse, no guilt. In fact, she sounded quite proud of her decision to expel the brood of a mortal to house the seed of a God-in-Waiting. Much like the Sapa Empress, she would rather be a deity’s mistress than a man’s widow. 

I had her married to Tlaxcala after her husband perished because of my own schemes, because she feared she could not inherit his family’s business and wealth in her past situation. I thought she had played along with this alliance, but in truth she had always plotted to find her way into my bed by using Tlaxcala as a stepping stone. A pregnant woman would not be an alluring concubine to a young emperor with a single year to live and tasked with siring a legion of vampire bloodstock, so she… lightened her load. 

I had seen what happened to the unborn in the depths of the Underworld, to which state they had been diminished. That Zyanya would unknowingly reduce her own blood to such a state, not out of necessity but ambition, inspired much disgust in me. An impulse to burn her to cinders on the spot, barely contained by fear for my unborn child’s safety, crossed my mind.

The Iztac I had once been would have spat on her, cursed her, used her… but as I focused on that sliver of light in her soul, I recalled the light of Quetzalcoatl’s morning star shining at me in the Third Layer’s darkest night. It had been reduced to little more than a glow after I ran the foul ritual that saved Eztli at the cost of thousands of lives, yet he did not forsake me.

“Why?” I asked her.

Lady Zyanya opened her mouth to answer, her tongue twisting in her mouth. I cast no Word nor compelled the truth out of her, but the weight of my judgment forced her to tell her sincerest opinion nonetheless.

“In this world, the only power a woman like me can wield is the one a man lends her,” she said with a hint of shame. “The dead offer no protection.”

A heavy silence settled in the room as I judged her. 

Lady Zyanya was guilty and hardly repentant… but I had committed crimes much darker than her own. I had killed men and women, tortured my foes, used kin and friends alike, abused Necahual, started a war, and unleashed the horrors of the First Emperor upon the world. Even her first husband’s death, which drove Zyanya to such extremes, was the result of my own scheming. Had I not framed him for my own crimes, his widow would not have felt the need to discard his brood and live a very different existence. 

That chain of harm began with me, in more ways than one. 

If Lord Quetzalcoatl retained his hope that I would change and atone for my crimes, who was I to refuse the same chance to this woman?

“It was I who committed the crimes your husband died for,” I said, my hand waving a Veil showing the blackened Haunt I’d placed across Smoke Mountain and how I had deceived her husband in the form of a condor spirit. “But you had already guessed as much.”

“Yes, I did… the truth wasn’t hard to glimpse after you slew the Bird of War.” She dared to take my heel into her arms and kiss my feet in penance. “I am certain Your Divine Godliness’ wisdom guided his decision…”

“There was no wisdom involved, only convenience,” I replied. I had risen too high to justify my crimes behind false excuses and sweet lies. 

“Yet it is not the servant’s place to question the master,” she replied softly. “I am always your faithful slave.”

Was she? It was ambition that drove her, but Lady Sigrun schemed for the very same reason, and I still would never forgive the Nightlords for murdering her. They were so similar at the end of the day. 

In a way, Lady Zyanya was simply another child of Yohuachanca; the result of the Nightlords’ twisted teachings and obsession with bloodlines. She played by the rules she had been forced to live by all of her life.

I would thus give her the chance Lord Quetzalcoatl once extended to me. 

“I have a mission for you,” I said, choosing my words carefully. “You will inform the Night’s Herald that we shall soon make our way to the sacred Sapa city of Paititi, where I intend to seize divine power. You will not know the location today… but you will learn it soon.”

The Battle of the Three Wings would soon be upon us all, and its outcome would decide everything.
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THE ESSENCE OF LIFE


Iheard the cry of the earth when nightfall came.

It was an inviolable law of the world that all suns must set, and though I had blessed this world with a dawn, the fangs of night still gnashed without pause or pity. The great light in the sky completed its exhausting course behind the mountains, announcing the onset of twilight and the end of day. The distant peaks reminded me of taunting teeth shrouded in shadows. For all the miracles I had blessed Hananpacha with, my victories had proved awfully short-lived. 

The night never retreated; it simply waited. 

And as I watched the sunset from the royal palace’s balcony, I was swiftly reminded of my mortal weakness. Any triumph I might achieve would only be temporary against the darkness besieging the Fifth Cosmos. The divinity within me blazed back to the forefront, raging at the chains of mortality and the fact that the Last Emperor remained lesser than the First. 

I had to shed my mortal coil for the sake of everyone.

“I am done,” my Necahual said as she presented her potion to me, a foul brew of herbs and poisons harvested from the imperial gardens. “This should put any man to sleep.”

The permanent kind went unsaid. I did not hesitate even for a second, although I required neither drink nor food anymore. The black and baleful potion boiled the moment my hand seized the cup, and most of it evaporated when it touched my lips. It tasted of ash, and not the kind that my divinity craved.

I did not sleep.

I could not sleep. 

I saw the truth clearly written in Necahual’s eyes. This was the best she could provide. There was no mortal poison that could lull a God-in-the-Flesh to sleep, nor enough women on this earth to exhaust me. I had spent the day delivering miracles, bending reality to my will, and my heart-fire burned brighter than ever. Mother’s sleeping spell would not work either.

Lord Quetzalcoatl was right. Gods did not dream. 

“Are there any other ways?” my Necahual asked. 

“There is one,” I replied. “I could die.”

Sleep was little more than a taste of death. It was how I had first traveled down into the Underworld in the first place, by impaling my heart on a dagger in spite’s name. I knew such a weapon would break if I tried that again, but surely there were other ways to perish. Even gods could die. 

However, I could not revive myself by will alone. I had only returned from the Land of the Dead Suns by the will of the Nightlords, who held my soul in bondage. They would not return me so easily this time, and not unless I was entirely at their mercy. 

“I did not mean sleep,” Necahual said with wisdom. 

My dearest concubine saw farther than any other. She knew that sleep was only a means to an end, and that time was of the essence. 

I had tasked Zyanya with leaking information about our destination to the Nightlords and that we would depart for Paititi after our final night in Hananpacha. The information would soon reach them, and I expected they would fly all the way to the golden city in a dark day’s time with all their Nightkin at their backs. I doubted they would be arrogant enough to fly under the sun in enemy territory like Sugey did, doubly so after I’d exploited that weakness to slay their sister. 

It was true that I had achieved much greater miracles lately than I’d ever seen the Nightlords achieve, but I had no idea what tricks they had up their sleeves. I’d barely defeated Sugey when she had been weakened by sunlight and taken by surprise. The Jaguar Woman and Iztacoatl had received advance warning of my betrayal and would prepare for our battle accordingly. I could not afford to underestimate them.

Moreover, defeating them would only lead to an even more dangerous conflict. 

Battle of the Three Wings. Golden city answers the tide of sorrow. Such was Lahun’s prophecy, and should my own predictions be correct, the fateful dance of death would begin in a day’s time. To the banquet of blood, the dark one triumphs. 

Now that I gained insight into the workings of fate, the last line’s meaning appeared clearer to me. Only the First Emperor was guaranteed to prevail in my final battle with his wayward daughters. Whoever won would have to contend with him one way or another. I could feel it in the strands of fate binding us all. 

And if I lacked the strength to repel the night, what chances did I have against its harbinger?

I needed to ascend to godhood, to fully cast away my mortality and become the light that could shield the living from the encroaching darkness. Only then would the Fifth Sun rest easy in the sky without fear of Yohuachanca consuming it, and my loved ones would prosper on this earth. 

If I could not sleep… If I could not ascend to godhood before my hands finally tightened around the White Snake and the Jaguar Woman’s throats… What next? It wasn’t the unknown that I feared, but the certainty of defeat should the First Emperor escape before I’d gained true godhood. I already struggled to banish his night for a time when he remained sealed beneath the earth. 

No matter how bright it burned, a flame could not rival the sun, not even a dark one. The blaze within me yearned to ignite my human flesh, yet lacked the final spark to do so. 

“There is a fourth set of embers within your reach,” the wind blew through the fading sunlight. “If you have the will to claim it.”

A mortal chill traveled down my spine and briefly quelled my burning desires. A horrifying thought and temptation had crossed my mind, one that I had long struggled with back when the First Emperor’s shadow held sway over me. 

I sensed Necahual’s gaze lingering on me. My closest and oldest advisor knew me too well. The bond that united us had been forged during my first steps toward godhood and remained far stronger than any other. She sensed much. 

“We are in the last stretch, Iztac,” she said, her head turning toward the horizon. The sun had almost entirely set beyond the mountains. “Our final battle is at hand.”

“I know,” I replied with a voice too quiet for a god. 

“Then whatever you have to do, do it.” Her tone was confident, sharp, without mercy. “Now is not the time to waver.”

My jaw clenched tighter than the earth before a quake. “You know not what you ask.”

“But we both know what is at stake,” she countered. “I am reminded of it each time I look at the sunset, when I wonder if it will be our last.”

“The sun will rise tomorrow,” I prophesied, and the night was still weak enough to indulge me.

“And on the next day? And the next? Or shall the sun limp like an old man fearing his end?” Necahual already knew the answers to these questions. “I do not fully understand where your magic comes from, but I could sense your frustration during our last coupling. You are a step away from godhood, and this world will soon need a miracle.”

Her hand took mine and squeezed. Her firm was strong with fear, with love, with resolve, perhaps even stronger than my own. 

“We will fight by your side to the bitter end… but we must win,” she pleaded. “Whatever it takes, we must win.”

She had been willing to do anything for her daughter. Would I be willing to do the unthinkable for her, for the world? I would already endanger Ingrid’s sister and sacrifice her brother on the altar of victory soon enough, on top of luring the Nightlords to a sacred site. Wouldn’t that be enough?

The irony wasn’t lost on me. I had tried to wash away the rivers of blood I’d shed to step back from the lines I had crossed, and destiny seemed intent on presenting me with newer and ever cruel temptations. 

“Leave,” I said. “This night is yours to dispose of as you see fit.”

I uttered no Word of power, but Necahual nonetheless vanished in smokeless fire. I knew she would spend these last hours of peace with the daughter for whom she had given up so much. 

The sun vanished, and the darkness crawled back in colder than ever. 
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I had dinner with my mortal family. 

We sat at a table in a great hall with windows giving us a good view of the city outside. Father sat in the form of a gilded skeleton next to Mother, who continued to hide her throat beneath a scarf in the vain hope it would stave off the thirst that once threatened to consume me. My consort and sister Nenetl faithfully sat at my side, the moon to my rising sun. 

None of us ate much. Neither Father nor I needed food, and my mother and sister lacked an appetite. All of them sent me glances now and then while the shadows outside took all of my attention. However bright I shone, they constantly sought to crawl back in. 

I sought a brief escape from my intrusive thoughts and call for divinity but found only silence.

“Iztac?” Nenetl dared to ask me, my name sounding so weak when coming out of her mouth. “Iztac, are you… are you in there?”

“I am in front of you,” I replied. 

“That’s… not what I meant.”

I knew that. Iztac, the man, was inside me indeed, struggling to hold back the hungry god he was slowly becoming. 

“I am here,” I said. 

Nenetl marked a short pause in her skepticism. “It doesn’t look like it.”

“My son, if something bothers you, we can talk,” Father said, pleading for a response. 

‘My son’… the word used to hold such meaning once, but it had lost some of its power. It didn’t ring as loudly as it used to in my ear, however much I valued it. It wasn’t that I had stopped to respect Father—I loved him with all of my burning heart—but the rift between us had grown wider.

And that terrified me.

It was Father who brought me back from the brink in Xibalba and stopped me from becoming a blight upon the world of the living. I’d only seized my third set of embers thanks to his stern guidance. Growing deaf to it might cause me to relapse. 

He was right, too. Something did bother me, but I could not exactly say it out loud. I would rather enjoy the silence and quietness so as to focus on the present moment, the very last that I might share with my family. 

Yet Mother insisted on tempting fate. 

“Do you lack the strength of will to look at us?” she asked. 

The god in me could not resist a challenge, no matter how much the mortal side of me wished to restrain it. I turned to look at her, at the woman who brought me into the world, at the sorceress who had taught me so much about magic, at the figure I had both loathed and forgiven in equal measure. 

Mother was all of those things, but I could only see the embers. 

They seemed to shine in her bosom, beneath her clothes and skin. They bloomed with life and infused her bones with light. Mother would never wear the crown, but she had enough gold in her to lift me to the gilded throne. A vicious lust and hunger stirred within me, craving her flesh, craving her soul, craving the final spark she might be able to provide. 

I found myself looking at her with new eyes, seeing past the veil of motherhood and kinship, past Mother and at Ichtaca. Only now did I notice that she was the same age as Necahual, lively and healthy, with a fair face and tender flesh. I could see why Father had fallen for her. She was a lovely witch.

She was still young enough to remarry and fertile enough to carry another child to term. It seemed like such a waste not to expand our prized bloodline, but the mere thought that another man could touch her sickened me. It would have been different had Father been alive, for he was my blood, but he was dead and she still lived. 

Then again, I was a god above the laws of men. I could seize her for myself and sire a pure scion of divine lineage, which the Nightlords had so craved to bring into the world. My blood boiled at the thought of seizing her, of melding flesh harmoniously until the fires joined and ignited my su⁠—

No. No. No. I suppressed that vile intrusive thought with all of my willpower. No, I… I do not need this.

No, I did not. I could simply choke the life out of her with my hand, inhale her last breath, and drink the fires⁠—

No. I forced myself to avert my eyes from her before I acted on an impulse I could not take back. Coming here was a mistake. 

“I must leave,” I declared upon rising to my feet. 

“Iztac?” Father called, but his words fell on deaf ears. “Iztac, please⁠—”

It hurt to ignore him, but I had no other choice. I left the family I had struggled so hard to reunite and returned to my bedchambers. The doors opened on their own at my approach and closed after I stepped through the threshold, leaving me in my lonely abode with only the wind and the darkness for company. 

Iztacoatl had told me how her Dark Father had struggled with his urges upon rising to godhood. Was that what he had to endure each time he looked at his daughters? That constant struggle between the man he had been and the all-consuming hunger he was becoming? 

I was starting to understand why few gods of old mingled with mankind even in the realms of the dead. The gods were power incarnate, concepts made flesh. They struggled to coexist with mortals the same way an eagle would fail to understand the lives of hares burrowing beneath the earth. They saw the world around them through very different eyes. 

No shadows would crawl at me when I shone so brightly, and I did not remain alone for long. 

Mother entered my lair. 

I did not have to turn away from the balcony to know it was her. Her warmth was faint, but she reeked enough of godly embers for the fire in me to quicken my burning blood. I did not move an inch in spite of the immense pressure this put on me. I remained a stone facing the darkness, even as I heard her step near the torches keeping the bedroom lit. 

The wind had grown quieter, though I knew it listened. It drank the uncomfortable silence while the world watched in expectation.

Mother could sense my hunger, too. She still wore the scarf covering her neck, and I heard her hands rubbing her arms in unease. The steps that separated us felt wider than a chasm, because both of us were afraid of what might happen should we cross it. 

“Do you still want to drink my blood?” Mother asked cautiously. 

“No.” I shone too bright for the vampire curse to shroud my judgment. “It is the light that craves your embers now.”

I had been able to contain the urge when I had asserted my divine authority and basked in the daylight, but my self-control wavered now that the night had returned. My blood boiled again in veins too small for the might it carried.

“I feared as much,” she whispered beneath her breath. “Would my embers complete your transformation?”

“I am not certain.” I had already received a set of Chalchiuhtlicue’s embers in the past. Would another infusion ignite my Teyolia into a living sun? Or was the gift of Tezcatlipoca indispensable? “But the unborn god in me is desperate enough to try.”

I looked at my palm and clenched it. The faint flames of the torches flickered and grew on their own in response to a rush of sudden pressure swirling within me. Mother briefly gasped in surprise, though she quickly suppressed it. 

“I want to escape this skin,” I confessed. “I am water that wishes to flow, a blaze that seeks to burst out of the oven. Your presence tempts me too much.”

I couldn’t even cast a Word spell to compel Mother to leave. My own magic would twist my wish and revolt immediately, the same way it forced me to summon the rain after claiming Tlaloc’s embers. 

“If I touch you, I will either claim you or kill you,” I warned her. It was a constant struggle to resist doing either, and I feared I might do both. “I will not be able to resist stealing your power.”

I hated it, hated the fact that such thoughts even crossed my mind, but that was a fact. It was a true torment to be bound in my current shape, and the temptation too great. It would likely be even safer for everyone if Mother simply left. 

Yet she remained resolute. 

“You do not need to steal anything, my son.” Mother took a deep breath. “I… I will give them away.” 

Her words lessened the pressure within me, though not by much. They did surprise me enough that my head turned slightly to look at her. 

“My spirit has left the Third Layer with your father and sibling. The door is barred behind us.” Mother closed her eyes, holding back tears. “I… I will never become a goddess… but you still can.”

We had both known that since Xibalba, but now she meant it. She had accepted the truth that her journey to divinity had ended, her only consolation being that the family she had neglected welcomed her back and that she had paved the way for her son’s own ascendancy. 

Giving away the embers remained an immense sacrifice because King Mictlantecuhtli would never let her access another set of them. She would lose the power for good… if she could even give it away. 

Besides, what would happen to a soul who had gained a spark of godhood and then lost it? Could the two even be separated? And at what cost? 

I couldn’t kill her even for godhood, not after she had finally turned a new leaf and certainly not after Lord Quetzalcoatl entrusted me with guiding the world onto a better path. Such a bloody crime might stain me into a god of betrayal and wickedness. 

I didn’t doubt for a second that the thought hadn’t crossed Mother’s mind already. Her gaze wandered at the darkness outside for a moment, then she removed her scarf. My eyes immediately lingered on the veins across her pale neckline pulsating with life and sweet, burning blood rich with sunlight. 

A surge of hunger coursed through me, and I found myself closing the gap between us before I knew what to do. Her breath grew heavy with fear and distress, yet she did not recoil from my arms as they seized her. 

“This might kill you,” I warned her, my blood boiling in my veins.

“I do not fear the Underworld now that your father and sibling await me there.” She took a deep breath and closed her eyes. “Do it.”

My teeth sank into her neck and drew blood. 

Seidr, at its core, was the connection and merging of two Teyolia. Its greatest powers required the union of a man and a woman in a primal embrace, but the mere exchange of blood sufficed for many applications. I had practiced the Embrace so often that merely touching Mother’s lifeblood let our fires connect. 

This kiss… It was no kiss of the vampire taken by force. Mother offered me her lifeblood the same way Necahual fed Eztli when she suffered from the dark hunger. She did not resist nor repel me.

She simply gave.

The connection was even stronger than the one I’d shared with Nenetl, as it should. Mother had given life to me, and the blood remembered. The Web of Life that bound us tightened its strands until our souls joined. It was an unequal union, a sun absorbing candlelight, but we bonded nonetheless. 

In that impossible moment I knew Mother more than anyone else—even Father. I saw, and I felt.

I remembered the taste of water filling my mouth as a father I’d never met tried to drown me in a river, cursing me for ruining his crops; I recalled the desperate struggle to resurface, his scream of pain when I slammed a stone against his face, and then the panicked flight through the woods. I heard Mother’s sob with each new vision, each new sordid detail, each new flash of a lonely and bitter existence as a savage hermit hiding in a forest, loathing humanity and yet envying it. 

I felt her sharp agony when the Nightlords forced her to flee for her life, the shame she felt when she abandoned Nenetl to save herself, the agony of losing a child; and I answered with the deep wound of her abandonment, the grief and resentment. Our memories merged, first with feelings, then souvenirs of spells great and small. 

That connection was unnatural. It wasn’t us, not entirely; our totems resonated together in a deeper way than mine and Nenetl’s did. We were two owls hooting together as much as we were humans. The presence of godly embers trying to join up only strengthened the connection. 

For a moment, we brightened like the sun. 

My consciousness expanded beyond my body. It flowed like a wave across the air and the stones, becoming one with the strands that wove the tapestry of reality. I became a wave unbound by flesh and bones, a light that filled the sky and hearts alike. I became the wind and the grass that whistled, I became the blood flowing in the veins of all living beings, I became the web that bound us all. For a brief second, I felt I could cast the stars down to Earth and spin the moon alike. 

For a second, I receive a taste of godhood.

And a taste was all I was left with.

I was so close, so close to jumping over the tipping point, but it wasn’t enough. Mother’s embers resonated with mine, but they were two shards of the same sorrowful goddess. Devouring her would not complete me, because I didn’t need more paint to complete the canvas of godhood; what I needed was a final pigment, the finishing touch. 

Mother’s gift wasn’t enough. 

And so our Teyolias uncoiled at the same time my lips pulled back from her neck. Mother gasped for air as a faint drizzle of unfulfilling blood descended down her neckline. I still held her, though my mind was clear and my hunger no longer compelling me. The god in me wasn’t satiated—not by a long shot—but it had understood that consuming Mother’s heart-fire would not brighten my own.

There was no shortcut to divinity. 

I let go of Mother and sat on the bed. Frustration had quelled my heart-fire’s glow enough that I almost felt mortal again. It was comforting, though not a relief. Mother looked at me for a moment as if half-expecting me to explode like Smoke Mountain before awkwardly sitting at my side. Her hand reached out for my shoulder, and I did not turn it away. 

“I am sorry,” she said from the bottom of her heart in a vain attempt to comfort me. “There… there might be other ways.”

“There is none,” I replied. 

I would not be able to access the Underworld before confronting the Nightlords, after which victory would likely result in their father running amok. I would have to fight them with the means at hand. 

My last hope was that capturing the Nightlords’ souls with my Tomb might delay the seal’s destruction, and even then, I drew a blank at how I could descend into the Underworld and complete my quest. Even if the dead could rise to godhood, Lord Quetzalcoatl had warned me that deceased gods could not escape the Underworld until the end times that followed a sun’s demise. 

Dead was dead.

Mother stroked my hair gently and awkwardly rested her head against my shoulder. Her touch was clumsy, but her attempt at comfort was welcome. 

“When I asked you to let your father Ride you,” she whispered. “I hoped he would take me.”

“I know.” I had seen it in her memories once we joined. Mother had craved his touch so much that she would have let him wear his son’s skin for the act if needed. “I do not fault you for it.”

I had shared too much of her pain to condemn her. She had lived a terrible life, part of it self-inflicted, most the result of circumstances beyond her control. I could tell she might have become a monster in human skin like Chindi without Father to light her path. 

