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CHAPTER ONE

MYTH

Guards pushed the elaborately engraved white marble doors open — each
depicted an eight-foot scorpion in attack posture, their stinging tails curved above the
heads of anyone entering — and herded Myth from the white marble corridor into the
white marble grand throne room. The sight of the vast space, crowded with men,
witches, and creatures, slowed Myth’s feet and an icy hand clutched her heart.

Iqiohr’s white marble throne, carved in the form of an enormous scorpion,
head at the foot, arms crafted from two of the scorpion’s legs, seat back curved into a
tail, sharp stinger arched high overhead, stood on a dais of seven tall white marble
steps that forced everyone to look up at him. White marble columns lined the length
of both sides of the room.

The men belonged to Iqiohr. White streaked hair and white-spotted eyes,
clad in white maxtlatls around their hips, white sigils flowed over their dusky skin,
marked them as tools of the Scorpion Mage.

White. White. White. Myth hated the color of white. It represented her
prison and everything taken from her.

Beneath the thirty-foot vaulted ceiling, an expanse of yet more of the
abhorrent white, creatures in cages provided hue and sound, their snarls and growls
challenging their soon-to-be torturers.

Tawny-furred sphinxes, half-woman, half-lion. Amphisbaenas, red
snakes with an additional head on their tails, born in the desert from drops of
Gorgon’s blood, currently muzzled so poison didn’t pour from their mouths.
Cockatrices, orange, two-legged dragons with a rooster heads.

More color came from witches in chains — their hair, eyes, bruised and
scarred skin — where they knelt in a row or stood bound to columns, unable to
prevent Iqiohr’s men from groping and taunting them, or what they all knew was
about to happen when the Scorpion Mage set his soldiers loose.

Some guards lifted slabs of marble from the floor to reveal the azure
water of the lake below. They pulled up cages containing Iara — green-haired,
copper-skinned women with dolphin tails below their waists.

Ahuizotls, wolf-sized dog-like creatures with black, rubbery skin, a
human hand on their tails, and raccoon hands on their front paws, paced around the
edges of room to keep everyone in until Iqiohr deemed the spectacle over.

The Scorpion Mage rarely required the magic of so many witches and
creatures at once. But when he did, what followed was always horrific. The last time
had been nearly five years ago, right after Iqiohr killed the prior mage and took his
magic.



Apan, a guard Myth had known since childhood, stepped close. He
thought because he’d been awarded a pair of leather nacochtli that he was entitled to
more privileges. His hair in a warrior’s topknot proudly displayed his newest
adornments through the stretched holes in his earlobes, . Hot breath blew across her
cheek and his eyes roved over her body, clad in a tight wrap of thin, white material.
Nothing prevented the ogling, but she wasn’t completely powerless.

“Do you want to put your hands on me?” Myth turned so her shoulder
almost touched his arm. “Go ahead. Show Iqiohr how brave you are.”

He leapt back like she’d scalded him, sending his yellow tilmatli flapping
like wings. Anyone who touched her lost the body part that committed the offense, be
it a finger, a swath of skin, or an entire limb. Iqiohr made her watch the punishments
to deter her from touching anyone, but sometimes she wished she had the stomach to
run through the entire palace, putting her hands all over every soldier.

“Move!” Gajo, an older man who had terrorized Myth her whole life,
pointed to the small white cushion on the floor next to the throne’s scorpion head. He
wore turquoise nacochtli through his ears, denoting his high rank in Aztlan society,
and his hair long, as all priests did.

Like she didn’t know her place.
“Or perhaps you want me to tell the Scorpion Mage how brave you are

today.”
Just like that, he stripped her illusion of power away. If she slapped the

man, Iqiohr would remove Gajo’s face, no matter his standing in society, and that
infuriating smirk along with it. She lifted her hand, pleased when a flash of alarm
widened his eyes, but she clenched her fingers into a fist and let it drop impotently to
her side. If she hit him, Gajo would suffer, but her ultimate punishment wouldn’t be
inflicted directly on her.