Her desire to change was sincere. I had seen her wish to atone, her regrets, her guilt. She had failed her children so many times that she had been willing to surrender her power if it meant Nenetl and I had a chance to survive the calamity we knew was inevitable. 

Mother’s heart only held anguish and a sliver of hope. 

“I only ever felt alive when in your father’s arms,” Mother admitted. “I assume that is what you seek in all these women you’ve surrounded yourself with… what you sensed when our heartfires briefly joined. The warmth of life.”

Her insight gave me pause, because it rang true. 

The first woman I’d bedded was Eztli in a moment when I needed hope. Necahual, I’d first conquered for power, for the comfort of domination, before it evolved into something else. I had slept with consorts and concubines alike, searching for something that escaped me. 

Now I understood it was warmth I’d sought, the heat that would keep the chill of night away. 

Love was life, its celebrations and wonders. It was a cry of defiance against the encroaching and cold hand of death that shadowed our steps. It was a wonderful spell that warded away doom and dread. 

“As long as there is love, there is life,” I replied. 

“I think so too. It carried us all farther than we expected, both as sorcerers and as a family.” Mother gently caressed my cheek. “You have people who love you, my son, and not just for your power. You should spend what time you have left with them.” She marked a short pause and sighed. “Do not make the same mistake I did.”

Yes… yes, she was right. I’d been so obsessed with my newfound godlike power and the danger ahead that it twisted me. I should be focusing on those I sought to defend. 

Tomorrow would be my last moments with my consorts before our final battle. 

I would not waste it.


13
SNAKE SHEDDING SKIN


It had been a long time since I took a bath with all four of my consorts at the same time. 

The water heated up the instant I slipped inside it, so we didn’t even need to light a fire to keep it warm. I could have boiled it into steam but settled on a more comfortable temperature that my wives and sister could enjoy. 

My moving palace had taken its first steps toward Paititi and the battle that awaited us there, so this might very well be our last moment of reprieve before death, recapture, or endless night—a bubble of peace in a stormy sea of chaos and uncertainty. 

Or at least, that had been the plan, yet none of my consorts relaxed. I could cut the tension in the air with a knife. Nenetl eyed me with the same worry she had shown at our family dinner, Eztli obsessively combed Ingrid’s hair as if to distract herself, and the latter constantly shifted in her unease. Only Chikal appeared somewhat at peace with our current circumstances, though the way she looked at the darkness beyond our window betrayed her true feelings.

“Are we truly ready?” Eztli finally broke the silence, her voice far quieter than usual. 

“As much as we can be,” Chikal replied calmly. “Our archers will take position the moment we arrive at our destination.”

My Amazon queen had formulated a brilliant idea to deal with the Nightkin that would inevitably come to face us: gather some of my holy blood and anoint weapons with it. My life fluids continued to burn with sunlight long after they had escaped my body and ought to slay those vampires in a single strike.

I doubted those projectiles would be enough to slay the Nightlords, but every dead red-eyed priest or Nightkin would deprive them of precious blood to strengthen themselves with. Every advantage we could get would count. 

Nonetheless, Ingrid and her sister remained the true crux of our plan. I had used the Legion to confirm that Iztacoatl kept her brother Fjor—whose consumption of a skull had allowed me to form a tenuous spiritual bond with him—close at hand, though I dared not focus too much on him for fear of alerting the Nightlords of my surveillance. 

Ingrid took a deep breath before offering us a heavy nod. “We… we are ready to begin when my lord wishes.”

“Will this plan of yours truly slay Iztacoatl?” Chikal pondered. 

“It should at least weaken her enough for the kill,” I replied. “She will be the easiest of the sisters to deal with.”

The White Snake did not frighten me in the slightest. She was cruel and smart, but her heart remained ruled by fear, pettiness, and cowardice. She had folded when faced with far less power than the amount I currently wielded. 

The true threat lay elsewhere.

Chikal rested her head on her fist. “It is the Jaguar Woman that concerns me the most, too. Her pride blinded her once, but she will not underestimate us anymore.” 

Us. Somehow, that word warmed up my sunfire heart even further. We had gone through so much together; I felt we had formed an unbreakable bond deeper than any chain or spell. Pain and shared suffering forged the strongest of kinships. 

Nonetheless, the mention of the Jaguar Woman cast a dark cloud on our gathering. We had all suffered at her hands one way or another. My sister’s soul remained bound to her; Ingrid had lost her mother to her cruelty, and Necahual had nearly taken Sigrun’s place on the sacrificial altar. 

“I will bring you her head, Ingrid,” Eztli whispered in her fellow consort’s ear while stroking her hair. “Your mother will rest in peace once we sever that heavy skull from her shoulders.”

Strangely, Ingrid didn’t seem all that tempted by the prospect. “All I want is for my sister and me to live in peace, free of fear,” she said. “If there was another way, I would take it.”

“Oh?” Eztli raised an eyebrow. “Surely part of you must relish the thought of those old bats getting what they deserve.”

“I do… but I love my family more than I hate them.” Ingrid let out a heavy, tired sigh. “I would leave the Nightlords alone if it meant I could have my family back, alive and safe… but it cannot be helped.”

It saddened me that I could not fulfill Ingrid’s prayer. Ingrid would be the one paying the highest price in our endeavor. I wished there was a way to return her brother to life without sacrificing him for our future victory, but some curses could not be lifted so easily, especially the kiss of undeath.

“How good then that we can achieve both,” Eztli said in an attempt to comfort her. “Perhaps Iztac could grant us wings and flames to rain down upon our foes as he did with my mother.” 

“I cannot share this power with you, alas,” I replied. None of my consorts met the conditions to become Mometzcopinques, either because they were born on the wrong dates or were still bound to Nightlords holding their soul in bondage. 

“I wouldn’t accept that gift even if I could,” Chikal replied with a scoff and no hesitation. “I have spent too long as a slave to forswear my life to another, whether they be men or gods. There is no prize worth the cost of one’s freedom.”

Though the divinity within me felt slightly offended by her rejection, I couldn’t help but respect her decision. Chikal was a true queen who had never wavered in her pride. It brought a smile to my face. 

“Chilam will prosper so long as you sit on the throne, Chikal,” I told her, half a compliment and half a prophecy. “I am certain of it.”

“That makes me think, what will we do once we win?” Eztli asked, as if our loss was inconceivable. I did not need the Gaze to see that it was partly a front for morale, a wish to focus on the future. 

“I will return to Chilam and stabilize the region once Yohuachanca collapses,” Chikal replied. “There will be much to do… should we win to see the day.”

Somehow, the way she phrased that last word made it clear she understood that far more than our lives were at stake. It was quite foolish to make plans for a future in a world on the verge of collapse, but the flame of hope kept tomorrow alive 

“I would like for my sister and me to see Winland,” Ingrid said wistfully. “That is what my mother would have wished.” 

“I am tempted to join you… after mother and I rebuild our home,” Eztli replied before slouching in the bath. “What about you, Nenetl?”

“Oh.” My sister, who had remained eerily quiet so far, cleared her throat. “I… I haven’t thought about it yet.”

“Well, there is time,” Eztli replied. 

There will be time. The thought would have seemed so pointless a few months ago when my lifespan was measured in the span of a year. Now, I knew within my bones that I would never age again. Should I triumph over the Nightlords and their dread father, I would be able to do so much. 

However… something about my consorts’ words bothered me, and Nenetl’s behavior filled me with concern. Something about the way she looked at me was unbearable to both the man and the god within me. 

In the end, our short relaxation time proved far too short, and what had gone unsaid weighed far more heavily on my heart than the few words we exchanged. 

“Iztac,” Nenetl said once we left the bath. “Can I… talk to you for a minute?”

I saw no need to deny her request, and I would have asked the same myself anyway, so I indulged her. I brought her to my room in the roaming palace once she dried herself up—the water on my skin evaporated the moment I stopped paying attention, so I had no need to. 

“What bothers you, Nenetl?” I asked once we were alone, my arms coiling around her waist to pull her into my embrace. My sister and consort bit her lower lip as I did so, which took me by surprise. Was my heat unpleasant? “Is my touch uncomfortable to you?”

“No, it… it is comforting…” she replied as her hands rose up to touch my cheeks. “You keep me warm inside and out…” 

Yet something weighed on her nonetheless. I waited for Nenetl to find her words when she suddenly gathered her breath and moved her face closer to mine. 

Then she kissed me. 

It was a surprise, but one that stoked a fire. Memories of more innocent times when neither of us knew the truth about our shared parentage flooded my mind, reminding me of her taste, of her smell, and of her warmth. I immediately tightened our embrace as our lips touched, one of my hands moving up her back and stroking her hair. She briefly surrendered herself to the kiss, although I could sense the fear and unease that I lacked. 

I held her, kissed her, and I would have taken her if she hadn’t suddenly pushed my lips back with sudden regret. 

“Why did you do that?” I asked her as she gathered her breath. It had been a surprise, but a pleasant one nonetheless. 

“I wanted to see if you were still in there.” My consort shook her head. “You are, but… you have changed. You would have recoiled from that kiss once… back when you still felt human.” 

Why did she say the last part as if I had to be ashamed of it? She had a point, though; all the fear and disgust born of fears of breaking a taboo and Iztacoatl’s cruelty had vanished from my heart. The fires of godhood had scorched them away. 

And why wouldn’t they have? I had never stopped lusting for her, loving her, the same way that spark never left her either; I had simply ceased to dread those feelings. She was the moon to my sun, my blood and consort. Didn’t we deserve to be happy? What harm could there be? A part of me whispered it was sick and wrong to think this way, but it was such a small corner of my mind…

“Is that not what you wanted?” I asked. 

“Of… of course I… I wanted to be with you… but not like this.” Nenetl gave me a look of absolute sorrow. “Didn’t you notice what the others said? What they didn’t say?”

“I did,” I confessed with some sorrow, and I didn’t require the Gaze to do so. 

“None of them are including you in their plans for the future, Iztac, because we all know you will leave us in one way or another.” My sister took a long, deep breath. “You just fly too high for us to reach now. Soon you will fly to the heavens, and you won’t return.”

And the worst part was that I couldn’t deny it, because that would have been a lie. 

If I ascended to godhood… then I would become the wind. I would become light. I would become fire and victory. The power I was turning into yearned to escape my flesh and bones to ascend into a higher state. Only death could smother that flame. 

I might learn to wear a human disguise the way Lord Quetzalcoatl or Lady Mictecacihuatl could pass for creatures with two legs and two arms rather than universal concepts, but it would be no more than that: a disguise. A mask to wear. 

I wished to become a god that cared for mortals, and I would fulfill that pledge, but to care was not the same as to be. 

Most of my witches, save Necahual, would worship me like priests worshiped a god, a source of power and guidance, yet my consorts had loved me for who I was. They didn’t ask for a god. All they wanted was a husband or a brother. It hurt Nenetl to know our paths would irrevocably diverge in a day soon to come. 

All the comfort I could offer would be fleeting… but that didn’t make it worthless either. My arms moved up to hug my sister into a tight embrace. 

“Nenetl,” I whispered in her ear. “There may come a time when I will shed my human flesh and form… but never will I abandon you nor the others. My spirit shall be with you at all times.”

She closed her eyes and rested her head on my shoulder, praying for a miracle. “Do you promise?”

“Yes,” I replied softly. “I love you.”

That, at least, would never change. 
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I kept Nenetl company until we reached Paititi. 

The sun did not rise when it should have, yet I did not need its light to see the Golden City, for it deserved its name. Killa had guided us through secret pathways through the mountains protected by magical wards that would have disoriented most mortals, though they simply folded at my approach like rotten houses cast down by the wind. My forces eventually reached a valley nested deep in the mountains that reminded me of the memories I had extracted from Aclla’s mind before her death. 

Our target stood there on a hill surrounded by a lake of molten gold. 

A vast amount of steaming, bubbling metal kept alive through the fires of the earth surrounded a gilded city. Three pyramids plated with gold glowed with faint and otherworldly radiance behind walls topped with statues of condors and other animals, tumi, and carvings of Sapa Emperors long gone. 

I could tell that Inkarri and the Mallquis wove great magic in this place with a mere glance. The gilded waters echoed with a song inaudible to mortals: the hum of old fools clinging to a half-life that should have ended long ago, to the ill-gotten wealth which trapped them in a way they could not see. I briefly wondered how many mouths all this gold could have been used to feed. 

For a culture that pretended to put the group above the individual, the Sapa and their undead leaders had quite an appetite for hoarding wealth. 

“Quite an impressive achievement, I must say,” Chikal mused once we came into sight of this hidden marvel. “Building this city must have taken an unfathomable amount of effort.”

“This is no city,” I replied. “It is a throne and a tomb.” 

This was the Sapa Mallquis’s idea of a god’s abode, gilded and shining… but the wind had long taught me that true gods had nothing to prove. One simply had to look upon Tlaloc’s countenance to understand his power. All these precious metals and the search for gaudy luxury only betrayed these mummies’ lack of understanding when it came to divinity.

I would have felt pity if the god within me didn’t look down upon them with such contempt. False idols only deserved to be knocked down. 

Nonetheless, the magic they drew from the earth’s bowels was genuine enough. The mountains hummed around us, waiting in anticipation for the horn of battle to call the start of a heavenly war. 

And that time was fast approaching. 

I could feel it through the bond I shared with the Legion. I sensed a wayward skull making its way to us from the northwest, closing in on us with a thirst for revenge and the frantic energy of cornered animals eager to fight for one final breath of life. I turned my Gaze to the horizon, my eyes piercing through the darkness and leagues of distance. I saw further than an eagle in a night that would have blinded owls to see the wings of bats flapping toward us in a great swarm. 

Nightkin. 

“They are here,” I said. 

The Nightlords had come to face their doom.

I would have feared this prospect once, the way my allies held their breaths and tensed around me as I uttered those words, but I now trembled with anticipation. At long last… at long last, the day of reckoning was finally at hand. 

I finally wielded the power to fight my tormentors, and one way or another, one of us would not walk out of this valley alive. 

I couldn’t pinpoint the sisters’ exact location yet, as the Jaguar Woman’s magic proved powerful enough to hide them from me, but it didn’t matter much yet. I didn’t need to know where my foes were to harm them.

The opening shot would be mine to fire. 

I retreated into the roaming palace while Chikal organized the troops. I moved into my room, where I found my mother and my three witches gathered around the bed. They had drawn a circle around the bed with young Astrid’s blood, whose arms Necahual was busy bandaging. 

Ingrid sat naked on the bedsheet with her fair skin laden with runes. A complex script ran from her navel to her heart and beyond, forming a spell blending multiple magical traditions into one potent trap. 

“It is time,” I told Ingrid and her sister. “Are you ready?”

That was their final chance to walk away and spare their doomed brother… though I already knew the answer. 

“Yes, my lord,” Ingrid said to her sister. “We are.”

They would rather see Fjor perish than endure as a vampiric thrall of their mother’s murderer, and I would fulfill their wish. 

I undressed and moved over to Ingrid, holding her in my arms. I would rather have my time with preliminaries and ensure she enjoyed the process, but we had no time to waste on pleasantries. She welcomed me inside her flesh and soul as her sister and our assistants watched, the runes on her skin glowing brightly once our heart-fires connected. 

This would be my final Seidr ritual; one that would spell death rather than life. 

Knowing Iztacoatl, she and the Jaguar Woman would immediately expect me to attack them through the connection, and they would inevitably turn it into a trap to ensnare me. The White Snake had managed to hijack that bond once as a method of psychological warfare, and I suspected she had deliberately allowed me to pull back in order to give me a false sense of security. She must have hoped I would try to use Ingrid as a way to harm her and then turn the tables on me. 

That would have worked back when I had only two sets of embers rather than three, but I was prepared now. Prepared and fearless. 

My sense of reality faded away as the chain binding my soul to Ingrid and the Nightlords tightened. The room around me blurred along the edges, the walls unfolding into darkness under moonlight, the women surrounding me transforming into bats, the bed turning cold like stone, and the woman-in-arms becoming colder than ice. 

“Welcome home, songbird,” Iztacoatl whispered in my ear as she pulled me into her loving embrace. “Did you miss your cage?”

The trap’s jaws closed upon me. 

Once again, my mind connected to Iztacoatl through Ingrid, with the Nightlord taking her place. Her arms and legs coiled around my spirit in a strong grip while an invisible noose tightened around my neck. The chains holding my soul grew heavier than mountains and sharp like a jaguar’s fangs. 

“Certainly part of you must have known it would end this way.”

I would never forget that voice, so cold and heartless yet filled with so much malice. I turned my gaze up to the figure overseeing this vampiric ceremony, wrapped in jaguar fur and wearing a blood-soaked mask through which red eyes glimmered. 

“It seems you have forgotten the cost of disobedience, Iztac,” the Jaguar Woman said with fury colder than anything I had experienced in the chilling Underworld. “The fault lies with me for showing you leniency when I ought to have given you a reminder.”

The god within me raged at the sudden pressure, but magic potent and strong overshadowed my sun. Sorcery shackled my dawn and dimmed my flames with darkness. I could not wrench myself away from this snare. 

“This time, you will not forget this lesson.” The Jaguar Woman’s eyes gleamed with bloody malice. “You shall trouble us no more, our puppet emperor.”

“Choke on your strings,” I replied in defiance.

Then I struck back. 

I unleashed the fire of my soul in a wave of sunlight bright enough to turn any vampire to dust. My holy blood had managed to harm Sugey when only the strength of two suns coursed through my veins; three ought to slay her. I vomited flames like Smoke Mountain through our connection.

“Useless,” Iztacoatl mocked me. 

She and her sister were ready, of course. They had anticipated my plan and built their own countermeasures. I could sense the cold that would smother my flames in the song of the vampiric congregation that surrounded Iztacoatl, the circle that would trap my essence and defang me. 

How the tables have turned, they must have thought, brought down by the poison of ambition. 

So I countered their trap with another. 

All those Seidr rituals, all that practice, had built up to this moment. I had achieved a greater understanding of Teyolia manipulation than most, and that allowed me to redirect that flow through a different path; a different bond that united me to Iztacoatl, but one whose gate she had failed to bar. 

The Nightlords had correctly assumed I would use Ingrid as a medium to strike at them and prepared accordingly, but in their obsession to focus on me and my raw power, they had left themselves open for a feint.

I sensed Fjor among the Nightkin observing the ceremony. The skull in his stomach, consumed so long ago, and the blood his sisters had coated my bed with bound us. His eyes widened when he sensed my fire move through him, and our souls connected for the briefest of instants. I knew him better than he knew himself. I felt his pain at the loss of his mother, the agony of Iztacoatl’s fangs biting into his neck, the cold rage he felt when he watched his mother slain on the altar, his despair when he had been forced to participate in the hunt for his sister, and the brief hope he experienced when we finally escaped Sugey’s grasp. 

His emotions echoed mine in so many ways that I wished we had time to become friends, but life was cruel, and death even more so. 

Fjor did not resist. 

He could not help—the blood bond binding him to Iztacoatl was too strong to allow treachery—but he did not shield his tormentor either. He glared at her with all the strength of his anger, then let the fire he knew would kill him flow through his flesh and soul. He had seen in my mind as much as I saw in his and understood what would follow with calm acceptance. 

He only had two words to offer me.

“Save them.”

Then Fjor blew up.

My flames erupted from him in a wave of sunlight that vaporized all the Nightkin present at the ceremony. They turned to ash in a blinding flash of fire. 

Only the Jaguar Woman reacted quickly enough to protect herself behind a shield of woven shadows, but the brunt of the attack wasn’t directed at her anyway. Iztacoatl barely had time to blink until the wave of power reverberated through the bond she shared with the Nightkin she had enslaved, with my attack traveling from Fjor to her. 

Then she screamed. 

The fire erupted within her rancid womb and rotten heart alike. Light surged through her veins and cooked her from within, leaving trails of smokeless flames along the edge of her bones. Her flesh melted beneath my manifestation even as her claws sank into my back. Her scream turned to sunlight, and her eyes cooked in their sockets. Atrocious pain beyond words and meaning coursed through her until her false and treacherous beauty turned into a ghoulish corpse covered in burns. 

This vile woman, who had toyed so often with the bonds family shared, had now suffered the price for her arrogance. It brought a smile to my face. 

“Burn,” I said with glee. I was still mortal enough to enjoy this. “Burn.”

Yet, however much I prayed for it, she failed to die. 

The burst that I had unleashed had inflicted heavy damage to the point that I was embracing a charred living corpse rather than a Nightlord, yet it had failed to destroy her outright. Iztacoatl clung to existence with all of her strength and despair, though it was only a matter of time until she perished. 

The danger lurked elsewhere. 

The Jaguar Woman saw me, saw my power, and the light that eclipsed her shadows. The gulf in our respective strengths finally dawned upon her. Her eyes turned to her sister with a look that chilled me to the bone. 

“Sister…” Iztacoatl whispered through steaming vocal cords, her hand moving away from me to plead to her older sibling for help.

She didn’t receive any.

The Jaguar Woman lowered herself, opened her mouth, and bit the White Snake in the neck. 

I felt Iztacoatl’s fear and pain through our bond. I had never seen a vampire feeding on another, but experiencing it made me wish I’d remained ignorant. The Jaguar Woman drank her sister. I sensed the blood flowing out of her burning veins, her soul slipping away into a stomach where all cries would fade into the silent dark. 

There was no doubt or hesitation, no flicker of remorse, no hint of sisterly guilt. There was only hunger and cold-hearted ambition born of a wicked heart who worshipped power above all else, a darkness too thick for the seeds of love to ever take root in. 

“Please, sister…” Iztacoatl moaned through tears of fear and pain. “Please, no…”

Her pleas fell on deaf ears. Her killer didn’t even bother listening. 

The Jaguar Woman committed the heinous crimes of kinslaying and cannibalism without so much as a blink. 

No force compelled her besides vicious practicality and a lust for power without bounds or restraint. She might have been capable of saving her sister even now; but why bother doing so when the seal was bound to break and they had failed to contain me? It simply made more sense to grab as much power as possible before the inevitable fight. 

But true power always came with a price attached, and the Jaguar Woman’s consumption of her sister’s lifeblood was no exception. I heard a crack through the fabric of magic, the rupture of a pillar of the soul, the black stain of heinous betrayal painting the spirit with tar. My last glimpse of Iztacoatl was that of her bloody, smoking skin weaving itself with that of her murderer. Her once-unequaled beauty became a disguise for her killer to wear. 

Betrayal with a friend’s face, a snake shedding skin. 

Prophecies were treacherously misleading indeed, and I would soon pay the price for it. 

The Jaguar Woman’s consumption of her sister shattered the bond Iztacoatl held with Ingrid. I lost my connection, my mind brutally sent back to my body while my consort gasped under me. Her heart pounded in her chest with the pulse of freedom and a dash of fear. 

“She…” Ingrid whispered as I pulled out of her. She gasped, her eyes lost in a daze. The ritual drained more from her than me. “She… she killed…”

“So it was a success?” Necahual asked. Astrid had collapsed in her arms due to the ritual’s backlash, though her life wasn’t in danger. 

“No,” I replied without satisfaction before walking back to the balcony without even bothering to put on clothes. I knew I would transform soon anyway. “Not quite.”

Our chains were lighter than ever, but the last chain binding us to the Nightlords’ ritual had grown heavier than ever before. I found Chikal looking at the horizon with a look of horror. 

The Nightkin were falling out of the sky by the dozens. 

The vampiric sons of countless emperors turned to dry husks crashing down the mountains or into the molten lake. Their blood flowed out of their veins in crimson rivers, gathering at a hiding spot beyond the hills through which even my Gaze could not see. I didn’t need to. 

I had already seen this happen once.

“They’re dying,” Chikal muttered. “They’re all dying out, like when Sugey⁠—”

The Jaguar Woman had done more than eat her sister; she was absorbing everyone her coterie had ever shared its blood with. All of her priests, all of her sisters, all the Nightkin the Nightlords had ever sired. She called in a harvest she had spent centuries laboring for.

All so she could become powerful enough to devour me. 

Her plan became clear to me in all of its mad ambition. Having seen the spark of godhood which I now commanded, my tormentor now sought to consume my power so that she might challenge her father once he inevitably broke free. 

Had this always been a plan in the works? Or a last-minute decision? 

I didn’t know, nor did I care. I felt two powers brewing and preparing to challenge me, one pitch-black and the other clothed in gold. 

The Battle of the Three Wings was upon us.
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BATTLE OF THE THREE WINGS


Itook flight with a roar and blazed into being.

My mortal flesh and bones melted away in an instant, my wings unfurling in a flash of light that illuminated the night. Darkness recoiled from my radiance as I grew into the great owl-fire I burned to become. I cast my roaming palace in blinding shining shadows and announced my coming with a shriek that shook the mountains. 

A jaguar’s roar answered me from across the bloody horizon. 

The Jaguar Woman arose from beyond the valley like a crimson sun promising a dawn of death. She had grown almost as large as I was and changed into a twisted horror straight out of Xibalba’s houses of nightmares. The upper part of her body belonged to a jaguar whose fur reeked of blood and whose muscles strained with cursed strength. Her nails ended in claws sharper than any sword, and her flayed human face peeked in the middle of her feline forehead like one final piece of rotten humanity. The lower half of her body ended in a long, white snake tail instead of legs, its scales shaped like screaming skulls and moaning faces begging for death. Vile bat wings with holes leaking pus and tar unfurled from her back. 

As I faced the monstrosity, that fate of mine, I realized that the Jaguar Woman had truly become what she had always been deep down—a ravenous, twisted monster ruling from a throne of stolen lives. A kinslaying Skinwalker who had shed her family’s own blood and then sucked it away in her vampiric thirst for more.

The Jaguar Woman’s betrayal of her sister did not surprise me in the slightest. Iztacoatl had long confirmed that it was Ocelocihuatl who masterminded the Nightlords’ coup and their father’s imprisonment. She had always reeked of cold cruelty and never expressed any sorrow at the loss of her sisters. She was a true fiend; a demon whose bottomless hunger for power could never be satiated. 

She did not belong in this world, and it was my duty—and pleasure—to purge her from it. 

I had waited for this moment for so long. So long. This was a battle all of my trials and tribulations prepared me for, and I couldn’t wait to fight it. 

I could feel the danger in the air, the sorcery brimming from her bloody fur. The Jaguar Woman was a false goddess, but nothing said a fake couldn’t match the original. Belief was power in this world, and triumphing over me would no doubt force reality to accept her lies as the truth. She was the one who wove the First Emperor’s binding ritual in the first place and conceived the mad scheme that nearly painted the sun itself blue with sulfur. 

This would have been a difficult battle on its own, but a third challenger soon arose to join us. 

The golden city of Paititi shuddered and crumbled into the molten lake, flooding its shores in a tide of gilded death that consumed stone and trees alike. I held it back with a Word by inviting stones to rise in a moat that shielded some of my exposed soldiers and allowed them to retreat back to higher and safer altitudes. A cataclysmic quake rocked the land and mountains, and I could feel the awe of onlookers—especially the likes of Empress Killa—upon seeing the ancient Sapa settlement vanish so suddenly. 

However, that did not last. 

For a second that stretched for a lifetime to my senses, all was silent; but then the sea of metal quivered and receded as swiftly as it expanded. A whirlpool of molten gold formed at the center of the lake, swallowing everything into a single point. Ancient energies built over centuries of rituals stretching back all the way to the Sapa Empire and Yohuachanca’s founding reached their apex in a violent surge of sorcery. 

Then I saw the souls. 

I Gazed upon the whirlpool to see the mummified faces of a Parliament of Mallquis; the will of hundreds of undead too stubborn to die for good. I sensed Inkarri among the swirling mass of dusty ectoplasm and greed, but he was only a single will in an ocean that drowned out all individuality. A merged amalgam of countless existences merged their gilded bones into a gestalt being, then fashioned themselves a new body. 

An immense creature rivaling me in size arose from the lake. It was a condor, but with none of my divine fire nor the Jaguar Woman’s twisted flesh. It looked wholly artificial on a close look, with feathers of gilded flagstones, wings of buttresses and crenelations, talons of spears and swords, and a beak of joined gates. Its eyes were windows gleaming with starlight. 

At the heart of the magical construct was a single corpse gleaming with power buried deep within a chest and ribs of melded towers—a mirror of true divinity, the bright reflection of all-consuming darkness. 

Tonatiuh the Sunborn, brother of Yohuachanca, brought this abomination to life. 

The divinity inside me burned with newfound rage. I didn’t need magic to see the similarities between that abomination and the horrors of Yohuachanca. The Mallquis had joined together into a Parliament of the Dead, merging their souls to the enslaved corpse of their first emperor in the hope of mimicking true divinity; but whereas my predecessors endured their fate in the hopes of achieving eternal freedom in death, the Sapa elders had willingly surrendered their very identity on the altar of an ephemeral state. This condor was a false idol, a mimicry of Yohuachanca that derived its power from their heart’s relation to the First Emperor the same way the Nightlords had gained their foul power by draining those of their dread father. 

This entity was as fake as its stone feathers. 

“Begone from these sacred lands, shadows of Yohuachanca!” the condor said. Though its voice carried the weight of the thousands of souls forming its collective consciousness, one cut through them all: that of Inkarri, whose words reverberated through the mountains and the clouds, guiding the chorus of spirits like the conductor of a singing choir. “You do not belong in this world, and you shall stain it no longer!”

My eyes gleamed with fury. “Your words sound as empty as your future, fool’s gold, false god!”

Both the Jaguar Woman and Inkarri were false idols that made a mockery of true deities and of those who had earned their power through effort rather than deceit. I felt the sorrow of Lady Chalchiuhtlicue at this turn of events, the anger of Tlaloc at the blatant blasphemy, and the quiet disappointment of Lord Quetzalcoatl. The true gods of this world had gazed upon these counterfeits through my eyes and found them wanting. 

The owl, the bat, and the condor flew into battle while the world was watching. The three of us faced each other under the pale moonlight, the flaps of our wings blowing mighty gusts of wind. 

We exchanged no taunts, no clever wordplay, no banter of any kind. We had nothing to say to each other, nothing to trade besides spite and hatred. We had all come here to kill the others, and we all intended to do exactly that. 

I struck first. 

I opened my mouth and unleashed a Blaze-breath mighty enough to incinerate an entire city to cinders, aiming straight for the most dangerous foe: the Jaguar Woman.

She immediately furled her wings and matched my sunlight with shadows. Dark miasma so thick as to swallow stars coiled around her in a pitch-black mantle that repelled even my flames. The very essence of the night shielded her from me, and my redirected flames instead set parts of the shore on fire. 

Inkarri—I refused to consider that condor abomination as anything more than a vessel for his and the Mallquis’s will—immediately exploited the opportunity to strike us both. The condor flapped its wings and fired tower-feathers at us. I used the Fall to cause the projectiles to crash down onto the earth below us with a thought, while those targeting the Jaguar Woman vanished in her summoned darkness. 

The mantle of miasma surrounding her immediately unfurled into the shape of two great hands lunging at me and Inkarri, so quick neither of us managed to react in time. She grabbed us by the throats and smashed us against a nearby mountain with immense force. 

The Doll spell. 

I had known the Jaguar Woman could use it since the night we met, but she wove with such skillfulness that it bordered on the instinctual. The blow was perfectly calculated to decapitate the target in a single strike; and when both Inkarri and I proved too resistant to indulge her desire for an immediate demise, the Jaguar Woman immediately began to choke us with immense pressure. 

She was skilled. 

“Does it bring back memories?” the Jaguar Woman taunted me as she tightened her grip on my throat, her voice mixed with that of her murdered sister. “Insolent slave?”

Yes, it did. She had used the exact same move on me on the Night of the Scarlet Moon when I first voiced my word of defiance. She had choked the breath out of me back then until I passed out and woke up a prisoner. 

But I was powerless no longer. 

I countered her Doll spell with my own, shaping spectral arms of pure flames with the strength to sunder mountains. They grabbed the miasmic hand choking the life out of me and forced it off, while Inkarri cut off the fingers holding him with the sharp ends of his wings. 

The Jaguar Woman’s feline jaws clenched in annoyance and then let out a hiss of rage when fireballs hit her in her last remaining patch of a human face. 

My witches had taken flight to fight at my side. 

The three of them had unfurled their wings and circled the Jaguar Woman from above, firing fireballs and lightning bolts from the tips of their hands. My mother joined my flock in owl form with none of the fear she had shown against Sugey; her mind was clear this time. 

The fires of the heavens and the earth alike struck the last of the Nightlords, searing her skin and melting her flesh. Soldiers on the ground led by Chikal launched arrows anointed with my holy blood that ignited the moment they touched the vampire’s scales and flesh. I counted Ingrid among them, and judging from the smile on her face, she was relishing the chance to strike back against the Nightlord as much as I did. 

Unfortunately, the Jaguar Woman had grown so large and strong that they might as well have been a swarm of wasps assaulting a mountain lion. Their stings hurt and distracted, but they would never be enough to kill. The fires that seared her human face had melted off her skin to reveal a festering, glaring mass of flesh underneath, yet she seemed more furious than truly wounded. 

The last of the Nightlords shed death. 

Droplets of blackened tar-blood erupted from her wounds and immediately coalesced into batlike monsters. They had no skin, no fur, only bodies of coalesced blood with claws and fangs of sharpened obsidian gnashing in utter silence. Their heads showed crimson outlines akin to skulls rather than faces, each of them twisted in an expression of ravenous hunger. I briefly thought that the Jaguar Woman had released the souls imprisoned within her belly, but I quickly realized these were mere puppets and extensions of her will. 

A true vampire never lets anyone go. 

Bats great and small thus poured out of the Jaguar Woman in a great black swarm that immediately fell upon my followers. I activated the Gaze and let the sunlight pouring out of my eyes incinerate all the ‘Nightkin’ I saw into cinders. Alas, more of them fell upon my followers with indiscriminate hunger, ripping out throats with their fangs and tearing Amazons apart with their mere claws. I caught a glimpse of Chikal beheading one with a sword while Eztli and Nenetl adopted animal forms to fight back… but the swarm only grew in number until it darkened the very moonlight. 

So I summoned my own army. 

I planted bonecrafted ribs into the earth and watched them ripen into an army of the dead. Emperors from centuries past arose as a legion of gilded skeletons hungering for justice and revenge. Warriors, scholars, fools, and geniuses all answered my call with blades of ghostfire and undead fury. They carved into the vampires to protect the living, some of them their own descendants. Even my father joined the Legion to help wage its last battle. 

My predecessors at long last could fight back from beyond the grave and relished the opportunity. 

“Do you feel it now?!” I taunted the Jaguar Woman. “The tide of retribution?!”

The Jaguar Woman glared at the ghosts of her countless victims now rising as one to overthrow her. They were not puppets like her own thralls, and though I had granted them bodies to fight with, they did so of their own accord. Ours was an union of the damned fighting for a cause rather than a collection of slaves.

Surely the thought had finally crossed the Nightlord’s mind that this had always been a coordinated effort, the culmination of a chain of failed rebellions and failed schemes building up until one of them finally succeeded. 

And in that moment of realization, I hoped that she finally felt righteous fear. 

A quake and a screech interrupted our standoff. 

Having freed himself, Inkarri flapped his wings and bent the wind itself into a booming song of ancient sorcery. The earth danced in response to his call, with hills reforming into great fingers lunging at the Jaguar Woman and me. Colossal hands of stone grabbed us both in a crushing grip.

“Release me!” I uttered a Word of power. The earth shuddered and trembled at my command, but I sensed a weight pushing back against me. An ancient and arcane wall cultivated across centuries stopped the momentum of my sorcery dead in its tracks. 

The Mallquis used their magic to summon a quake once, and their power had only grown greater and more precise in their current form. For all of my burgeoning godhood, this remained their land, layered with their spells. None of us had proved our supremacy over the other yet, so Inkarri retained an edge when it came to bending the land to his will. I would always be at a disadvantage when fighting on the ground.

So I moved the battlefield elsewhere. 

I cast the Fall spell again, this time turning it upward and reversing gravity for a select few. My move took aback Inkarri and the Jaguar Woman, sending them both plummeting toward the clouds above rather than toward the earth below. Inkarri’s hands of stones shattered and split off from the earth they sprang from to ascend ever further. 

“Fight on!” I told my witches, followers, predecessors, and family alike as I flew upward to take the fight to the skies themselves. “As on earth, as in the heavens!”

To each their own battlefield. 

I had never tested how high I could fly nor how far up the Fall could send its targets, but when the surprise faded and my foes began to resist the spell, we had all ascended so high that the world had become a breathtaking sea of clouds under a court of stars. It was a sight as beautiful as it was haunting, for while the valley and dizzying Sapa mountains now looked like puddles and pebbles, the heavens’ moonlight remained so far away. 

Still, we were high enough for me to cast a certain spell. I flapped my wings and uttered a single curse that would fill the universe with dread. 

“Powerlessness.”

A flash of surprise passed over the Jaguar Woman’s face as my Tomb materialized with a birdsong of bones and shivers. 

My spell had once collapsed under its own weight or at the mere contact of Sugey’s power. Now that three embers burned within the bonfire of my heart, I had grown strong enough to fully manifest it in reality. I painted over the world’s canvas with the brush of sorcery, warping reality into the physical metaphor of my own fears. 

A dead emperors’ birdcage entrapped the sky. 

A cocoon of skin bound by great bar-ribs encircled the three of us and a few clouds, cutting us off from the wind and starlight alike. No light but mine was allowed to burn bright in this dark prison fit for gods. A floor of moaning emperor skulls formed beneath us, their jaws snapping in hunger and malice, their mouths breathing out a sick purple miasma so poisonous it would kill any mortal that inhaled it. 

The Jaguar Woman and Inkarri had both almost transcended such concerns in their own way, but they were no immaculate gods beyond death’s grip. The miasma immediately began to sap them of their strength and sorcery, dimming the condor’s glitter and dulling the jaguar’s fur. The vile and unavoidable grasp of age returned with a vengeance. 

My birdcage would reduce my foes to the same terrible state of powerlessness I had fought so hard to escape. The Jaguar Woman would be the one to collapse at my feet this time, and Inkarri’s wings would be clipped. I could already sense their waning strength and smiled at the Nightlord, delighting in her shock, her surprise, and her awareness of the fate I had in store for her.

My relief didn’t last long. 

The Jaguar Woman regained her composure and uttered one word—a single word carrying all the weight of her malice.

“Weakness.”

Her Tomb erupted from her heart and clashed with mine. 

The blade of her deepest fear cut through mine like a puddle of oil spreading over water. A dark shroud of anxiety spread around her, heavy with choking dread and suppressed intrusive thoughts boiling up to the surface. I saw a glimpse of a house of horrors shaped by the crushed bodies of a hundred thousand Jaguar Women, old and weak and crippled and broken and bent and diseased. A great pyramid built from copies of the Nightlord stretched across infinity, their numbers so great that their corpses crumbled under the weight of others. All of them wailed or moaned in a myriad of agonies, from plague to age to war wounds. 

I saw a twisted tapestry of all the ills and torments a mortal could suffer from, illustrated with a single woman’s face. 

This was the fear rooted in the deepest abyss of the Jaguar Woman’s heart, the all-too-human frailty that underlay all of her actions; the very core of her being. A secret terror so overwhelming that she would rather bury it under the corpses of countless multitudes of herself and murder the sun rather than face it.

Such a grandiose goal, born of such a small and petty foundation… Yet her Tomb remained old and strong. The fact that the Jaguar Woman knew one of Xibalba’s secret spells was already enough of a surprise to me, and now it grew within my own Tomb like a second building clashing with another for space and stability. All of the weight of our fears and wills clashed with Inkarri caught in the middle. The condor king summoned a swarm of floating golden tumi masks that enveloped him in a golden barrier, but lacking a Tomb spell of his own, he could only witness our duel of wills. 

The Jaguar Woman and I gave all that we had in this clash. My birdcage and her house of the weak clashed, merged, and untangled in the blink of an eye. We were two painters clashing over the color of reality, the lines between our Houses blurring and shifting with each second. 

Her core fear was so close to mine that our spells almost seemed to resonate, but the longer they clashed, the sharper the edges grew. Though the god within me might argue otherwise, a momentary moment of weakness did not frighten me, because the mortal I still remained understood that those were inevitable. It was only the ultimate despair—the inevitable end when all options had been removed—that I truly dreaded. 

In contrast, the Jaguar Woman hated the very concept of weakness, of vulnerability, of setbacks. She feared mistakes and the judgment that came with them. She couldn’t allow herself to appear anything else than perfect and almighty. All failures had to be blamed on others, and all triumphs claimed. All rebellion, all dissent, any hint that not all of reality bent to her will had to be crushed, for she dreaded that any influx of air would rust the iron chains she sought to put on the very concept of free will. 

She had to murder her sister, betray her father, enslave millions, and snuff out countless lives because she couldn’t bear criticism. 

In a way, her fear was as all-consuming as it was pathetic. 

In the end, neither of us could withstand the other’s anxieties. I felt a ripple through our bonded souls, an echo and resonance preceding a great shattering. The colorful canvas of twisted reality snapped under the pressure with a great crack. Reality bounced back with a vengeance, a powerful backlash sending us all flying back. The sea of clouds widened beneath with a terrible boom.

My heart burned with fury. For all of my divine power, the Jaguar Woman and I were evenly matched. Inkarri’s shield had also held up against all odds, which I took as a testament to his immense sorcerous skill. 

“Father taught you well, Iztac,” the Jaguar Woman said, her claws swirling with red mist. “But he didn’t teach you everything.”

I cloaked myself in Bonecrafted armor so thick it would have stopped an eruption right as the Jaguar Woman unleashed a cloud of bloody mist… But she took me by surprise and turned her attack against Inkarri. The crimson fog she had unleashed dissolved the tumis and their shield away like salt thrown in hot water. 

The condor king flew back even as the Jaguar Woman pursued him. 

Realizing the Nightlord’s plan, I summoned the power of the Slice. The winds bent to my claws in great swords of sharpened air, cutting across the skyscape. One flew between the Jaguar Woman and Inkarri, briefly separating them. 

The same idea must have crossed all of our minds. 

A Tomb grew stronger with each soul that perished within its confines, and the condor king’s body held hundreds, if not thousands, of them. The Mallquis, in their greed, had turned themselves into a living hoard of spirits whose wealth could buy victory. 

Whoever killed Inkarri first with the Tomb would break the stalemate.
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The winds of battle roared across the sea of clouds. 

I wove them, bent them, commanded them like a conductor with its singers. I called upon the Slice and the Cloak, upon the winds of chaos and fortune shaped from hatred and gratitude. The flow of air danced at my fingertips into a procession of sharpened blades and whirlwinds that could cut through stone. 

And cut through stone they did. Inkarri summoned a shield of earth from mere dust in the wind, my projectiles shredding through his defenses like a sword through warm flesh. His golden wings proved solid enough to withstand my strike, though, and a beam of golden light erupted from his beak in response to my attack. I dodged by moving to the side, the blast coursing across the heavens and beyond. 

The Jaguar Woman immediately exploited the opportunity to strike. Blood boiled in her palms and then concentrated into two blackened spheres heavier than mountains. Clouds vanished out of thin air when she threw them at us, the moisture in the air sucked into the projectile as they whizzed faster than arrows.

The Cloak swirled around me like a shield of air. The sphere absorbed the winds into itself as it moved, but it glided off my protection and swiftly collapsed into itself. The other shattered Inkarri’s shield and hit him squarely in the chest. The sphere melted off gold feathers on contact and left a gaping hole in the condor’s plumage.

Sensing his weakness, the Jaguar Woman attempted to cast her Tomb again. Dimensions bent around her as she attempted to paint over the canvas of reality and trap Inkarri within it. 

I didn’t let her. 

I answered with my own Tomb, forcing a clash of would-be divine authorities. The frontiers of our souls met in a tug-of-war that rocked the skies and sent ripples across the land below. Two nightmarish worlds sprang into being in an attempt to devour each other, skulls of past emperors biting the arms of wailing effigies of the Jaguar Woman. Fear fought fear in a clash that left cracks in the very essence of the world. 

The contest only lasted for a brief instant before our Tombs collapsed under our combined metaphysical weights—since neither of us had the means to overcome the other without surprise and initiative on our side—but it saved Inkarri from a gruesome fate. I could see the surprise and confusion in his gleaming eyes. 

“Leave,” I told Inkarri. “Even you do not deserve this fate.”

I understood more than anyone the agony of my predecessors trapped on the threshold between life and death. Using the Tomb on Inkarri and the Mallquis would probably grant me victory, but it would be no different than drinking their blood.