His smirk returned, even wider. “Hurry up. You’re wasting time I could
be using to choose a witch.”

Myth forced her bare feet to move and kept her eyes down, unable the
meet the glowers and reproachful stares from the women she trudged past. The other
witches hated her for the ease of her life. They didn’t encounter each other often, but
when they did, none of them wanted anything to do with her, and there was
resentment in their eyes when they saw her beside Iqiohr.

She didn’t sit next to him — she knelt at his feet. But the other witches
didn’t see the difference. Myth couldn’t blame them. They only knew what they saw,
not that her mind was tortured as much as their bodies.

Given an option, Myth would have chosen scars she could see. They
might be considered ugly and come from pain, but each one could be a souvenir. And
maybe, if she could touch and trace something tangible on her skin, it would be a
reminder of each time her mind had escaped this place and been free, even if her body
could never follow.

Myth wished she could make her mind as numb as her body. Some of the
other witches could do that. Go somewhere else. Be apart from their bodies. They
were also treated much worse. Their bodies bore scars and bruises from the way the
Scorpion Mage let his men handle them.



But, if she displeased him, Iqiohr had ways of punishing her that were
much worse than any beating he could give her.

Climbing the steps, she knelt on her cushion and turned her eyes toward
the door Iqiohr would come through. There was no way to predict his frame of mind.
Ordering such a tremendous event could mean a really good mood or a very bad one.
No matter his temperament, nothing fortunate happened when he felt jealous and had
to get her attention rather than finding it already on him. The last time that happened,
he’d murdered her pet jaguar. Since then, she always tried to put adoration into her
gaze, to make him feel like he was the most important person in the world to her.

There was a time that was true.
Quiet fell as the door opened, and Iqiohr entered, unerringly catching her

gaze with his white eyes. His once ebony hair, now completely white, fell down his
back. A white tilmatli hung from shoulders slightly stooped and not as broad as
they’d been five years ago. The mage magic he so coveted ate his body from the
inside, much as it had devoured his soul. He crossed the room and ascended the steps,
taking his place on the throne.

“Eyes front.” Iqiohr’s heavy hand settled atop her head, skeletal fingers
idly playing with tresses of her hair. The brief glimpse of his pale fingers in her
mahogany hair reminded her of what she’d lost. His skin used to be almost as dark as
her hair. She resisted the urge to shudder as apprehension made her flesh break out in
chilled bumps. This wasn’t how Iqiohr treated her. Someone else was ruling him.

“Begin.”
Eyes shut, Myth wished she could close her ears to the screams and cries

of the witches being drained of their magic. Flesh slapped against flesh. Whips
cracked. Women screamed. The smells of blood and lust filled the air, sending nausea
burning up her throat.

Time slowed, dragging out screams that became whimpers, that became
silence as Iqiohr’s men finished with the witches and had them returned to their cells.

Roars of agony meant the acolytes had moved on to the creatures, cutting
away scales and skin. Splashes meant cages tossed into the lake as the Iara were
returned to their watery prisons. Heavy marble slabs boomed as men dropped them
into place.

Taking a deep breath, Myth opened her eyes. The cold, white marble
throne room was empty except for thirty of Iqiohr’s men and one guard at the door.
These men were the worst of them, vying for power and rank, willing to do anything.
Myth hated the smug expressions on their faces, but took some satisfaction in
knowing they wouldn’t feel that way for long.

“Approach.” Not-Iqiohr’s hand disappeared from her head.
The men formed a line and advanced towards the throne. The first

climbed the steps, knelt, and held out his hand. A white glyph lit not-Iqiohr’s palm —
a circle that splintered and opened into ragged tendrils.

Myth kept her eyes open for this part. She loathed watching the witches
abused, but she didn’t mind seeing the men suffer as Iqiohr absorbed their stolen
magic. They hurt others for fun and deserved to feel some of the same.



The men held an unspoken contest to see who could be silent as they
endured the procedure. This close, though, they couldn’t hide their fear and pain. As
not-Iqiohr drained his men of magic, they lost more of their color and souls.