Lord Quetzalcoatl had warned me. I refused to fall so low again when I had barely begun to rise. 

“It is still not too late to side with the light!” I told Inkarri, who glared back at me. “If you truly fight for your homeland, then let us combine our strength to banish the night from this land!”

As much as I loathed what the Mallquis represented, I was willing to compromise if it meant they would lend me their strength against the last of the Nightlords. The First Emperor was bound to escape his tomb with her demise, and all allies would be welcome during this fateful confrontation. We had little to gain from fighting each other when the cosmos risked its end. 

For a brief instant that seemed to stretch on forever, Inkarri and the ancient souls within him appeared to consider my offer. Yet that moment didn’t last more than a second, my hope buried under a tide of resentment. 

“The time for words passed the moment you and your vile patrons shed Sapan blood,” Inkarri replied bitterly. “Only death awaits you now.”

I knew it would end like this, but his shortsightedness still disappointed me. 

The Condor King proved wise enough to understand he was at a disadvantage in the air. His and the Mallquis’s strength came from the earth they lorded over, not the sky; so he dived down back toward the mountain in preparation for his counterattack. The Jaguar Woman immediately gave pursuit in her hunger to claim his power for herself. 

I called upon the Fall to yank them both back to me by reversing gravity, but my foes were prepared this time. Inkarri flew quickly enough to escape my spell’s range, whereas the Jaguar Woman simply shrugged it off with a counterspell of some kind and whipped me back with her serpentine tail. I had no other choice but to chase after them with a heart filled with anger. 

Inkarri lured us below, to mountains less than a mile beyond the secret valley from which he arose. The Condor King sang a clangorous song, and the land of the Sapa answered with a thunderous roar. 

I recalled that Aclla once compared the Sapa Mountains to the back of a giant serpent stretching across the land, and Inkarri proceeded to turn that metaphor into a literal truth. Hills rose and rolled the moment Inkarri sat on the tallest of them, reshaping themselves into a new living form.

I could only watch in amazement as a great snake of stone whose mouth could have swallowed my imperial palace whole arose to challenge us. 

What power you wield, Mallquis, I thought, finding myself impressed as the great beast’s movements started quakes shaking the entire Sapa Mountains. You weave stone like I do sorcery. 

Even the Jaguar Woman showed fear. Unwilling to let Inkarri complete his ritual, the Nightlord unfolded her wings and let acid blood fall down from them. The crimson rain melted through stone, earth, and trees alike, even managing to stain and rust Inkarri’s golden plumage. 

The Condor King endured the pain and threw his gigantic snake at the Nightlord. The colossal being moved with the swiftness of a landslide and arose to catch the Jaguar Woman within its jaws. The Nightlords struggled with all of her strength not to be swallowed whole and only managed to escape an early death in a gullet of stone by pushing it back with the Doll. 

Sensing my chance, I infused my feathers with power, wove them in a Veil and then flapped my wings. My projectiles flew in the false form of fireballs, with their true nature obscured by my illusions. The Jaguar Woman summoned arms of black miasma with the Doll to deflect them, while Inkarri simply had his stone serpent coil around him as a moving shield. 

My fiery feathers thus fell across the land, all of them infused with my hatred, my hopes, and the weight of my curses.

I had laid my trap well. 

The Haunt spell, which cursed a land rather than a person, required the feathers to infuse themselves into the flesh of fresh corpses. The chaos unfolding across the land and the battle my own troops waged in the valley against the Jaguar Woman’s ghosts provided more than enough vessels in which they could take root. An invisible web of sorcery formed across the landscape, overlapping with the leylines from which Inkarri drew his strength. 

The Jaguar Woman’s many eyes widened in understanding as she recognized the shift in magic from her disastrous Sulfur Sun. My essence infused the very land, the same I’d once used to subvert Smoke Mountain, shifting the tide of sorcery in my favor. 

“This power… from the very beginning…” she said, her jaws clenching with otherworldly rage. “It was all you!”

I couldn’t lie—it did please me to see the fear and anger in her eyes. 

“Only now, at the end, do you understand?” I said as I wove my Haunt spell into being. “I wasn’t born to play the slave.”

No one was. Not even stone. 

“Open, gates of Xibalba!” I said, spilling my burning lifeblood onto the earth with a talon. “Come and take your fill of dread and fear!”

The earth shuddered, and its jaws snapped open. 

Inkarri’s serpent of stone collapsed under its own weight, startling the Condor King. The mountains that made up its structure rearranged themselves into fangs hungry for souls. A gaping pit formed at their center where my blood had fallen, glowing with the infernal flames of Xibalba. The Mallquis incarnate flew back, and I allowed them to; it was the Jaguar Woman who deserved hell more than anyone else. A flash of dread and unease spread across her face when cries of agony from countless tormented souls arose from the pit. 

Sugey’s screams cut through them all. 

However, where her sister had failed to offer any better response than brute force, the Jaguar Woman hastily waved her claws in grand gestures akin to Lahun’s dances. She played a performance that bound the world itself to her decadent will, summoning great dark chains of woven shadows around the Pit’s fangs. The jaws of Xibalba failed to trap the Jaguar Woman and began to pull back under the pressure. 

I had hoped the Pit would claim her like her sister, but I had anticipated such an outcome. What mattered was that my foe was briefly occupied holding back the tide. 

“It is nearly time, my witches,” I whispered through the wind and let the gusts carry my words. “Bring my mother with you.” 

I didn’t need to tell them more. Their hearts pulsed with the same purpose as mine. 

I turned to face Inkarri, only to be taken aback when he closed the gap between us in an instant by flying straight at me with undying fury. I barely had time to catch his talons with my own before he slammed me against a hill of stone below.

“Was it not enough to stain these lands with blood?!” he all but spat at my face. His beak tried to tear out my throat and forced me to move my head to the side. “Now you had to befoul them with your sorcery?!”

“I carry more regrets than you will ever know,” I retorted. “But that ship has sailed, and the shore remains far beyond our reach.”

I summoned the Doll’s phantasmal arms, grabbed his wings, and started pushing him off me. It was a far greater struggle than I had expected. The condor clawed at me with all his rage, while the Jaguar Woman was beginning to force the Pit to close. 

I had so very little time left to act. 

“However great our differences, Inkarri, I sense a seed of valor beneath your fellow Mallquis’s greed,” I said with sincerity. My Gaze, which stripped all souls of lies, showed me the light within the Condor King. His sins were great, especially against Aclla and others like her, but he was no Nightlord; only a believer in the wrong cause. “You fight for what you believe to be justice, and for that, I offer you one last chance to turn back. Relinquish Yohuachanca’s brother and fight at my side.”

Inkarri didn’t even entertain it. His golden talons lunged at me and clawed at my chest deep enough to draw boiling sunlight blood. “Your promises are as hollow as the caverns your slaver-bats crawled out from!”

A shame, truly a shame… but I guessed I had nailed that coffin with my bare hands a long time ago. 

Even the gods couldn’t change human nature. 

“Your power is false,” I told Inkarri. “You do not even draw your strength from a god, only the shadow of one. You are an imitation of an imitation, hiding his weakness behind gaudy gold and borrowed glory.”

“I am the will of the Sapa,” the Condor King replied with unbending pride. “The shield of peace and the spear of prosperity. I am no more than the defender of my people, the wish of millions.”

“Is that so?” I asked before weaving the winds around us. “Let us see if you can endure their silence then.”

I’d learned from the queen of the dead that the Mallquis drew their false life from the breaths and prayers of their living descendants. Their souls would not pass on so long as the living wished them to remain as eternal idols.

But what worth were prayers when they failed to reach a god’s ears? Could a lake survive without the river to keep it full?

I immediately received my answer when Inkarri’s strength began to wane all of a sudden. Four dams had sprouted around us, guiding the wind I’d called up into a great wall that no mortal breath could penetrate. 

My witches and mother had spread in all four cardinal directions, dancing atop peaks of stone in a shared performance of which Inkarri was the centerpiece. I completed it with a single Word of power. 

“Silence.”

The world listened, and all grew quiet. 

Few understood true silence. Mortals lived in a world of sound and sensations rhythmed by their breaths, the gentle gust of the wind, the subtle cracks of the earth beneath our feet, and the chirping of bugs. Most would experience quietness, but silence? True silence was absolute stillness.

True silence was death, the first and greatest terror. 

My Word gave Inkarri and the Mallquis a taste of that inevitable end which they feared so much, and the Haunt granted me enough metaphysical control over the land to prevent their descendants’ voices from reaching them. 

I created a bubble of silence that no prayers could breach; and for perhaps the first time in centuries, these ancient elders found themselves devoid of the breaths of the living carried by the wind. 

The golden condor began to rust away. 

The false idol could no longer sustain its image in reality. 

I called upon the Doll and summoned great phantom talons that sank their claws into Inkarri’s chest. His effigy body had grown too fragile to resist me, and I quickly cleaved my way to the rotten heart at the center of it all; a mummified corpse who had long passed away, but whose image of divine power could not be allowed to die. 

Tonatiuh, brother of the First Emperor, had yet to find rest.

“A spear you shall be, Inkarri,” I said as I plucked a feather from my wing. In it, I wove all of my hopes and determination to see this through. “For at your heart…”

I placed a feather into the embalmed body of Tonatiuh and bound it to the Haunt. 

“Is a corpse.” 

The silence was shattered with a final pulse. 

My grand trap, the work of many interlocked spells which I had mastered, combined and refined, was finally sprung. My Haunt reverberated within the Sapa leylines, both of which my final Curse had turned Tonatiuh into the center of. My witches and mother guided the energies coursing through the land and the sky in my direction, the same way the Nightlords manipulated their dark father’s power to their ends. We sang the symphony of life together and brought forth a dark miracle. 

“Beware false idols,” I chanted. “For I shall make a curse of your light!”

Tonatiuh glowed with sunlight. 

The Condor King and the Mallquis had yearned to craft a god from their own hands, and for this time only, I gave them a taste of bitter success. I wove the tales and the stories of the Sapa into reality, that their first emperor would come to return the light to their realm in its moment of peril… and then twisted them into a potent curse. I guided the power of the land harvested by my Haunt into my target and turned him into a dreadful pyre. 

After all, the only difference between a curse and a miracle lies in the caster’s mood. 

Tonatiuh burned away his birdlike shell and hatched into a colossal, baleful sphere of eternal fire. Its glow was so bright my witches had to cover their eyes so as not to be blinded in an instant, and the darkness recoiled at its coming. The cursed shining radiance swallowed Jaguar Woman, even as she attempted to cloak herself in shadows. Those could not survive the rays piercing through it. 

Tonatiuh had become fire, and a false sun was still a sun. 

The Jaguar Woman burned to cinders with a scream that shook the heavens and earth. Her skin melted off her flesh, which then returned to the dust, exposing mangled bones. Her wail was music to my ears, and like all good things, it ended much too soon. 

My greatest foe died in the sun she had tried to conquer all of her unlife. 

She was incinerated like any other vampire, vaporized in an instant by the light she was never fit to bask in until naught but ashes remained. 

The sun of Tonatiuh proved as bright as it was fleeting. Its heart of fire imploded upon itself, immolating the ancient corpse which had given it life. The souls of the Mallquis, having lost their anchor, found themselves at death’s mercy. They fell down into the Underworld, to the afterlife they had struggled so hard to stay out of. 

Inkarri’s soul lingered longer than the others. I couldn’t say whether it was out of spite, duty, stubbornness, or because of a particularly strong connection to the land of his ancestors, but his golden spirit briefly materialized from the ashes of his false sun. We both knew it was a doomed effort from the start and that the inevitable yet awaited. 

“Take pride,” I comforted him in his final moments, for mercy and dignity were a god’s duties. “You have spared your land from darkness.” 

The Condor King stared back at me, not with hatred or anger as I would have expected, but with something else. His eyes only glowed with sorrow and fear as they glanced from me to the pitch-black night that had befallen us. 

“Can you shine brighter than us?” he asked me. 

His fear was palpable; not for his immortal soul, but for his descendants whose prayers had sustained him and the empire he had fought to protect. 

And though I carried the strength of three dead suns, I feared I could not shine bright enough to keep the night away forever on my own yet.

“I will try,” I promised. 

Inkarri did not believe me and faded away, filled with despair. 

I watched his spirit disappear into the night, leaving my burning embers as the only source of light gracing this valley. I glanced at my sorcerous allies and briefly basked in the fleeting feeling of victory…

Only for a tightening chain to crush it. 

An overwhelming pressure grew in my chest. The Jaguar Woman was ashes and dust, yet her chain remained coiled around my heart with all the weight of her malice and fear for her mortality. I sensed her spirit somehow holding on to a life she didn’t deserve, refusing to fade out into the dark. 

Then I heard Nenetl’s scream. 

The wind carried it to my ears, striking my heart with fear. No, no, I thought as I flew toward my sister. Mother, Necahual, Lahun, and Killa followed me, the former quicker than all the others. This cannot be!

I returned to the valley and my troops. Tonatiuh’s radiance and the Jaguar Woman’s “demise” had wiped out the remaining Nightkin, sparing my soldiers’ lives. It didn’t take me long to find Nenetl among them. She screamed and spasmed on the ground in spite of my consorts’ attempts to restrain her. 

“Nenetl!” my father’s skeletal ghost said, trying to calm her down. The mere fact that he and the past emperors still lingered in this world confirmed that the fight for our freedom wasn’t over yet. “Please, speak to me!”

But my sister couldn’t do more than screech in pain and agony. Her nails scratched her cheeks deep enough to draw blood, and her pale eyes had gone white from the shock. Shadows coiled and gathered around like an impenetrable shroud that not even my light could dispel. 

“Nenetl!” I said, upon landing and regaining human form, my hands seizing them away from my consorts. “Nenetl, listen to me!”

My voice seemed to briefly draw her out of her daze, but a malicious presence broke through her mind and stared back at me with immense hatred. My burning blood froze in my veins as I realized where my foe’s spirit had taken refuge. 

“Even with all the powers in the world, Iztac,” the Jaguar Woman said through my sister’s lips, glaring at me with her eyes, “you are still weak.”

Her Tomb surged to engulf us all.
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The Tomb killed dozens in the blink of an eye. 

The world drowned in darkness, and walls of screaming flesh encircled us beneath a screaming ceiling. A mansion made of Jaguar Women trapped us within its bowels and began to drain the life of everyone inside. Soldiers at the peak of their vigor and virility aged to dust in an instant, their wrinkled flesh drawn into the depths of the Tomb where their souls would find no rest. 

My witches barely had time to save my consorts. Necahual, Lahun, and Killa grabbed Eztli, Chikal, and Ingrid before the Tomb could consume them, their bond with me shielding them from instant death for now, while Mother called upon the Doll and attempted to restrain Nenetl with phantom arms. 

This gave me a brief window of opportunity to activate my Tomb… or so I tried. My fear erupted around me in a whirlpool of blood and screams, but it failed to expand beyond one meter of myself. A powerful pressure weighed down on my soul and clawed at my heart. My attempts to paint over this canvas failed one after the other, the horde of screaming Jaguar Women refusing to let my dead emperors’ birdcage take shape again. 

The souls the Nightlord had stolen during her initial strike let her press against my spirit with renewed strength. Their deaths had tilted the balance on her side. She lacked the power to crush me outright, but she had gained just enough of an edge to keep me in check. 

How long would my witches’ power suffice to keep away this tide of death? Seconds? Minutes?

I had no time to waste. 

“Nenetl!” Mother shouted as her daughter struggled against the phantom restraints. “Nenetl, you must fight⁠—”

My sister let out a hellish roar, the mere shockwave throwing Mother back across the Tomb and into my father’s arms. Nenetl’s flesh rippled with power and fury. 

The Jaguar Woman twisted my sister’s flesh and forced a transformation. Bloody fur grew over Nenetl’s skin, her nails turned into claws, and her fair face morphed into a monstrous maw of fangs. The creature she became resembled a twisted chimera between a wolf and a man, with a jaguar’s fangs and bloody spots all over. Stripes representing sinuous white serpents shifted across her back as if trying to escape, the last remains of Iztacoatl struggling inside her own sister’s bottomless stomach of a soul. 

She had two mouths and two pairs of eyes, the red pair larger than the blue one, the latter fighting not to close. My sister struggled inside her own body, but without the embers of dead suns, she had no hope of regaining control by herself. 

The lost emperors’ skeletons all rushed at the Jaguar Woman in an attempt to contain her, but she threw them out of her way, her bloody glare set on me alone. She cast no spells besides her Tomb, either because maintaining the former took everything she had or her control over Nenetl’s body prevented her from using her full arsenal. She simply leaped at me with bestial strength and ferocity. 

This was a last stand. 

I barely managed to clad myself in an armor of bones before my foe pounced at me in a flash of speed and fury. Her fangs tried to close on my throat to tear it out, only to crash against hard layers of protection. I called upon the Doll to force her off me, the two of us wrestling among fear and dead men. 

“The difference between us, Iztac,” the Jaguar Woman hissed through my sister’s lips, “is that I worked hard to obtain this power.”

Her words left me speechless. Insults and threats would have washed over me, but the sheer weight of her deluded entitlement and hypocrisy stunned me. She struck me with a backhand that would have torn a mortal man in half and sent me flying backward, my back hitting a wall of hands and screaming faces. 

“You were born with sorcery,” she said, seething with distorted hatred and disgust. “You never had to beg for scraps for power or suffer in the shadows of someone like my father. You never had to bleed to earn your spells, to kowtow to people you knew did not deserve their power.”

The arrogance of this deluded abomination—who had always sacrificed others rather than herself and murdered countless innocents in the name of her own tyrannical satisfaction—beggared belief and filled me with greater resolve. I knew I could have easily burned her to cinders and ended this battle in an instant, but the fear of harming Nenetl stayed my hand. Perhaps that was why the Jaguar Woman had taken her over in a last-ditch effort to cheat death. 

How could I exorcise the beast without harming my sister?

I could only think of one option, the one which my foe would never expect.

I rose to my feet and grabbed her wrists with my own hands when the Jaguar Woman tried to fall upon me. Her weight and strength pressed down on me while the cold breath of her Tomb besieged my very soul, her many faces screeching at me to die, die, die. 

“You Nahualli disgust me!” the Jaguar Woman shrieked with all of her envy and jealousy. “Why is it that the gods blessed a fool like you instead of the truly deserving?! What gland or organ lets you call upon sorcery?! What secret did Father share with you that he didn’t share with me?!” 

So many questions, yet I sensed only one root inquiry behind them all: Why are you better than me?

I could have offered a thousand reasons why, but in the end, fools deserved no answer. The thought that I had earned my strength through blood and toil had never entered her mind, and I felt too superior to her to enlighten her. 

“You were never fit to rule,” I retorted, calling upon Bonecraft. Blades of bones surged from my wrists and impaled both of our arms. Our blood met and mixed into a union of the body and the soul. 

Seidr connected us. 

The world around us faded away in a flash of light and fire. My soul melded with that of my sister and the shadow which had entrapped her. The battle of the spells had turned into a clash of the wills. 

“Iztac,” I heard Nenetl’s soul call out to me with all of her strength. 

I was the sun calling out to the moon, my light piercing through the night in between; yet the shadows did not recoil and fought back. They obscured my sister’s moonlight and tried to envelop me, to consume me in a final strike. 

“Mankind is weak,” the Jaguar Woman’s soul said. “Human lives are like candles that shine and then fade away in the blink of an eye! Time kills them one day at a time, rotting their flesh and dulling their minds!” 

She barreled down on me with all of her might. Waves upon waves of anger and frustration hit the rock of my spirit. In this realm of merged souls, with no flesh nor material illusions to hide the truth, I saw Ocelocihuatl for what she truly was. The Jaguar Woman was flayed bare, revealing the stinking rot of envy and jealousy at the core of her personality—the impotent frustration of a diseased, overambitious heart. 

“What was Yohuachanca before I arrived?!” the Jaguar Woman ranted, her waves of shadows striking the sun of my soul. “A wasteland of degenerate tribes and fools begging my fool of a father for salvation! I granted them peace and purpose! I overthrew a god and forged the greatest empire this world had ever seen!”

Beneath all the power and the pomp, buried beneath the cruelty and the lies, hid the most pathetic and loathsome things of all. 

“I deserve to rule!”

A spoiled brat. 

“You deserve nothing,” I retorted. “Not even death!”

I exploded in a flash of fire that forced the Jaguar Woman’s shadows back and exposed Nenetl’s soul beneath them. My sister’s moonlight reached out to me, and our Teyolias were reunited.

We merged as one, our souls intertwining into a pure star whose light banished the dark. Our combined power, born of a union that stretched all the way back to the beginning of time, incinerated the Jaguar Woman’s parasitic soul. 

“Do you feel this?” I asked the Jaguar Woman as her shadows writhed at my feet. “The light of true love?”

That was something which she had never experienced. Even the likes of Yoloxochitl held a warped seed of affection for her sisters, but the Jaguar Woman only ever saw them as tools and weapons. Her father had been a wellspring of power, her sisters allies to be discarded at her convenience, and her followers slaves bound for the altar. 

While we had grown into the sun, the Jaguar Woman’s spirit shrank before our shared radiance until she became little more than a black spot; a diseased kitten facing a longneck. Deprived of her souls and power, she was quite pathetic indeed. 

“She is so small,” Nenetl whispered, her voice filled with pity rather than disgust. Only my sister would choose empathy in a moment like this; and even then, it did not extend into compassion. 

“She has always been small, inside and out,” I replied. I had seen her Tomb and her deepest fear. “A heart so small it couldn’t even love itself.”

The chain that bound our spirits remained, so frail, so thin, so fragile. Nenetl and I seized it with hands of light in perfect harmony, guided by trust and the will of freedom. 

“You are a mere parasite, Ocelocihuatl, fit only to be squashed.” I glared down at my greatest foe, my fallen master. “You are no goddess of mine.”

I pulled the chain and turned it into rope for the damned. 

My Tomb was the fear at the root of my soul, and with Nenetl at my side I had no issue opening it inside this realm of shared spirits. A birdcage erupted around us, and a horde of spirits emerged from it—a legion of skulls grinning in anticipation. They grabbed the Jaguar Woman with a thousand grasping hands. 

“At long last,” they sang with glee, carried by six hundred years of silent hatred. “At long last, the cycle is complete!”

More than emperors joined in. The soldiers the Jaguar Woman had so callously slain with her Tomb earlier, the countless souls she had feasted upon when she consumed their blood, and even the shadow of her White Snake of a sister joined in the effort, united in shared pain and hatred. 

All the Jaguar Woman’s victims had gathered to drag her to her own personal hell. 

The leech tried to fight back, but she remained a vampire burned by my light. The curse she drew her strength from had become her weakness, and the chain she used to bind us a noose tightening around her neck. The Parliament of Skulls drowned her under its weight, seizing and burying her. 

“You shall harm us no more,” Nenetl said. Her hands softly tightened on the chain that bound us and then snapped it with a gentle flick of the wrist.

We cast our foe down into the darkness. The Parliament of Skulls dragged her screaming into the depths of my Tomb with a final wail, burying her spirit in the shadows of my fear, where she would suffer her due. She would cry as one final skull on the pile, weeping in the silent dark under the final cosmos that came to an end. 

Lahun’s prophecy was at long last fulfilled. 

You are avenged, Sigrun, I thought as I imprisoned the Jaguar Woman’s soul in the depths of my subconscious, so deep no light would ever reach her. It is done, my predecessors. 

I returned to reality in the blink of an eye, my hands holding my sister as she regained her human form and fell into my arms. The Jaguar Woman’s Tomb collapsed around us under the glow of faint starlight. My witches, consorts, and family were here, safe and sound. 

“Nenetl!” Mother rushed to my side alongside Father, her fear and panic sharper than a vampire’s fangs. She seized her daughter and immediately took her pulse with feverish dread, followed by relief. “Thank the gods, she is breathing…”

Father moved to hold Nenetl too, but his gilded hands cracked along the knuckles. His teeth breathed dust, and the ghostlight in his eyes flickered. I felt the very bond that let me supply him with a body fade out. 

“This is it,” Father said. “My spirit wavers…” 

The rope that bound us had snapped. 

A weight I had grown so accustomed to that I barely noticed it anymore began to grow lighter. The Nightlords’ occult ritual, performed across centuries until it became enmeshed with the very tapestry of reality, was finally unraveling. The endless chain, which had enslaved over six hundred dead emperors to their cruel mistresses, had begun to rust. 

I felt lighter and freer with every breath I took… but the consequences quickly became apparent as I glanced at the army of the dead that I had gathered. My gilded predecessors and fellow emperors had begun to turn to dust, their souls unable to inhabit the skeletal bodies I had prepared for them. 

The dead did not belong with the living. 

“It is done,” I said, my words a divine commandment. “You are free at last.”

Our long struggle had come to an end. 

My predecessors were too old for cheers and applause, but their joy was as palpable as it was quiet. Many bowed to me, the final chink in the chain who had completed our long-prepared revenge. Others whimpered and cried tears of dust, while a few crumbled to their knees in quiet elation. None feared the chilly grasp of death, which would finally lead to the end that they all craved. 

“Others might condemn you for what you have done tonight, our successor,” the Parliament said with a hundred fading voices. “They will curse you for fighting and challenging this cruel order for the sake of an uncertain future.”

“But know that whatever awaits, we shall never forget your bravery,” others said, even as their spirits departed one after another to the depths of Mictlan. “You shall have our gratitude until this world returns to dust.”

“Our daughters shall live on free because of you,” a few said, glancing at Ingrid and Eztli. No doubt a few other spirits looked upon Astrid and the other women of the harem whom they had fathered in decades past. “Our bones shall rest easy, knowing the future is in your hands.”

Gods did not kneel, but this time only I bowed to these ancient spirits who had guided me through so many difficult nights. Come what may, I would always cherish the knowledge that I had helped their tormented souls find rest. 

“It has been an honor, my predecessors,” I said with all of my respect and sincerity. 

“Only one regret do we all share,” they whispered as one. “That there is one last battle we cannot fight at your side.”

“Perhaps,” I replied, “but I swear to you that I shall win it nonetheless. 

The emperors of the past bowed as one and then vanished together into their well-earned rest. 

My father alone endured the longest, and used the last of his strength to embrace his family. Mother and I held him in our arms even as he turned to dust, knowing we would meet again on the other side. 

For a brief and impossible instant when the Nightlords’ ritual finally collapsed, I felt truly free in a way I had never been before. The wind blew into my face and hair with a triumphant gust. The sacrificial dagger which had hung over my heart for so many months was gone, and I knew I could do anything; that the sky was the limit. 

And then it all came crashing down. 

A terrible cold spread from the north in a wave and struck me in my flesh and in my soul, nearly snuffing out the fire which gave me life. I was thrown backward and hit the ground, my burning lifeblood growing cold in my veins. Mother and my consorts opened their mouths and rushed to my side in an instant, but no words escaped their lips, and their fingers lacked any warmth. 

The universe held its breath, and silence ruled. My eyes wandered to the sky, where stars blinked out in the dark. The crimson moon glowed with a dark, red glow, its black spots shifting into a gloomy skull glaring upon us all. I stared at it, and as I did, my vision faded, my gaze piercing through the veil of reality. I found myself back in Yohuachanca’s capital, too busy streets now quieter than graves, and at the Blood Pyramid that loomed over all. I heard a faint shudder beneath its foundations, the whispers of a corpse rattling in its coffin, the quiet joy of a fellow emperor receiving his first taste of freedom in over six hundred years.
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The winter of the world seeped into my bones, my vision blurring until all I could see was a waterfall of a familiar red liquid falling from the sky onto the pyramid where I had seen Nochtli the Fourteenth being sacrificed. The steps boiled with tar, and its foundations trembled beneath the glow of a screaming sky. 

The moon was bleeding. 

The cosmos howled in despair, for its final night was here. 
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I awoke in the Land of the Dead Suns for what I knew would be the final time. 

I lay at the foot of a great obsidian mirror under a reddish sky cast in perpetual twilight. The ground was ashen white, caked with bone dust blown by howling winds. A pitch-black sphere surrounded by a glowing crown of fire served as the sun, its ebon surface so smooth it seemed made of glass instead of fire. 

I immediately knew that I hadn’t fallen asleep or died. I had done both, and this visit was none of my doing. 

I had been called here. 

I rose to my feet, the wind blowing dust on my face, and glanced at my surroundings. An endless wasteland stretched around me as far as my divine gaze could see. Great skulls the size of houses stretched across the emptiness, with so many eyes and strange shapes that merely staring at them gave me a headache. Fingers thicker and taller than trees reached out for a dead, dark sky, as if to grasp something forever out of reach. Ancient and twisted structures of stone, whose spiraling shapes should have been brought down long ago, crackled with crimson lightning. 

Everywhere I saw great statues of obsidian jaguars overseeing the landscape, their smooth surface unblemished by the ashes. No dust carried by the wind marred their blackened glass fur, perhaps because they would not allow it. Their eyes were mirrors showing distorted reflections of my face, showing me as an owl, a bird, a man, and a beast. Two lines of them stretched forward ahead of me, their heads bent in adoration and silent respect.

Their lord awaited me, sitting on a throne of bones set atop a petrified giant’s back. 

I knew who he was the moment I laid eyes on him. He wore the shape of a man better than any other I’d met, but the details were all wrong. He was tall and slim, with smooth glass skin carved from the blackest obsidian, except for yellow stripes of gold replacing his mouth and two translucent mirrors that served as his eyes. His face seemed to shimmer and twist with each instant, never settling on a given shape or facial structure. His right foot ended in a hoof, and the left in a snake with an obsidian mirror for a head. 

The stench of blood coming from his garb of crimson jaguar fur was overwhelming. Not even the top of the Blood Pyramid nor the depths of my palace carried such a potent smell… but then again, it was said that he had massacred the first world the gods created in a fit of fury when he found its inhabitants wanting. 

I was three-quarters of a god already, with the power to change the world, but even then he found me beneath his notice. His eyes stared into the distance at the obsidian gate through which I fell, and when he spoke, it was at me rather than to me. 

“I told you once,” the dread god said, his voice echoing with the winds, “that one night, we would dance in the Land of the Dead Suns, where skulls plot their revenge and the true gods feast.” 

The truth hit me the moment I heard his voice, so awfully familiar. I had heard it since my birth, tempting me, taunting me, guiding me. 

When the Jaguar Lord spoke, the Yaotzin blew. 

“I am the mirror of the human soul,” he said, his words those of an ancient terror who had raised the First Sun and shall bury the last. “I am the slave that plots the master’s demise, the assassin who sharpens his blade on a king’s throat, the jaguar that stalks the village’s edge. I am the hatred of the downtrodden and the unseen grudge. I am the hand that pushes the mighty down to earth and breaks down the door to chaos. I am the enemy of both sides. I am revolution; I am violence; I am change.”

Only then did he deign to look down on me with a gaze carrying the weight of eons past. 

“I am Tezcatlipoca, and I await your answer.”

And as I gazed into the mirrors of his eyes, I sensed my mind fading away, my very sense of reality blurring and fracturing at the edge. The universe cracked into a thousand pieces, my soul splitting into countless reflections. 

“Do you yield?” the creator god asked as his eyes swallowed me. “Or do you die?”


17
THE ORIGINAL SIN


Iwas myself, a weakling. 

The corpses of my consorts hit the steps of the pyramids—piles of limbs torn to pieces, quartered pounds of flesh, empty husks, and crushed skulls. The Nightlords squeezed them dry for every last drop of their blood in front of a silent audience.

I did not react, nor did I care. I was too tired and dazed to do so. My skin was flaccid, and my senses were dulled with drugs, pulque, and herbs. I felt them swirl within my blood and shackle my mind. I wished to sleep, but I lacked even the energy for that. Priests had to help me climb to the top of the pyramid to the altar for my execution. My spirit was adrift, running from one half-formed thought to the other. 

I was a corpse who hadn’t yet forgotten how to breathe. 

I recalled the night I saw Nochtli the Fourteenth walk to his doom a year ago under a crimson moon. I’d known this would be my fate since the moment the Nightlords grabbed me off the street and spent the better part of the past trying to forget it with pleasure. I had enjoyed privileges I could only dream of once. I’d discovered flavors I never knew existed, read more books than I could count, played all the games that existed under the sun, found confidants, and I’d slept with the greatest beauties of the realm.

I would never forget the joy I felt when Lady Sigrun gave birth to my first child. Holding my firstborn son had granted me peace for a brief instant… and then filled my heart with despair once I realized he would live his entire existence as a prisoner. 

At least I took solace in the knowledge that Eztli would be spared all of this. I’d only shared one night with her—the first night of her wedding—but I hoped her unborn child was mine, that a part of me would still be free somewhere.

The year had been so pleasurable… but it didn’t even make me happy. 

Not even once.

As the Nightlords gathered to tear open my chest, I briefly regretted never pointing the dagger I’d found in the Reliquary at my own heart. I would have died younger, but at least I would have mocked and taunted them. That blade—and that hope—looked so far away now, so beyond my grasp. 

I had always been a disappointment, to myself and my masters. I would never forget their looks of displeasure when I completed their New Fire Ceremony and watched them flee the rising sun. Even Lady Yoloxochitl’s words that I had done my duty and had nothing to be ashamed of sounded so empty. I could tell that she and her sisters had placed high hopes in me, and in my mediocrity, I extinguished them.

When the Nightlords finally moved to take my life, it was with the frustration of failure. 

The pain was sharp, but nowhere near as much as the fear cutting through the drugs. Lady Yoloxochitl wept tears of blood as she slew me, thanking me for having been a son to her, but her warped affection didn’t stop her from murdering me. The Nightlords ripped my ribs open, severing flesh and skin to reach that precious blood they craved, yet I did not scream. I denied them that pleasure as my first and final act of defiance. 

They took my heart and my life with it. 

My vision went dark, my body convulsed and froze, yet death was no release. I denied the Nightlords my screams, and they denied me freedom. I perished, yet I did not depart. Darkness bound my soul to a chain in which I was little more than a link. 

“Our covenant is renewed,” the Jaguar Woman said as she impaled my beating heart on her father’s altar. “We Nightlords accept your tribute on behalf of the First Emperor. A ruler’s blood shall purchase a prosperous dawn for Yohuachanca. Fear not the silent dusk, for we shall guide and protect thee through the long nights.”

The Nightlords murdered my soul and cast it into shadows. My flesh was stiff and dead, but my spirit screamed a wail that none could hear as I joined a legion of weeping ghosts. 

“Long live Yohuachanca!” 

My hatred would endure as another skull on the pile.

Waiting for a successor and the hands that would finally set us free. 
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I was myself, a monster among monsters. 

The Crimson Moon shifted into a Sulfur Sun whose blue radiance provided neither warmth nor comfort for the oppressed masses. Though I remained atop the pyramid, I no longer lay on the altar. Instead, I sat on a great obsidian throne to better observe the piles of bodies falling down the stairs. My winged sons laughed as they dropped screaming Sapa warriors from high above, their bones shattering in such a sweet symphony on impact. Few could match my children in cruelty. 

The blood that coursed through my veins was not my own, and my skin was so cold as to turn tears to ice. I was paler than a corpse, with crimson eyes filled with the malice of my blackened soul and hands bringing a cup carved from Manco’s skull to my lips. How sweet he had tasted when we finally dragged him out of his hiding hole, his wife weeping in my arms…

“Weaklings,” Sugey snickered in disdain behind my throne. “None of these cowards had the guts to fight to the death.”

“You would think we would have run out of them by now,” Iztacoatl joked on my lap as she sipped from my skull cup and caressed my thigh with a hand. Death and murder had a way of exciting her. “The Sapa truly have an inexhaustible supply of bodies.” 

“So many widows left to comfort,” my dear Yoloxochitl whispered at my side, my hand caressing her ass. She was my favorite of all the Nightlords. “I weep for them.”

Of course, her sympathy never compelled her to suggest mercy. In fact, nothing provided her more pleasure than claiming children I’d sired on war captives as new Nightkins. She would always come to me wet and willing before adopting them, as if to symbolically usurp their filiation. 

“That is a good point, sister,” Ocelocihuatl said behind me. “Many of your concubines are past their expiration date, Iztac. We need new blood.” 

“True,” I replied. “Sigrun is reaching her limit.”

A pity. She and Astrid had served me well by giving me many daughters and concubines. Humans lived such short and miserable lives. 

Necahual and Mother had never lost their appeal, though. Forcing them both to drink my blood had prevented them from bearing me any more children, but it kept them fresh and young enough for me to take pleasure in them. It had taken a while, but they had finally given up on trying to kill themselves to escape my touch.

I would torment them forever. 

I hung back and looked at the sulfur sky, which I had helped bring into being. I had betrayed the living and the dead for vampires, bargaining where I could have submitted or revolted. I had brought about the Sulfur Sun and ascended to become a Nightlord, turning the four into five.

I understood that the human I had been would be disgusted with what I had become… but the gift of vampirism had cured me of that disease called a conscience. My mind was a cold abyss devoid of doubt or remorse, free of guilt and compassion. Only bloodthirst remained, and the ambition to conquer all that existed.

I was the Dark Lord, the Fifth Nightlord; the Last Emperor, who would rule forever under the glow of the First while all others wept in their tombs. My loins alone among vampirekind could sire new nightmares. There was not a maiden in Yohuachanca I hadn’t raped on her wedding night nor a family who hadn’t shed blood for me one way or another. 

And I regretted none of it. 

I glanced at my fellow Nightlords, my cruel wives. I was their lover, their master, their slave, their son, and their husband all at once, equal in power and perfectly balanced. We were the twisted hand that guided the world, the fist that crushed the hopes of millions. Our terrible names inspired such fear that men killed their wives and children when they heard of our coming, thinking it would save them; instead, their deaths fattened up our burning ancestor in the sky even as we grew strong on their flesh and blood. None could stop our war machine, and all those who dared to try met a cruel fate. 

The west was ours, from the ice of the north to the jungles of the south… but Ingrid’s people had taught us about lands beyond the sea, about the pastures of Winland and continents that had yet to join our pens. Our fleet should reach their shores anytime soon to unleash a plague of disease and murder upon them all. We would choke the life out of these nations until they all learned their place. 

One day, the whole world would bow to Yohuachanca, and all of mankind would weep in despair. 

For a Nightlord’s belly was never full. 
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I was myself, a coward who had failed his kin. 

I held a woman in my arms, pressing her against the bed as the lights of lamps danced on our skin. She grunted as I took her like a beast, biting her breast, kissing the sweat off her skin. She gasped with each thrust, her belly pushing against my chest.

Mother liked it rough. 

I faced the woman who had brought me into the world and kissed her, my manhood slipping into the mound I first crawled out of over sixteen years ago. The sick thrill dulled the pain of our forced coupling. The first time—forced upon us by watchful Nightkin—had been filled with pain and tears. 

I came inside her, though her belly was already full with my child. We continued to have sex for the sake of Seidr, since the connection was at its strongest then and because lovemaking was one of the few things that dulled Mother’s despair. Visions flooded my mind, giving me the position of Sapa tablets and spells, which might—might—turn the tide. 

The pleasure was brief, and the shame that followed was agonizing. Neither of us said anything as we uncoiled from the other, with Mother bringing up the bedsheet and turning away. She always sobbed after our unions, and sometimes, she even cried. 

I should have struck Sugey when I had the chance. 

There wasn’t a night when I regretted not taking the shot. I had replayed that moment in my head so many times, seen it from all possible angles. I recalled the fear which had stayed my hand, and I now recognized that caution for the act of cowardice it had been. 

I’d told myself I should wait to spare Mother, that the time wasn’t right, but I now realized I had been wrong. The time had been right—perfect even—and I had let it go. 

The Nightlords kept me under close watch now. I had been recalled to the palace, away from the frontlines, and denied almost every freedom. I wasn’t even allowed to visit the gardens during the day, and my nights were spent in the company of vampire guards. They didn’t yet suspect me of having plotted their demise, and Eztli still remained beneath their notice in her new shell of flesh… but they believed something was amiss, and that drastically reduced my options for the future. 

My chance had passed, but another might come… it had to come. 

Time was marching on, and Quetzalcoatl could not deny me his light forever…
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I was myself, watching what I could have become through a fractured mirror. 

I saw myself walking a thousand paths. In one, I uttered a different name, and Lady Sigrun lived where Necahual died. Eztli did not forgive me, and I lost her; and while Lady Sigrun grew to respect me, I could never bring myself to trust her like I did Necahual. I was betrayed, and I was beaten. 

On another path, I was discovered, and the Nightlords learned the truth about my totem. My veins were pumped with drugs that prevented me from sleeping, so I could no longer enter the Underworld. I spent a year trapped in a waking nightmare from which my promised death beneath the Crimson Moon was just another. 

Sugey bested me in countless reflections. Sometimes, my only solace was that my mother and a few of my consorts managed to escape, eventually dooming the Nightlords’ ritual to failure; but more often than not, I lived long enough to watch her personally crush Mother’s skull with her bare hands and then spray me with my own kin’s blood. 

I failed so often and in so many ways. In most, I was discovered before I could fight and swiftly crushed by the Nightlords. All mistakes I had avoided would have proved fatal, all misplaced trust repaid with treachery, all setbacks cascading into defeat.

I did not always die, but even my victories were tainted with bitterness. 

On one path, I managed to seal an alliance with Inkarri against all odds, and our combined strength finally overcame our shared tormentors. Yohuachanca fell, and the condor’s flag flew atop the imperial palace, but Mit’a demanded that the few sacrifice themselves to save the many. As I watched thousands being brought to the Blood Pyramid to keep the First Emperor imprisoned, I realized that although I had saved myself and my consorts from death, my country had only traded one set of undead overlords for another. 

In a different and rare future, I ran beyond the sea so far away that not even the Nightlords could catch me, fleeing with Astrid to Winland while her family perished and a Skinwalker was sacrificed in my place. I settled with her in Winland, and we were happy in my old age, but in the twilight of my life, I looked at the horizon to see a Sulfur Sun shining on a fleet of the ravenous dead.

I saw all of these possibilities reflected in the mirrors of Tezcatlipoca’s eyes, the fractured tapestry of potential lifetimes, and searched for an optimal future where I and those I loved could live happily. 

I did not find it.

An obsidian mirror only showed twisted, darker reflections. 

“Do you yield?” Tezcatlipoca asked again, his voice a hurricane, his eyes my entire world. “Or do you die?”

The answer was the same as the first time he asked this of me.

“I refuse this false choice,” I replied. “Because to yield is to die.”

A true and perfect future did not exist. I had learned that cruel lesson the moment the Nightlords selected me as their puppet emperor before parading me from one horror to another. 

Yet those visions showed that yielding would have always resulted in my demise. Cowardice and submission led to defeat, and I would never regret taking a stand. In the end, freedom was a constant fight, and to surrender it once was to give it up forever… but it was the price to pay for the chance to forge one’s future. 

And as lips appeared on Tezcatlipoca’s face, as a grin of sharp jaguar teeth shone at me with vicious glee, I knew my choice was the correct one. 

“Yes, you are right,” the Lord of Chaos said. “To yield is to die.”

I was brought back to reality, my mind extracting itself from the allure of the fractured mirror of what could have been for the world that was. My surroundings had changed from a gate of obsidian to a great and tall cliff overlooking a stormy sea of stinking tar-blood. The blackened sun of Tezcatlipoca gleamed above a dark horizon from which arose the skull of a colossal beast whose size beggared comprehension. The body of King Mictlantecuhtli, who held the entire city of Mictlan within his ribs, would have barely fit within the space of two of its teeth. Four empty eye sockets could have each held a sun within them, and its reptilian jawline extended farther than any mountains. 

Lord Quetzalcoatl’s size and power had intimidated me, but the remains of this ancient entity made me pause at the thought of the kind of creatures that used to walk the gods’ first creation. 

“Behold the deepest point in all of creation,” Tezcatlipoca said. “The corpse of the primal beast Cipatli, from which my kin and I built the world.” 

I recalled the legends very well. It was said that when the primal entity Ōmeteōtl shaped the four celestial gods, who then found the universe buried beneath primeval waters. Many times they tried to craft a world of their own, but each time the beast Cipatli would rise from the waves to undo their work. So the creator gods banded together, slew the monster, and used its corpse to make the earth. 

Only now did I realize that the cliff I stood on was a spine. 

The bones of the dead had shaped the very first cosmos. 

“Do you not see the culmination of your lessons?” Tezcatlipoca asked, his eyes gleaming with starlight. “The truth buried in the tale?” 

Yes, I did. The truth was plain for me to see, the parallels with the Nightlords’ ritual, the endless cycle in which the cosmos was trapped. 

“I always wondered how Cipatli came to be, but now I understand,” I muttered softly, feeling some sympathy for this creature whose death paved the way for my own existence, however unwittingly. “Ōmeteōtl was Cipatli. There was ever only one primal being.”

Tezcatlipoca nodded gravely, each move carrying the weight of four dead universes behind them. “These are the bones of my progenitor, the mindless beast who sired the first gods and then sought to devour us upon birth. It devoured my own leg in the battle that followed, but we won. We sacrificed our creator so that you might live, and in doing so, set the wheel of the world into motion.”

That was why the Nightlords’ ritual worked so well at binding their Dark Father. They did more than reenact the First Emperor’s betrayal; they had emulated the very rite that led the gods to shape the universe, and in doing so, crafted chains capable of holding a god prisoner.

The fountain of power had always been sacrifice, with each act carrying its cost. Not even gods could avoid this fact.

“Since it was I who brought down the knife, I became the first to bear the curse of Skinwalking.” Tezcatlipoca raised his hand, and I watched smoke obscuring his fingers, blurring their very shape. “The mirror of my soul fractured between light and shadow, so when I sought to become the sun, I could only offer your ancestors half-light. Among the gods, I am forever the crippled, the outcast, the exiled, the rejected… the other.”

Much like you, the wind blew in my ear. 

I had so many questions, one greater than all others. “Did you guide me here?” I asked him. “Was it your plan that I would reach this place from the moment I heard your voice in the wind?”

“I did not guide you,” the Jaguar Lord said. “I tempted you, and I tested you.”

He waved his hand, and the winds shaped the smoke into a vivid Veil of an age long past. I saw a vision of a universe unlike my own, cast in twilight, of colors forgotten by men, of giants raising cities from stones buried so deep in the earth the living would never find them. I witnessed the rise of the first civilization and its inevitable fall. 

“We made the first of our creations from our progenitor’s flesh and shaped them in their image, great and strong… and ravenous. They devoured all that this half-born world had to offer until I could no longer sustain its light with their Teyolia and fell down from the sky.” Tezcatlipoca’s predatory grin morphed into a fearsome scowl that would frighten nightmares. “I decided that if our creations couldn’t control their appetite any more than our progenitor, then they would be devoured themselves, and so I created the first jaguars to hunt them to extinction.” 

And it was that first act of cruelty that paved the way for mankind’s existence. 

“Seeing the disaster, my brothers Xipe Totec, Quetzalcoatl, and Huitzilopochtli decided that we would shape our next creations in our image rather than that of our progenitor. Huitzilopochtli shared with you his bravery and courage. Xipe Totec taught you patience and humility. Quetzalcoatl lavished you with wisdom and knowledge…” Tezcatlipoca’s laugh echoed across the ruins of his domain, low and deep like the first jaguar’s roar. “But it was I who gifted your kind with free will when the world was young, who taught you freedom and lawlessness.”

The Veil of dust faded away, leaving only the howling wind standing between us.

“I am the voice that calls for revolution,” Tezcatlipoca said. “I do not compel or order. Whether you listen is your choice alone. You choose to be here, as both Iztac Ce Ehecatl and Cizin, the Fear of the Gods.”

“But why whisper to me at all?” I asked. “Why did you tell me the truth, that the Nightlords were no gods and that they could be defeated?”

“Because I am the god of the downtrodden and the defeated, the one who raises the slaves and the oppressed,” he explained. “Where my brothers raise pyramids, I always found greater joy and pleasure in casting them down. I have always been the foe of the arrogant and the friend to the ambitious.” 

I recalled the stories I’d heard of Tezcatlipoca on my journeys across the Underworld. How he had tricked his brother Quetzalcoatl into excess and exposed his creations’ sins to him, how he had stolen mighty Tlaloc’s wife and played tricks on all gods, great and small alike. In that way, he might have served a purpose; a reminder that even the almighty could still lose and suffer like their creations. 

“It does not matter to me why you rebel, so long as you do,” Tezcatlipoca concluded. “Revolutionaries and criminals alike are equal in my fractured eyes. I shall extend the lawless and the ugly my providence when no one else will. This year has tested you, but know that your pain shall not go unrewarded.”

Tezcatlipoca pressed his hand against his chest. Shadowy flames surged from his ancient heart of stone and ashes, and for a brief second I could look into his Teyolia. I gazed into an abyss of swirling chaos and passion. I saw a reflection of the ugliness of humanity—our greed, our envy, our resentment and cruelty—but buried beneath all this vile mud, I noticed a glimpse of wisdom and care.

Tezcatlipoca’s compassion was rare, and always unexpected—and that was why perhaps it shone brighter than even Lord Quetzalcoatl’s own. 

Tezcatlipoca plucked a flame from his chest and offered it to me. It was a small and sinister piece of blackened pyre, but the flame within my heart yearned for its power nonetheless. The rising god in me craved this last step that would finally complete it. 

“I deem you most worthy of ascending to the highest of heights,” Tezcatlipoca said. “Link with my fire, and seize your destiny.”

“What will I become once I ascend?” I asked as I held the flame, the memories of Yohuachanca’s hunger and gnashing teeth flooding my mind.

“Whatever you choose to be,” Tezcatlipoca replied wisely. “Surely you have learned to know yourself on this journey. The god you will become is you, the true you, without lies or fears or compromises.”

“The same way Yohuachanca became hunger and shadows?” Ending up like him—a bane upon the living and the dead alike—frightened me the most. The cycle had repeated itself often enough. 

“That man came to me, crowned with my brother’s grace, not too long ago. His heart’s desire was a noble one: to save his people from predation and to spare them from suffering. He hoped that in becoming the god of pain, he could bear the burden of mankind’s ills upon himself and grant them eternal felicity.” Tezcatlipoca morphed into a sneer of utter contempt. “And it disgusted me.” 

I could almost taste the weight of his disdain in the air. Lord Quetzacoatl had warned me that Tezcatlipoca was his opposite, cursing those his brother blessed, and so on. I immediately knew that Yohuachanca’s test had likely been far more painful than mine. 

“Fear and suffering are the rods that keep the world running. Happiness is meaningful in itself, but it is rarely sufficient to spur men to do their best.” Tezcatlipoca’s gaze lingered on me. “Would you have fought against the bat’s spawns in justice’s and fairness’s names alone?”

“No,” I replied bluntly. 

“Then you know yourself better than he did,” Tezcatlipoca replied with a scoff that raised a hurricane in the distance. “Yohuachanca was blinded by his ideals, and his heart was weak. In trying to suppress the chaotic passions of humanity, he only strengthened those within himself. Thoughts that are not expressed grow stronger in the soil of the mind until they force their way into reality. I tested him through a hundred futures and a thousand stillborn worlds, and again and again he failed to understand himself.”

“If he disappointed you, then why grant him your embers?” I asked. 

For a moment, it seemed as if Tezcatlipoca himself couldn’t quite explain his reasoning. “An impulsive and fickle whim of my nature… or an act of pity, depending on your interpretation. It was the flaws I loved in that man, not his virtues. Some gods are fools, so why should a fool not be capable of rising to godhood?”

He had allowed Yohuachanca to become a god to make a mockery of divinity itself. That was, I supposed, the crowning achievement of a career spent alienating the mighty and visiting calamities upon all. 

Could I judge him? I didn’t feel qualified to condemn Tezcatlipoca in spite of all the disasters that could be traced back to him. He was an ancient being that predated morality itself and who had paid a terrible price so that mankind could live and let the universe turn. He was the first to bear the burden of becoming a sun long before it had become an honorable tradition. 

In the end, I could not judge him any more than a man could understand a jaguar. Tezcatlipoca was a wild force of nature, chaos, and disorder embodied, free like the wind he and his brother Quetzalcoatl represented. 

And in the end, he had been the first to believe in me when no one else would. 

“Yohuachanca awaits you,” Tezcatlipoca warned. “Every light casts its reflection, whether shadows on a wall or a picture in a mirror. He is your foil and opposite, the fated twin, the echo of your song, similar yet so different in the details. Your divine birth will herald the promised battle whose resolution is long overdue.” 

I nodded gravely and raised my hand to seize the fire of the First Sun. “Will we meet again?”

“Not until the last days of your sun, when we shall pull the curtain on this age and usher in a new one,” Tezcatlipoca replied with a hint of respect. “For so long as the fire of mankind burns bright with hope, someone will always step forward to light the dawn.”

And it was now my turn to kindle that fire anew.

I pressed the final sun’s embers onto my chest and burned the man I was away.
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THE OLD GOD AND THE NEW


Iascended.

My blazing soul arose from the depths of the Underworld in a great pillar of fire that melted through the four layers of the Land of the Dead Suns. My star traveled through the gates of the afterlife on its way to the realm of the living, my wings whipping up hurricanes in their wake. I passed by Lord Quetzalcoatl, who watched me with a mix of pride and apprehension; I flew through the dust of Tlalocan, shining light on the House of Xibalba and dashing its hope that the Fear of the Gods would be a nightmare upon humanity; I heard the lightning of Tlaloc follow me across the worlds, thundering my arrival with a storm’s pride and approval; and I illuminated the streets of Mictlan until no shadow would hide within its walls. 

I sensed many gazes looking up at me as I flew. Huehuecoyotl playing another trick on unsuspecting dead; my feathered friend Itzili the Younger, whose bones had joined those of his ancestors; Xolotl guiding my predecessors across the wastes; young Ueman and Chipahua, the first souls I had ever helped; Inkarri and the Mallquis, forced to join their own ancestors; and so many others whose lives I had cut short in my quest for power. I took in their blessing and grudges, their joy and curses, accepting them all.

I passed by Queen Mictecacihuatl listening to my father pleading on my mother’s behalf and for the salvation of his unborn child’s soul. My kin looked up to me with pride, and the goddess with relief, for the light I shone showed her that her hopes hadn’t been misplaced.

“Mercy,” I said with a voice that crackled with flames. 

After all the tribulations and ordeals, after all my sins and mistakes, I remained dedicated to protecting life. 

The queen listened to my words, not as a mortal’s plea on behalf of his parents, but as that of a fellow deity of equal power beseeching her for divine mercy. She accepted them and bestowed upon me one last piece of wisdom. 

“Anyone can seize their second chance, Iztac,” she said. “They only need to seek it.”

I understood. 

My light broke through the Gate of Skulls like a shooting star, immolating my mortal body in a burst of sunlight. My consorts and witches backed away and screamed my name as I shed my flesh and bones in a pillar of holy flames. They feared for me, thinking I had died, but their cries turned to awe and surprise as the flames of my soul filled the night sky with light. The starless night recoiled from my ascendancy. I took my place among the celestial heavens and cloaked all of the Sapa Empire with sunlight. 

I had become a concept rather than a man. I was a rising phoenix, immortal and everbright, an owl of smokeless fire whose wings stretched across mountains and whose talons could cut through the horizon. My feathers each shone with incandescent starlight. I had no bones left, no flesh to coat my soul with. I was power itself in its most naked form, an immaterial presence that only adopted the shape of a bird for the sake of my onlookers. 

I was all that I had been, purified and magnified. Revenge and justice, crime and atonement, the fires of fury and mercy. All my failures and triumphs had coalesced into a feathered sovereign heralding the light of tomorrow. 

I was the dawn. 

My immense head gazed down upon the valley of Paititi with twin newborn stars for eyes. My heat should have boiled the lake to steam and melted onlookers, but I did not desire their deaths, and so my light brought them warmth and comfort rather than death. My soldiers and followers knelt in awe and adoration of my power, praying with their hands held together and their knees shaking. Though their minds could not comprehend my grandeur, they all knew that they were in the presence of a god. 

My concubines, consorts, and witches instinctively bowed too, but unlike all others, they dared to look up to me. Mother’s eyes bore tears of maternal pride, for her son had succeeded where she herself had failed. I felt her thorny love and accepted it into my own sun-heart. 

I gazed upon my consorts, with whom I had shared so much pain and struggle in the name of our freedom. Eztli, my first love; Nenetl, my sister and the moon to my sun; Ingrid, my trusted confidant; and Chikal, the ferocious queen who would rather break than bend. The chains that bound our fates had shattered, freeing and splitting us. 

Beneath the awe, I could sense their sorrow, for they only had to take a look at me to know that I had grown too big and had risen too high. 

Even though they bore my sons and daughters, the seeds of new life which I had sown, I had become more than the man I used to be. Though I knew I could force my power into the shape of a man for a moment, the same way Tlaloc, Quetzalcoatl, and Tezcatlipoca could manifest human avatars, it would be akin to forcing an ocean into a bottle. It would be a constant fight against the inward pressure to grow and expand back into the force of nature I had become. 

Every personal interaction with mortals would be fraught with danger, because I had become fire and will, wild and untamed. Mortals had become so fragile to me that I could crush them with a mere flap of my wings or incinerate them with a stray thought. 

The precious time we had shared had unfortunately come to an end. 

“This is goodbye.”

I did not speak, because gods had no need for words or breaths to carry their messages. The world simply echoed my will in the wind and the whistling trees, in the movements of the earth, and in the crackling of fires. 

“A great battle awaits me,” I said with sorrow, “and no matter the outcome, this journey we shared together has come to an end. Know that the light you have nurtured within me shall always shine upon you, and that so long as I exist, the heavens shall always shower you with their blessings.”

That was my oath as a god. That those who had believed in me and loved me would always find felicity. 

“You shall reign wisely, Chikal, and never again shall your people know slavery,” I decreed. “Ingrid, know that my light shall one day guide you to the land of your ancestors and to the grass of Winland.” 

Chikal was too stern for words, and simply bowed with all the respect a queen and a woman could muster. Ingrid tried to keep a solemn face and her dignity, but then broke into a sob. I wished I could hold her again, but my wings of fire would have melted her flesh away. 

“Nenetl, my moon,” I told my sister, who unlike her fellow consorts, didn’t bother holding back her tears. “Your kindness shall never go unrewarded. I shall protect it from bitterness until your final days.”

“Please, don’t go…” she begged me. “Please…”

It broke my heart of fire, for that was a wish I could not fulfill. 

Only Eztli, the one who understood me most, dared to ask me her dearest wish. “Will we meet again, Iztac?” 

“Yes, we shall,” I promised. “For even the longest and cruelest nights always come to an end.”

Eztli nodded in assent, her smile full of sorrow and the tiniest of hope. “Thank you,” she said ever so softly. “Thank you for everything.”

I turned to my witches, those women who would become my prophets and priestesses. The connection we shared imbued them with the burgeoning power of the totems. I saw Empress Killa crowned with condor wings and wise Lahun with lynx fur. As for Necahual, the woman who, through all the ordeals and pain we share, might have become my true love, she smelled of the same fierce wolf spirit who inhabited my sister. 

Three was a strong number, but a fourth throne remained to fill for balance’s sake and an oath I had yet to fulfill. Mortal promises were empty words, yet a god had to remain true to his essence at all times. I was the law of the sovereign, the will of the heavens incarnate, bound to fulfill any covenant my human self had sworn. 

“Zyanya.”

I had promised a traitor a price for her service, and I would grant it. 

“I bestow upon you the fourth throne, but know that such a seat never rests on sound foundations. Only through wisdom shall you avoid the Nightlords’ fate. Remember this well.”

I bestowed a ray of light upon the fourth and completed the set so that balance might be achieved. Zyanya welcomed my gift into her soul, growing wings of ambition to whip up an echo of the previous cycle, its blood washed away for a new beginning. She smelled of the jackal and Huehuecoyotl, cunning and shifty. 

The Nightlords had said their covenant preserved the sun, and that their chosen emperor would bring the fiery dawn.

In a way, their lie had become the truth. 

“Carry my words to all corners of this land,” I declared. “So long as I shine, the Fifth Sun shall not set.”

I only had three final words to offer all of these women who had shared my pain and joys.

“I love you.”

Necahual looked up to me, meeting my eyes for the final time, and then said some final words of her own. 

“I know.”

I blessed them with light and took flight to my destined battle. I sensed their gazes upon me as I rose across the pitch-black and starless night sky, a shooting star blazing across lands I had conquered. My light shone upon Hananpacha, Chilam, Zachilaa, and a dozen cities besieged by the living dead. My radiance incinerated these ghosts back to primordial ashes and shone hope in the hearts of the living.

But my light dimmed as I approached the heart of darkness. 

All of Yohuachanca’s roads were veins pumping tributes of gold back to its splendid capital, Mazatilia, the greatest and most populated city in the world. Its bustling markets were always booming with activity. Hundreds of thousands called this monument to the Nightlords’ arrogance their home.

Yet in the dead of night, I could not hear a sound. 

The streets were devoid of people and movement alike. Not a bird remained to sing, and the wind choked on the miasma-filled empty houses. My palace smelled of a fresh grave, but neither servants nor concubines remained to be buried there. Plants rotted across dead gardens and a silent menagerie. I sensed no life, not even bones. 

Not a single living soul remained in this tomb. 

Evil stirred deep beneath its putrid stones. The Crimson Moon shone high above the Blood Pyramid, a waterfall of divine ichor raining down from the former onto the latter. I heard the wheezing agony of Tecciztecatl, the moon of this age, as the night bled it dry. The Fifth Sun hid behind its partner’s eclipse, its light slowly fizzling into nothingness.

There was so little time left. 

Then I heard his voice echoing through rattling shadows, clearer to my divine essence than it had ever been to my feeble human ears. 

You are too late.

I have strangled the sun.

My shadow and opposite erupted from beneath the Blood Pyramid to greet me, clad in tar and children’s flesh. 

My predecessors had warned me that the Nightlords kept the failed Nightkin imprisoned there to suffer a gruesome fate I was better off not knowing. I had seen black tar flowing through so many of the Nightlords’ abodes, but I hadn’t made the connection between those two until a mountain of flesh arose to face me. 

That had never been tar flowing through my palace.

It was blood; the blood of the failed princes of the empire, whose boiling fluids were used to burn their ancient progenitor in a sulfur pit from which only the world’s end could free him. 

Now their flesh had become a vessel for the First Emperor’s spirit rather than a prison. He arose from the pyramid’s ruins as a great bat-shaped shadow matching me in size and power, his darkness as deep as my light was bright. His body was made of thousands of corpses merged in an unholy embrace, a tapestry of pallid and rotten corpses stitched up and joined in a harmonious mass. The blackened remains of the failed Nightkin formed the core of the structure, but the capital’s citizens had joined into talons and legs fit for a god of pain and hatred. Wings of deathly miasma expanded while two sulfur stars glowed from a face of thick shadow, above which glowed a halo of blood. 

The gods were pure power, the distilled essence of the concepts they embodied. I assumed this monstrous shape was the result of the First Emperor forming himself a body when Iztacoatl’s seal broke and his soul tethered on the edge of freedom. The flesh of the dead was meant to serve as a body, but now he would wear it as a regal cloak as he decreed the world’s end.

I am the starless night which brings no comfort.

I am the cruel empire that crushes the weak.

I am the final wail and the hunger that remains.

I am the First Emperor.

I am Yohuachanca.

Here at last, the First Emperor faced the Last. 

We faced each other over the ruins of the capital, over which we had both ruled. Above us, the stars were called down to Earth. The Tzitzimimeh demons would soon descend upon the Earth to devour those whose Yohuachanca’s brood hadn’t already consumed. 

The Fifth Sun was fighting for its life, and with it, the very cosmos which I’d called home. 

“This world’s time has not come yet,” I warned Yohuachanca. “Retreat back to the depths from which you came, and let me herald the dawn!”

This is the land of darkness, where light fades away into nothingness.

The stars will feed, but I shall devour them too in turn.

Nihility beckons, my successor.

Not while I stood.

Sorcerers manipulated the world through spells, but gods had no need for such artifices. Our will was that of nature itself, the wind our breath, and the earth our dominion. I only had to think to see my wishes become reality. 

I breathed a searing beam of sunlight that filled the night with a blinding flash. The whiteness of my flames struck the dark lord Yohuachanca with the strength of the raging summer sun and threw him across the capital, shattering buildings and city walls. The very earth shuddered at his wail, but I did not let him recover. I flew at him like how an owl hunts a bat, seizing him in my talons as we brawled among the heartlands of our empire. What remained of Acampa, my forgotten village, was crushed beneath our wings alongside forests and rivers. 

You welcome me with pain, but your very pain I am.

Your torments I have shared through so many nights.

He grabbed Smoke Mountain with talons of darkness, ripped it out of the earth in a great earthquake, and then smashed it against my beak. An immeasurable weight of stone impacted me, but it was barely enough to make me flinch. 

The darkness of his face split in two, forming a vile grin filled with obsidian teeth, each taller than hills and sharper than any mortal blades. They sank into my throat, oozing poison and tar, evaporating at the touch of my flames. I did not truly feel pain—for fire knew no such thing—but the cold spreading through my neck was so opposite to my nature that it displeased me. 

Do you not see?

Mortal lives are filled with fear and despair.

Betrayal, war, pestilence, hunger, pain, sorrow, and the bitter kiss of death.

This abominable world filled with tears…

Does it truly deserve to exist?

“Yes,” I replied firmly, for my word was the truth itself. 

The fires of the dying earth answered my call and rose from the boiling wound that used to be Smoke Mountain. Lava sprang forth in a cataclysmic eruption and swallowed Yohuachanca in a tide of magma. The First Emperor’s stolen flesh burned at its contact, but only immortal darkness oozed from his wounds. I could hear the screams of the souls trapped in his stomach, begging for a release I could not yet provide. 

We both took flight at once, our wings of fire and shadows carrying us above the clouds while our empire’s lifeless heartlands burned beneath us. A tide of magma swallowed the rotten foundations of the Nightlords’ capital and boiled the rivers to steam. 

Five times have the gods tried to craft a better world.

Five times they failed.

I too have failed, because not even pain can change human nature.

All I found was sorrow.

We danced in the heavens above, the world singing to our opposing symphonies. We called upon clashing hurricanes and thunderstorms while warring in the sky. I sensed the gazes of mortals on the ground, from humans to beasts to ancient trees growing as far as Winland and beyond, watching light and darkness fight for control of the universe. Chaos ruled the sky while the earth wailed and screamed.

My flames and lightning had burned Yohuachanca’s stolen flesh, reducing him back to the very essence of darkness and miasma which he embodied. He expanded like a puddle of black oil on the surface of water and raised his wings to the moon. I heard a great scream, a sinister wail rippling across all of existence as a balance was shattered beyond recovery.

Two wails echoed across space and time, those of two gods who had once given up their corporeal flesh to shine upon the Fifth Cosmos; one bathing it in sunlight and the other in moonlight. The fangs of night sank into their weakened souls and hammered the final nail into their struggle’s coffin. The balance shifted in an irreparable way as Yohuachanca’s malice reigned supreme. 

Their lights flashed one last time and then died out. 

The bleeding moon cracked and broke apart. 

Pieces of a red moon shattered in a rain of fiery rocks falling upon the Earth below in a cataclysmic rain of shooting stars. I gazed at these blood drops of death—each capable of annihilating a country—and willed them away with all of my strength. My flames incinerated many of them into dust dispersed across the atmosphere and deviated others into the ocean far away from any civilization. 

Yet I could not destroy them all either. The divine will of Yohuachanca clashed with mine the same way the Jaguar Woman and I fought with our Tombs, undoing my power, guiding pieces of moonstones onto the earth. I watched a few of them crashing on continents I had never seen, incinerating forests and cities, burying mountains in clouds of dust, and leaving scars of fire in their wake. I heard millions of lives cry in unison all at once, inflaming me with sorrow and rage alike.

Worse than this cataclysm, however, was the nothingness it left in its wake.

The Crimson Moon had shattered, but there was nothing behind the eclipse. Neither a sun nor a speck of starlight left. 

A terrible despair sank into my heart of fire as I realized I was too late. The vile ritual the Nightlords had performed for six hundred years, the constant assaults of the night, and my failure to rise in time had weakened the Fifth Sun beyond recovery. 

The light of Nanahuatzin had departed this universe, leaving only darkness.

Why do you spurn the night’s embrace?

This comforting darkness? 

This numbing cold?

No.

I refused to accept this. I refused to watch this world die after I’d worked so hard to reach this moment, to bear witness to my loved ones’ deaths, and to deny a future to my descendants below. 

Prayers of the living flowed to my ears, begging for a god who cared enough to protect them, and I would fulfill their wishes. 

So long as my wings burned, the light would never die. 

Life is a temptation, a sweet fruit hiding the seeds of bitterness.

Why won’t you let us all rest?

“Because our people pray for a new dawn,” I replied, “and it is my duty to listen.”

I focused the light of my soul into my beak and blasted Yohuachanca with the radiance he so despised. The bat god flew across a dying world through clouds and storms alike, his immense frame landing onto a land of eternal ice to the far north, where no ship could sail. We passed above the green heaven that Ingrid’s people called Winland and beyond to a frozen expanse where life was as rare as water in a desert. 

The impact split this land apart in a terrible explosion that blanketed the sky with ice, yet the shadow of Yohuachanca arose, colder and more relentless than winter’s icy grasp. My light refracted across the icy emptiness as I faced this immense shadow, my obsidian reflection, my equal in strength and determination. Only then did I realize the awful truth. 

This fight was pointless. 

I understood it now. We were light and darkness, functions of the world, wearing the masks of beasts and men. Neither of us could overcome the other by force, because we were both beyond strength. We were the building blocks of reality, as everlasting as time and gravity. We would undo all of existence before one defeated the other. 

This duel would only end when one yielded. 

I stared at this ancient and primeval abomination, this stain of darkness, this gaping abyss carved into the skin of the world. The fire I had become demanded retribution for his crimes, but enough of the human I had been remained deep within me to lift the veil off my gaze. I sought to see him for what he was, not what I wished to see him.

I looked beyond my enemy to see the true nature of Yohuachanca, flayed bare for all to see. 

The First Emperor was a wound. 

He was pain itself. 

Beneath all the hunger and cruelty, there was only suffering. That was the concept which Yohuachanca came to embody once he ascended. He had sought to take upon himself the ills of mankind in order to bring them salvation, only to become an incarnation of all their rage and sins. 

I found myself remembering the depths of Xibalba when I faced the fears of control and victimization. The two came hand in hand, because the roles of victim and tormentor could shift so easily in this cruel world of ours. I had worn both masks myself once. 

I am tired.

I am alone.

I am in pain. 

“This pain, too, will fade, as all awful things do.”

I had learned this lesson over the past year, pushing through the pain and torment to find love and beauty. For all the tortures I had suffered under the Nightlords, all the crimes I had to commit to survive, I had met kind souls like Nenetl, Ingrid, and so many others. I had forgiven Necahual and Mother, reunited with Father, and witnessed wonders I would never have seen had I remained trapped in my village. Even the horrors of the Land of the Dead Suns hid good souls and paradises. 

Yohuachanca welcomed my words with a screech that reverberated across the ice, echoed by the star demons who sought to rise from the Underworld’s depths to devour all of life. I answered them both with my radiance, forcing the Tzitzimimeh back from this plane and enveloping Yohuachanca in my wings.

He lashed out at me with talons of fear and shadows, fighting, biting, screeching with all the weight of his sorrow and despair.

You have seen the worlds that were.

Drowned in sorrow, burning with anger, twisted by madness, and slaughtered in envy.

Again and again, the gods have tried to perfect us, but our flaws are their own.

“And yet the gods will try again,” I retorted, welcoming him into my bosom. “And again, and again, as many times as it takes.”

I felt the strength of his anger wane slightly, for my embrace was not one of hostility. The fire I embodied represented more than revenge and punishment, and it did not always burn the flesh. I was the warmth that comforted those whose prayers went unanswered, the glow that kept the cold away. 

I had become salvation. 

What salvation is there for bloodsoaked hands such as ours?

There is no one left to carry the sun’s torch.

The gods are dead.

“No,” I replied simply. “Not all the gods are dead.”

Only then did he stop resisting me. The First Emperor ceased to struggle, pondering my words. They had shaken him to his very soul, and perhaps even reached the man he had once been; the soul who had once wanted the same freedom and justice I craved myself. 

Why?

Then I showed him. 

I showed him the past, brief instants of tenderness shared with my consorts. I showed him Nenetl’s kind strength and desire to keep our child in spite of the circumstances that brought them into the world. I showed him Ingrid’s drive to save her sister and the joy she felt upon seeing Astrid again. I showed him the love of Eztli for her mother and Necahual’s drive to protect her. I showed him Chikal’s drive to protect her homeland. I showed him the tears Mother shed when we reunited with my lost sibling and the strength of my father’s character, the determination of the past emperors, and the humble prayers of the Sapa people on behalf of each other. 

I showed him so many small and beautiful things that had made my life worth living. 

Why would you do this?

Why indeed? I, the man who had once killed himself rather than play the role of the sacrifice for his puppet gods? Why would he take this duty upon himself and follow in the footsteps of those who came before? 

Why make this sacrifice? 

“Because it is my choice.”

This sacrifice would not be forced upon me. 

It was my choice, the expression of my freedom. I had the strength to protect my consorts and children, to rule over my patch of paradise even as the Fifth Cosmos sank into the Underworld’s depths. There was nothing compelling me into this path. 

Nothing except my will and conscience. 

I did not want my children to grow up on an island of light surrounded by eternal darkness. I wanted them and their mothers to inherit a world that they could explore, where the wind blew, where they could find joy and hope, and where they could imagine what lurked beyond the dawn and seize it. 

I wanted them to grow in a world where they could live. 

I assumed that was what the gods meant for us when they crafted the first. 

Mankind will disappoint you, as it always does.

Yohuachanca responded to my light and hopes with darkness. He showed me the sting of his daughters’ betrayal, the pain of burning in a sulfur pit filled with the tar-blood of his descendants for centuries, and the endless procession of horrors the Nightlords and men across the land and sea perpetrated on each other. He showed me the worst of humanity—rape and murder and torture and theft and all the cruelties the mind could conjure. 

The tide of evil slid off me, for it was nothing I hadn’t seen before. 

You understand that.

“I do.”

And I would still do it. 

I would bear all of the ills of the world for a single moment of happiness. 

“Come,” I said upon releasing Yohuachanca and then made him a promise. “I will shoulder your pain until our final nights, and my light shall soothe your hunger. No longer will you be alone or starving. We shall dance in the sky until this world comes to an end.”

The word of a god was his bond, an oath of the universe to itself. There was no lie in my proposal, no deceit, no trick of the mind. Yohuachanca listened to me, and for the first time in centuries, a glimmer of hope shone through the gnawing hunger and despair which he had come to embody. 

For all the blood we had shed, for all the corpses that had paved our ascensions, for all the crimes which we had committed, this would be our salvation. We would take this world’s sins upon ourselves and offer them a second chance.

The same we never deserved but received anyway. 

For an impossible moment, the shadow of Yohuachanca basked in my light and pondered my words. The universe held its breath as the night faced the day, as hope met despair, as the First Emperor looked upon the Last and saw himself. He saw me as I saw myself through Tezcatlipoca’s eyes, as what he could have been, and then as what I was. 

I was what he had once wanted to be. What he had failed to become. 

And the First Emperor finally felt the comfort of kinship. 

Very well, my successor.

This time alone, I shall believe in you.

A new balance was forged, and the cosmos rearranged itself in response. 

The sky reshaped itself at our command in an instant. Instead of fighting over the tapestry of the universe, we began to weave it, to forge it, to reshape it. We forced the souls of the Tzitzimimeh back into the earth below and the stars back into the heavens, where they would wait another eon for their chance to devour the world. Yohuachanca released the souls of the dead bound by the vampire curse back to Mictlan, and in return, I fed him my light. I carried the embers of Lady Sigrun’s soul, Guatemoc, and so many others back to the Underworld, where they could finally find rest.

The wounds of the earth ran deep, but though we could not bring the dead back, we knitted them the best we could. We soothed the fires of the world and quelled the raging seas until the quakes finally ceased. Then we turned our gazes to an empty sky. 

We did not hesitate.

We arose together to the heavens, which I lit with the fire of a new day. I shone upon the world below, heralding the return of the day and the coming of a new dawn. Yohuachanca crawled into himself, turning into a great red sphere of blood and stone that would chase and bask in my life-giving light until our final nights. 

A new Crimson Moon now followed the Sixth Sun. 

I ushered the world anew, and the ancient curse of Yohuachanca finally came to an end.


EPILOGUE


It was warm the night when the living gathered to celebrate the Day of the Dead.

The drums of Chilam pounded inside the city’s walls and into the night beyond, followed by the song of flutes and the footsteps of dancers forming circles around campfires. Amazons and priestesses of Queen Mictecacihuatl, goddess of the dead, beseeched her to visit them under the pale glow of the moon. 

Chikal observed the ceremony from atop her throne, a hand on her heavy belly. Her mother-in-law, Ichtaca, was the star of the show, her face coated in black and white paint, making her resemble a skeleton who was crowned in marigold flowers. Her fluid movements and the glow of dancing fires made her look like a ghost simmering in the night. 

Chilam hadn’t held a Day of the Dead in a very long time, even before Yohuachanca conquered them and suppressed the festival as part of its efforts to erase the old gods’ memories from all minds. The idea that they could celebrate such an event—let alone in a world where Yohuachanca had fallen—would have seemed impossible to her a year ago. 

The celebration had taken on a new dimension. The people who had gathered today—Amazons from Chilam who had survived the world’s end and rebirth, refugees they had taken in, and foreign visitors from other enclaves of mankind—did so to celebrate life as much as death. They had come to praise the gods for giving them another chance, for keeping death at bay one more day, and to celebrate the return of the sun once the night came to an end. The worshippers of Iztac-Cizin—the name by which most knew the Sixth Sun—had come in great numbers, bearing cloaks of feathers and wooden owl masks honoring their new god in the sky; and though males were still frowned upon in Chilam, the Amazons had granted these men entry out of gratitude for the one emperor who had given his life to light the dawn anew. 

It felt as if decades of history had happened in a few months’ time. 

All of Chilam and many of its guests had gathered in the plaza to witness the ritual, from young Nenetl and Ingrid to their handmaidens, Tenoch and Atziri. Eztli and Necahual couldn’t attend due to the latter’s labor, while Zyanya and Killa had remained in their respective realms, with the former ruling Zachilaa as an independent queendom while the other reformed the remains of the Sapa Empire by granting its old territories independence and autonomy. 

Chikal remained in contact with them, sharing troops and intelligence, strengthening trade, and fending off tribes and marauders who prospered in the wake of Yohuachanca’s fall. The “Three Queens’ Alliance,” as some had nicknamed them, had become the dominant power in the region since the old empire’s collapse, though all of its components had changed in one way or another. Chilam’s culture had become a little more tolerant of males after witnessing Iztac saving the world; the Sapa’s central power had collapsed to the profit of its former tributaries, with Manco, while alive, being reduced to little more than a puppet to his wife-in-name-only; and Zachilaa had begun to establish itself as an independent queendom in its own right in the west. 

Much remained to be done, however. The Nightlords’ fall—alongside the disappearance of the priesthood and Nightkin, which formed the bulk of the empire’s bureaucracy—had thrown the land into chaos. Old rivalries once suppressed by Yohuachanca had resurfaced, upstart warlords attempting to crown themselves emperors, and violence ruled the new world. 

Chikal knew it would take years before the situation truly stabilized. Her city no longer feared conquest due to its renewed military strength, sorcery, and Lahun’s prophecies, but she currently lacked the forces to pacify other regions. However much her seer had predicted that Chilam would prosper in spite of the troubles ahead, Chikal was no fool resting easy on past victories. 

Complacency had killed the Nightlords, and she would not fall into the same trap. 

“I am surprised you would not join the dance, Lahun,” Chikal told her cousin, who dutifully stood behind her. “I thought you would enjoy it.”

“There is no need for my involvement, Your Majesty,” her seer replied while mapping out the stars in preparation for tomorrow’s prophecies. “And I have a few dead friends I wish to meet again.”

True, Lahun had always been happy finding peace and companionship in her books rather than people. Chikal wondered if motherhood would change that. Her seer and Necahual had already grown close lately. 

Chikal had half-expected Lahun to make a ploy for the throne of Chilam. She had retained the great and mysterious powers Iztac once bestowed upon her, from her ebon wings to otherworldly flames and the gift of prophecy. As a seer of the White Sun and mother of an unborn child of his loins, Lahun could have easily formed her own faction and overthrown Chikal.

Thankfully for Chikal and her throne, Lahun had shown no interest in rulership and continued to serve Chilam dutifully. She had repeatedly assessed that Chilam would continue to prosper so long as Chikal’s lineage ruled the city and sounded content with pursuing her studies of magic in the city’s service. 

Was that your wish, Iztac? Chikal wondered as she looked at the horizon. The sun wouldn’t rise for many hours past the smoke that continued to rise from the magma consuming Yohuachanca’s fallen capital, but she had never failed to witness its coming in the morning since the White Dawn. Was this the fate you had planned for us since the start? 

It surprised Chikal that she had to come to care so much for a male, even a god. Chikal wasn’t sure what she felt for Iztac could have been called love, not when compared to the likes of Ingrid or Eztli, but she had respected him more than any other person on this earth. She missed his strength, his ambition, and his flawed nature, which had made him so interesting. Though their dalliance had been short, its conclusion filled her heart with a pervading feeling of emptiness. 

The women of Chilam always saw such attachment as weaknesses that dulled the blade and filled the heart with empty sentimentality, and a few of her warriors had beseeched her to find new consorts to ensure her line would have spares in case anything happened in these chaotic times, but Chikal knew it was unlikely she would take another male to bed anytime soon. 

Every other man would come up short when compared to a god. 

The smell of marigolds suddenly filled the air while the bonfires glowed with a bright blue shine. The song intensified while Ichtaca froze in place, the pain of her body rippling like oil on water. Her eyes radiated with gilded power, and Chikal sensed a sharp, heavy presence taking over her flesh and soul. A power both wise and ancient now dwelled within the sorceress, wielding her like a piece of cloth the same way Iztac had often seemed possessed by an urge stronger than him in his final nights. 

The Queen of the Dead walked among the living in a borrowed body. 

She clapped her hands once the song reached its apex, calling upon the wind to blow among them. Spectral figures appeared near the fires, ephemeral silhouettes of swirling ashes that swiftly solidified into human figures of flesh and bones. Men and women appeared as they did in life to partake in the pleasures denied to them in death, along with the great feathered shadow of Itzili the Younger, whom Chikal ordered fed as an old friend. 

For one night alone, the dead would rejoin the living and celebrate the glories of life. 
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Her father appeared to her as he did when alive.

Nenetl had only ever seen him as a skeleton in the past, yet he appeared to her clothed in flesh tonight. His face looked so much like that of Iztac, but older, darker, with the black hair and eyes of a mundane person lacking the Nahualli gift. His smile had all the warmth of summer, and his arms held her with all the strength of his love. 

“Nenetl,” Father said so kindly. “How good it is to hold you, to truly hold you.”

His joy and relief were palpable. Bones did not carry the sensations that flesh and skin provided, and though her father’s gentleness always shone through, she enjoyed hugging him in this form much more than as barren bones. They held onto each other in a tight embrace for what seemed like forever until Father let her go. 

Only then did Nenetl see a small shape following in her father’s footsteps. The humanoid creature was barely taller than a human baby, albeit with great blue eyes and a black feathered face with a beak for a mouth. It looked quite cute in a strange, clumsy way, his human hands holding on to her father’s leg. 

“Let me introduce you to Celic,” Father said upon taking the child creature in his hands and lifting him up. “Your unborn brother.”

Nenetl smiled sweetly at her sibling, whose totemic nature was on full display. She kissed him on the forehead and earned herself a chirping cry of happiness in return. Father smiled and then invited Nenetl to hold her brother herself, which she did. He was as lightweight as the owlish bird he took so much after and quickly buried his face into her bosom. 

She had heard his spirit had been appeased, and although he would never be entirely human—since he had never been born as one—he seemed content in his current form. Such a pity she would only be able to hold him once each year.

Nenetl swore she would never miss a Day of the Dead from now on, no matter who officiated it. 

Her mother—or at least her body—walked up to them, her feet leaving marigolds in their wake that quickly turned to dust with each step. Her very presence had changed and carried a similar kind of pressure that Iztac used to project during the last days of the Sapa Empire, but gentler, colder, less fierce; more akin to a comforting breeze and flowery scent than raging sunlight. Her eyes gazed upon Nenetl and her brother with a look that seemed both warm and distant.

“Mother?” Nenetl cleared her throat. “Are you… are you in there?”

“Yes,” Mother replied with two voices at once. “We are one and two. We do not fight; we share.” 

Nenetl sighed in relief. Her heart had filled with concern when her mother told her she would allow the goddess of the dead to possess her until dawn. She had feared the process would be fatal or that the divine spirit would overwhelm its human vessel the same way her brother’s godhood had changed him. 

Nenetl wasn’t sure what kind of deal her Mother had made with the goddess of the dead, but she had spent the last several months promoting her cult and acting as an official priestess of the reborn faith. The Nightlords’ suppression of history had almost wiped the name of Queen Mictecacihuatl from many minds, but what was once forgotten could be relearned.

“I see…” Nenetl gasped upon remembering her manners, her back hunching in a sign of dignified submission. “I-I mean, it is a pleasure to welcome you among us then, Queen Mictecacihuatl! Your presence tonight honors us all!”

“You are too kind, young Nenetl,” the queen replied wisely, smiling through her mother’s lips. “Know that I appreciate the prayers you send my way on behalf of the deceased each night. It is your gentle heart that honors me.”

“Oh, that’s…” Nenetl blushed in embarrassment. She had taken to praying for all the poor souls that perished at the hands of the Nightlords and during the White Dawn disaster that followed their demise. “That is nothing. Many others must do the same each night.”

“A few do, but nowhere near as fervently as you do,” the queen replied. “I am aware as well of the relief you provide to the living too, especially the weak and the sick. I suspect you will be kindly welcomed by many souls in my city when your time comes.”

Nenetl wasn’t especially eager to die anytime soon—she had buried too many people already—but she thanked the queen for her words with grace. It warmed her heart knowing that another god looked gently upon her efforts. 

While she had grown into a better witch under her mother’s tutelage, the ability Nenetl saw the most use from was the blood-fueled Teyolia transfer she learned from Iztac. She had sharpened this skill until she could heal the sick with a touch and alleviate pain with a smile. The White Dawn had left many orphans and widows in its wake, not to mention plagues spread by all the shambling corpses that used to roam the world during the long nights that preceded it. Countless people needed her help. 

Whereas Ingrid was set on reaching Winland, Chikal had a city to rule, and Eztli had spoken of her desire to rebuild Acampa, Nenetl was currently set on becoming a healer. She already ran Chilam’s orphanage in all but name and felt more comfortable using her power to help others rather than search for knowledge for knowledge’s sake like her mother. This world had shown her equal cruelty and kindness, so she would rather bring more of the latter into the world than the former… along with her little one.

Nenetl glanced at her belly. Although the child she carried had been born of incest and trickery, it was also a scion conceived through love. She hoped the gods would look kindly upon them in spite of the circumstances of their creation; Nenetl knew she would shower them with all the love the Nightlords had robbed her of in her childhood. 

Nenetl hoped that one day her brother would rise from the horizon to shine upon a world of the gentle, and where their child would grow up happy. That was her sincerest wish. 

“It has been centuries since I last oversaw this festival and wore living flesh,” the queen of the dead mused before turning to Father. “I am looking forward to partaking in its pleasures.”

“I see that the kind people of Chilam raised a buffet for us, Your Majesty, with plenty of drinks,” Father said. “I am told they have some of the best gardens in the world too.”

Mother gave Father a very long, hard look that caused Nenetl to blush, at which point the truth finally hit him. “Oh.”

“I have waited so many years,” both divine and mortal voices replied through her mother’s lips. “Neither of us shall wait any further.”

“Are you certain, Ichtaca?” Father cleared his throat in embarrassment. “I… I have no greater wish, but the current circumstances⁠—”

“My husband will not care,” the queen replied through Ichtaca’s lips before Mother’s voice alone broke through. “I do not mind sharing this moment, Itzili, so long as I am with you.”

Nenetl giggled as her father was then passionately kissed on the lips by her mother and the queen of the dead acting as one. She wondered if the child in her arms would soon have a new sibling by the time the next Day of the Dead rolled around. 

Speaking of Celic, he had turned away from his parents to stare at the sky. Nenetl thought he was focusing on the stars before realizing he only had eyes for the pale crimson moon gazing down upon them. 

“Is this your first time seeing the moon?” Nenetl asked her sibling, who answered with a small nod. “We have so little precious time, so…” She smiled from ear to ear. “I will show you everything I can.”
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Her family had returned the same as the day she had lost them. 

Part of Ingrid had always been jealous of her mother’s beauty, and Sigrun’s death hadn’t changed that. She appeared pale and radiant, dressed like the uncrowned empress she had always been. The first thing she did was to look at her hands and admire them. Ingrid guessed flesh was a luxury—if not entirely unknown—in the land of the dead.

Meanwhile, Ingrid’s brother Fjor walked up to her in the garb of the warrior he had wanted to be, rather than the vampire he had eventually become. He immediately moved to hug Astrid in his arms the moment he saw her. Ingrid’s heart fluttered in her chest at the sight. 

“Welcome home,” Ingrid greeted her family with ladylike poise and grace. “I hope you had a good trip.”

“Greetings, Mother, Brother,” Astrid said with tears in her eyes. “I’ve missed you so much.”

Whereas Lady Sigrun assessed her daughters with a mix of sorrow and caution in uneasy silence, her brother moved to embrace her without care. 

“Have you forgotten the face of your brother, Ingrid?” he asked her with relief. “It’s been so long; I am so glad to see you again as…” A look of dread passed over Fjor’s face. “As myself.”

Ingrid returned her brother’s embrace. She knew all too well what he had gone through. Her friend Eztli still had nightmares from her time as a vampire, back when blood and hunger ruled her mind under the Nightlords’ yoke. 

“I am so sorry,” Fjor apologized. “I tried so many times to free you, to get Astrid away from it all, but Iztacoatl… I could feel her stinking presence in my mind, crushing my hopes whenever she sensed defiance…”

“But defy her you did, brother,” Ingrid reassured him. She had felt his sacrifice during the ritual that put an end to Iztacoatl’s life. “Your warrior’s heart prevailed when we needed it most. We would not have won without your sacrifice, and for that, we will always be grateful.”

“I know you tried to save me during the hunt, brother,” Astrid reassured him before wiping a tear from her eye. “You were so much braver than all of Yohuachanca’s priests combined.” 

Fjor smiled at his sisters. “I had hoped to rest in a heaven for warriors, but seeing the two of you alive is reward enough.” 

“I still cannot believe you did it,” Sigrun commented, finally breaking the silence. “You… are free. You are alive and free.”

“We are,” Ingrid replied before assessing her mother, that woman she had looked up to and been a pawn of all her life. “You never imagined it, did you?”

“No,” Sigrun conceded with a hint of regret in her voice. “The vampires snuffed out the flames of rebellion from my heart twice. The first time, when they killed my crew; and the second, when they took my son away.”

Ingrid gave her mother a look of pity. Part of her had resented Sigrun for raising her children as tools to secure her own survival and position as a Yohuachancan concubine, but she had had many months to process her feelings. They had all been birds seeking to become queens of the birdcage when the thought of escape died in their hearts; victims of the Nightlords’ system of cruelty.

Ingrid knew she was only alive today because of Iztac, Eztli, and the many people who joined forces to break Yohuachanca’s chains; and the best she could do to honor those who gave their lives for them was to ensure mankind would never suffer such tyranny again. 

“The journey was long and difficult, Mother, but we saw it to its end,” Ingrid replied. “I hope you take solace in that knowledge.”

“Yes… Yes, I do.” Sigrun took a deep breath and glanced at Chilam. “I have spent so long in Yohuachanca’s imperial palace that I had forgotten what a proper city looked like. I feel like I have woken up from a very long nightmare, one that began long before those blue flames drowned me in silent darkness.” 

“Would you like to hear me play the harp, Mother?” Astrid asked with a kind smile and slight tears in her eyes. “I have improved so much since we last met.”

Lady Sigrun’s lips shifted into the rarest and most sincere of smiles. “I would like that very much, Astrid.”

“I would like to hear it too, sister,” Fjor said. “What will you do now? Will you stay and rule this city?” 

“We intend to reach Winland with an expedition of volunteers,” Ingrid replied. Although she had shown great skills as a diplomat and Chikal offered her a place to stay, her dream had never changed. “We will return to the land of our ancestors and bring word of what happened here, on this side of the world.” 

Ingrid had offered Eztli—with whom she had grown extremely close to over the last year—and her mother to join them on their journey to Winland. They had yet to give her their final answer, but Ingrid hoped it would be yes. 

The people beyond the sea deserved to know what happened. They deserved to know what this world’s salvation cost them and whom they had to thank for a new dawn.

After that… after that, the sky would be the limit. There were so many lands to explore beyond the sea and earth, beyond the horizon set alight by the rising sun and the waning moon. The possibilities were as endless as the sky’s horizon. 

For the first time in her life, Ingrid finally had the freedom to choose what she wanted to do. 

Lady Sigrun nodded at her daughters and then kissed them both on the foreheads. Her lips were warm, letting Ingrid recall happier times in her childhood when Fjor was still among them. “I know the words of the dead matter little to the living… but I am proud of what you accomplished, all of you.”

“I know.” Ingrid accepted her mother’s praise with a smile and a bow. “And I am ever so grateful.”

She was glad she could make peace with her mother in the end and to obtain that sense of closure the Nightlords had robbed her of. 

Ingrid remained a bit behind while Astrid guided her mother and brother to her harp and the other musicians. A light had caught her eye, a small wisp akin to a faint star, barely perceptible unless one paid attention, yet it followed Sigrun without a sound. 

Her mother had yet to notice her unborn child’s soul casting its faint light on her. 

Ingrid had heard from Ichtaca that the unborn went to a paradise of their own, and certainly, the son of a god had to be especially graced. She offered a prayer for that unborn sun as it vanished in a wisp of light and promised to give the queen of the dead an offering on its behalf. 

Ingrid sensed movement and noticed a dead man clothed in flesh approaching her. She knew who he was the moment she laid eyes on him. She had known the moment she had spotted him looking at her face, searching for the slight facial traits that might identify a familial resemblance of some kind. She had seen two other men look at Fjor and Astrid with the same longing, though those two had yet to find the courage to ‘break the ice,’ as Mother used to say. 

“I am Emperor Tezcacoatl, whom some called the Lord of War,” the mysterious man finally introduced himself to Ingrid, picking his words carefully. “I… I think I might be your father, Ingrid.”

That might certainly have been the case. Although Ingrid had inherited her mother’s hair and eyes, the shape of that man’s cheekbones and jaw was eerily close to her own. 

“I do not know what to say,” the man whispered softly after the awkward pause. “Besides the fact I would have given everything to see you grow into the fine young woman you have become.” 

“No, you are wrong. There is much for you to say.” Ingrid took his hands into her own with a smile. “So much to catch up on.”

She would inscribe her father’s words into her codexes, as she did with so many others, so that others many generations in the future may remember that they had both lived. 

For the only true death was oblivion. 
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Her mother’s screams echoed in the chamber, and the moonlight filtered through the open window. Eztli held her hand as she screamed on the bed amidst blood and other fluids. A host of Amazon midwives gave her water and tried to drag the child out into the world. 

Eztli had often assisted her mother when she worked as an herbalist and healer in Acampa, including one childbirth. Priests celebrated such occasions as sacred moments that would renew Yohuachanca’s blood and pool of sacrifices, saying that women fought like warriors to bring a new soul into the world. Eztli was glad they were all dead and that they didn’t have to suffer through their drivel anymore. Childbirth was long, painful, dirty, and often deadly. 

But the result was beautiful all the same. 

It came out with a shrilling cry that sent shivers of pleasure across her mother’s flesh. Necahual relaxed all at once with a final sigh while an old crone called Ixmucan covered the child in a crimson blanket. 

This battle for a new life had been hard-won, a victory purchased with pain and blood. 

“My congratulations,” Ixmucan said. “It is a girl.”

Necahual let go of her oldest daughter’s hand to gently seize the new one, a babe with the same pale skin and hair that had marked his father as a cursed child since his birth. It astonished Eztli how small and frail she was with a god for a father. It seemed that all the weakness and innocence of mankind had been gathered into her body.

It felt strange to look upon her half-sister when she carried a child of the same man in her belly. Others might have seen their family as warped once, but the midwives all bowed as one before the child and its mother. Some had already come to call their family the Radiant Lineage, the Sun’s Legacy, and so many other names. 

They had been the wives of the White Sun, savior of the old world, prophets of the new one, and all those who owed their lives to him would honor them.

Eztli was heavy with a child as well, but not due for a few months still. Pregnancy was a difficult experience in spite of her powers, though she didn’t complain. The likes of Chikal—who had to deal with this on top of ruling her city—had it much worse. The Amazon queen would likely be the next to give birth alongside Lahun and Tenoch, and Eztli would be the last. 

She had been the first to love him, and the last. There was beauty in that, and sorrow. 

“What name shall you give her?” Eztli asked Necahual. 

She chuckled. “Ichtaca.”

Eztli smiled ear to ear. She knew it was half her mother’s idea of a dig at her mother-in-law and half a show that they had moved past their past enmity. 

Eztli knew that her mother and mother-in-law didn’t get along. Their hatred had simmered down to quiet dislike in the months that followed the White Dawn. Shared grief hadn’t made them closer to each other, but it brought their feud closure. 

It did, however, strengthen the kinship Eztli shared with her fellow former consorts. She considered them sisters, especially Nenetl and Ingrid. Part of her was very much tempted to follow the latter on her journey to Winland after rebuilding Acampa. Part of Eztli knew it was foolish to rebuild a destroyed place only to leave it immediately for an uncertain journey beyond the horizon, but she wouldn’t be ready otherwise.

She needed a home to return to. 

And then, the ghost of the last home she had limped into the room. 

Men were usually forbidden to set foot inside Chilam’s palace, with the exception of the queen’s consort, but the dead had been granted permission to wander the homes of the living for their brief night of revelry. The guards did not deny this one entry, and Eztli understood why the moment she saw him. 

Although she said she wanted to help her mother give birth, the reason why she tried to skip the Day of the Dead now stood before her. 

Silence filled the room for a moment, and tears flooded Eztli’s eyes. She didn’t say a word at first, for it would have hurt. Instead, she moved across the room and grabbed him with all of her strength and guilt. 

How else could she react in the presence of the father she had murdered? 

“I…” Eztli struggled to even speak through the tears and sobs. The floodgate of her heart had swung wide open. “I am so sorry…”

Guatemoc embraced his daughter in his arms. She sensed no regret in them, no recrimination, no hatred or anger; only the gruff acceptance he had always shown her. 

“I bear you no ill will, Eztli,” her father replied kindly. He might not have been her kin by blood, but the bond they shared transcended such petty matters. “That wasn’t you back then, but the hunger.”

“But I… I killed you anyway…” Eztli didn’t dare look up to him. “I wasn’t… I couldn’t…”

More than that, vampirism had clouded her mind, made her a monster that thought consuming her own father had been a good thing. She had spread so much pain and waded through so much filth her soul would stink even in death. 

“You could not, yes, no more than you could decide where the lightning strikes,” Guatemoc replied. “I was there with you, Eztli. I sensed your guilt, shared your sorrow, experienced the same curse you did… and at no point did I ever blame you.”

He kindly lifted up his daughter’s chin so that she might look into his eyes.

“Have you forgotten?” he asked her. “It is only by sharing pain that we can defeat it.”

Eztli bit her lip and buried her face into her father’s shoulder.

How long did she cry? Minutes, hours? Eztli felt as if she had spent all the water in her body, but once the tears dried up and the sorrow with them, only the warmth of kinship and love remained. The wetnurses and attendants were gone too, leaving the family alone in the room. 

Guatemoc gently let go of his daughter and faced his widow. She greeted with a faint, if genuine, smile and a newborn in her arms.

Guatemoc only had to take a look at the child to guess who the father was. “Is that Iztac’s daughter?”

“Yes,” Necahual replied uneasily. Although Eztli knew her mother and father never shared the wild passion of other couples, they had grown to respect each other over time. It was probably awkward for Guatemoc to face his widow holding the child of his adopted son in his arms. 

Thankfully, he took it in stride. “I admit I couldn’t believe the news when I heard it down below,” he commented with a scoff of amusement. Guatemoc always had the strangest sense of humor, and the situation appeared to amuse him. “She is a beautiful child, like her mother and father.”

Necahual’s expression became downcast. “I would rather have them both.”

Eztli’s face turned into a scowl. They had avoided talking about Iztac in the past months to avoid twisting the knife into their wounds. Mother would often meditate in the sun at dawn and twilight, closing her eyes. The sorcerous bond she continued to share with her lover and divine patron was strange and difficult to put into words, according to her; she felt his presence and often heard his words in the wind, but both remained as distant as the clouds in the sky. Sometimes Eztli would find her mother staring at it with contentment, and other times with sorrow. 

“You will, one day,” Guatemoc said upon taking the child in his hands, which Necahual allowed. “There are tales in the Underworld that not all souls who perished after the change reached Mictlan. Some… some fall upward, they say.”

Eztli’s head perked up. “Upward?” 

“As those who perished by lightning are welcomed into the halls of Tlaloc, some lives and deaths belong to him. In death, they are baptized in light.” Guatemoc smiled. “Perhaps old souls who perished before that White Dawn and reached Mictlan since will ascend to that place one day. King Mictlantecuhtli is a covetous god when it comes to souls, but I am sure his wife will eventually convince him to relinquish a few.”

“I know we will find our way to him eventually too,” Necahual said with wisdom. “But eventually… eventually can be a very long time.”

But though death inevitably came for all—even gods and suns—neither Eztli nor Necahual was in any hurry to hasten it along. Iztac had given up everything to give them time, and they would cherish it. 

The family spent the rest of the night sitting near the window under the starlight. Guatemoc regaled them with tales of the Underworld; how the city of the dead had risen to a new “layer” created from the ruins of lands that had fallen into the depths during the White Dawn and where a new dead sun shone, and how many red-eyed priests like Tayatzin and Tezozomoc had found a cold welcome from their former victims in Mictlan. It brought Eztli solace that the false faith of the Nightlords had died both on earth and below.

Afterward, Eztli recounted their adventures to Guatemoc as her mother breastfed her new half-sister under the pale moonlight. The new moon’s surface was red like blood, with two sulfur pits for eyes and black spots shaped like a grim skull glaring down on the earth as if to remind mankind that it might one day come down to devour life should it be found wanting. 

Eztli could feel the will and intent in those black eyes whenever she looked at them; the vampire curse had long vanished from this world, but a part of her soul remained connected to her former progenitor. Sometimes she would close her eyes at night, feeling the cold in her bones and the moonlight on her skin. She would sense something watching from above, a great beast whose hunger had been satiated into complacency. She would feel phantom wings on her back and invisible fur above the blood coursing through her veins. 

There was a bat asleep deep within her—one that didn’t feed on blood nor wanted to consume the flesh of others to satisfy its hunger. Eztli would hear its call in her slumber, each night bringing her a little closer to awakening that part of herself. Her mother-in-law said it might have been her soul’s natural totem reborn from the ashes of the Skinwalker curse Chindi once bore. Ichtaca had wondered what could have caused it, but Eztli had long guessed the truth by herself. 

It was a divine gift. An apology from the one whose black blood and hunger had brought her so much misery, and the possibility of opening the door to the same secret that allowed Iztac to burn like the sun. 

Eztli had no idea when that sleeping door would open or what she would find on the other side, but she looked forward to it. She missed Iztac, and traveling the same steps as her husband would bring them closer in spirit until the day they would finally reunite.

However, for all the pale light of the moon, it could never rival the sun’s warmth.

Eztli glanced at the horizon. A line of fire appeared to spread beyond the mountains, banishing the night men feared and bringing back the light they revered. She felt its warm touch on her skin even as it began to return her late father to the dust from which he had been reborn for only that night. Eztli took Guatemoc’s hand into her own, as did Necahual when the time came for him to say goodbye. His ghost slipped through her fingers like a fleeting life. 

The dawn rose, the light of a white sun shining upon the living. 

And for Eztli, it was the most beautiful sight in the world.

This Concludes the Blood & Fur series!

If you enjoyed this series, check out Maxime Durand’s other series: Apocalypse Tamer and Commerce Emperor!
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Make sure to join our Discord

(https://discord.gg/aethon)

so you never miss a release!


THANK YOU FOR READING THE FINAL SUN


We hope you enjoyed it as much as we enjoyed bringing it to you. We just wanted to take a moment to encourage you to review the book. Follow this link: The Final Sun to be directed to the book’s Amazon product page to leave your review.

Every review helps further the author’s reach and, ultimately, helps them continue writing fantastic books for us all to enjoy.
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Want to discuss our books with other readers and even the authors?

JOIN THE AETHON DISCORD!

You can also join our non-spam mailing list by visiting LitRPG Books: https://aethonbooks.com/litrpg-newsletter/ and never miss out on future releases. You'll also receive up to five full books completely free as our thanks to you.

Don’t forget to follow us on socials to never miss a new release!

Facebook | Instagram | Twitter | Website

[image: ]


Looking for more great LitRPG and Progression Fantasy?
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An Epic Cultivation Progression Fantasy series by Spaizzzer, the #1 bestselling author of Tree of Aeons. His end is the start of a new path. Tundra Fox, a cultivator of immense power and Sect Master of the Verdant Snow Sect, faces an eldritch god from beyond and dies. But that's only where his story begins. A time-artifact sends his soul back 10,000 years, when he was still in the earlier years of growing his Sect. With a second chance, Tundra will try to prevent family deaths, conflicts, and hopefully, try to raise descendants that don't become arrogant young masters. Don't miss the start of this new Xianxia Fantasy series by Spaizzzer, the bestselling author of Tree of Aeons. The series features cultivation, base-building, alchemy, and usual regressor awesomeness, all paired with a unique premise of finding enlightenment in family life instead of alchemy and solitary cultivation.


Get Regressor Sect Master Now!
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An action-packed LitRPG Adventure featuring a detailed magic system and numbers going way up! Magic isn’t just a tool. It’s a path to power that few can fully grasp. Alex was just trying to escape his dead-end job and overbearing family. Then the System arrived, bringing with it magic, Rifts, and the chance for ordinary people to become extraordinary. Unfortunately for Alex, his stats start out as unimpressive as his old life. But when he gains the unique trait [Primordial Will], which only allows him to put his free points into one stat, everything changes. As he begins to study the art of Mana Threads and creates a revolutionary new magic system with Spell Circles, it becomes clear that mastery of magic is the route to power. But with the world’s governments struggling to contain the rising number of superhuman threats, Alex will have to navigate more than just monsters, magic, and Rifts. In a world where “might makes right,” who really calls the shots? Join Alex on his path to power in this action-packed new LitRPG adventure. Featuring high-octane action where the numbers go way up, slow-burn power progression, three-dimensional characters, a detailed magic system, runes, party-building, and so much more!


Get Spell Weaver Now!
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A new Xianxia Progression Fantasy perfect for fans of Cultivation Nerd and Unintended Cultivator! In the merciless world of Cultivation, preparation is key to survival. Reincarnated into a world of cultivation, Scientist Langley Seiker no longer has to dream about immortality. It's now possible. Except for the fact that he has no talent. Through a chance encounter, however, he gains access to his familiar laboratory that will allow him to systematically study the mechanics of cultivation. Not even the heavens will know what fate has in store for Langley as he systematically unravels not only how to cultivate, but also various crafts such as refining pills and inscribing talismans. Other cultivator ponder how to advance to the next realm. Langley cracks it with science. Discover the start of a new Xianxia Progression Fantasy that blends Cultivation and a scientific approach to studying how it works. The series features slow burn progression as Langley ranks up, an intelligent MC, sect building, and so much more


Get The Science of Cultivation Now!
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For all our LitRPG books, visit our website.
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AUTHOR’S NOTES


So sets the sun of Blood & Fur. Special thanks to Daniel Zogbi, Charles Setzer and Jakub Duński for their proofreading and my patrons on Patreon for supporting the story to its final conclusion.

I must say that this epilogue flowed a lot harder than the previous chapter and all others before it, maybe because it was mentally difficult to change perspective after over a hundred chapters from Iztac’s first-person perspective, on top of all the loose ends I had to close. I suppose epitaphs are harder to write than biographies, even for fictional characters. 

In any case, I knew from the very moment I wrote Blood & Fur’s prologue that the final scene would be Eztli looking at the sun Iztac had become, left with her descendants to carry on like each dawn follows the last. Much of what happened in-between was in flux, and the very premise of the early drafts was quite different from what the series ended up being (Iztac was originally supposed to be a werewolf/Skinwalker, hence the “fur” in the title), but the end was more or less the one I envisioned when I began writing this story two years ago after a long and unexpected dive into Aztec mythology and history. I feel that Blood & Fur was a romance story at its heart, beneath all the darkness, the tears, and the bloodshed.

Perhaps that was what I found so appealing about Mesoamerican mythology; that for all of its ugliness and horrors, there was some dark beauty to it, like a venomous flower.

I don’t recall exactly what began this journey or how I ended up falling into the Aztec history hole, but Blood & Fur is now officially my longest series yet, clocking in at five books collectively. It might be my best-written work alongside the Perfect Run, though its Aztec setting, themes, and darker storyline will probably condemn it to a life of a niche work when compared to other series like Vainqueur or Apocalypse Tamer. Nonetheless, this feels like something I had to write. Although I burned out on Commerce Emperor (which I had started around the same time) and concluded it at two books since, Blood & Fur simply continued to flow easily out of my mind until the final chapter. I am well and truly satisfied. 

In a way, this feels like a transition. I began this work in the last days of my twenties and finished it in the first days of my thirties. It’s a page-turner for you and me, my dear readers. All journeys must end, but most conclusions simply announce the beginning of a new path.

And I am very happy to have shared this one with you. 

Thank you all for your amazing support, kind comments, and many messages. I don’t think I’ll write something as dark as Blood & Fur anytime soon (if again), and I anticipate a huge fall in the Patreon in the coming weeks now that Blood & Fur has concluded (since most of you were here for it), but I hope some of you will remain for Board & Conquest or the new tales I have in store. And more than that, I pray you’ll look upon Blood & Fur fondly. 

Until we meet again.

Voidy.


GROUPS


Don’t forget to join LitRPG Addicts and come hang out with me!

I’m also very active and thankful for Redditserials, LitRPG Books, GameLit Society, Western Cultivation Stories (Xianxia and Wuxia, etc), Cultivation novels, LitRPG & GameLit Readers, and LitRPG Books Group!


To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group
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