The Scorpion Mage made them all scream.
Eventually.



CHAPTER TWO

IQIOHR

As the siphoning glyph unfurled, Iqiohr fought to retake and remain in
control. He’d been petting his Esne like an animal. One of the others liked to do that.
The longer he ruled as mage, the harder it became to remember he should care
something for it… no, her. More parts of him were lost every day. There was no
undoing what he had done, but sometimes, when he saw his Esne gazing at him with
affection, he could almost remember being happy with her.

It! Past mages arose in his magic, their thousands of voices thundering in
his head as each battled for enough of the available power to dominate the rest. It is
Esne and its purpose is to birth heirs.

His control over some of them was tenuous at best, and more difficult to
maintain as he accepted the offerings of magic. The strongest among the mages
trapped inside him used to be a god. Iqiohr craved that level of power, but thinking of
the god was a mistake, summoning the very being forward. Lately Tezcatlipoca had
proven more unruly, taking over while Iqiohr slept and coveting his Esne.

Iqiohr hurled his full consciousness at Tezcatlipoca’s astral body, and
they collided, wrestling for the upper hand. Panic filled Iqiohr at the strength
Tezcatlipoca wielded.

The god’s visage was more detailed, and his body felt more solid than
before. Dark eyebrows twin slashes on a prominent brow over hooded eyes glaring
from a thick black eye band with a narrow yellow stripe through the middle. Broad
nose and thin lips. He laughed. “It won’t be me going into the cage this time. The
eclipse is coming.”

The magic in Iqiohr’s glyphs added power to his will, but Tezcatlipoca
grew taller, muscles bulging. He threw Iqiohr across space. Sending out a tendril of
magic, Iqiohr caught himself and used momentum to swing around, crashing into
Tezcatlipoca again. Only it wasn’t the god.

Iqiohr crashed into a reflection, shattering the smoking glass mirror. An
image of the god mocked him from every splintered piece of obsidian as the portal
left behind pulled at Iqiohr’s body. Arms and legs outstretched, the sharp edges of
glass cut into Iqiohr’s grasping fingers. Something snarled behind him. Claws raked
down his back and a heavy weight thudded into his spine.

A jaguar’s razor fangs bit into Iqiohr’s shoulder. Pain followed by
numbness shot through his arm and he screamed, losing his grip on the mirror, his
mind, and his body.

Tezcatlipoca savored freedom and the sensation of existence as a physical
being. Sitting up straighter on his scorpion throne, he flexed his muscles as blood
rushed through his veins. He looked down on the pathetic males before him. These…
humans were hardly worth cowing. No challenge in it at all. But subsisting trapped



inside magic for hundreds of years at a time made small amusements something to
draw out, and seeing their arrogance dissolve into fear and awe was a suitable
recompense for bothering with them.

His Esne watched. Its fierce hazel eyes and mahogany hair, done in
braids interwoven with white ribbons, provided colors in the room. It didn’t like these
humans either, and prolonging the suffering of these pathetic men as a small treat for
its compliance cost him nothing.

He focused on the siphoning glyph with its sharp tentacles, digging them
deep into the man in front of him. The worshipper resisted the pain, clamping his lips
into a narrow line. But Tezcatlipoca slowed the siphoning to a trickle and drew deeper.
Sweat beaded on the man’s forehead and he broke, flavoring the magic with
desperation. The man gasped, and a scream ripped from his throat.

Tezcatlipoca planned to make the world scream and bathe in its
sacrificial blood when he started the age of the Sixth Sun and ruled again as he had
during the first.

Before his brother betrayed him.

Tezcatlipoca balanced in the akalli’s prow, the wood rough against his
bare feet. He and Quetzalcoatl were no canoe makers, but the craft would work for
their hunt.

He scanned the lake for threats. Blue water reflected the bright sky like a
mirror. And there was only the lake. The shore too far distant to view, even for a god
like himself.

“Do you see her?” Quetzalcoatl whispered, quietly slicing his paddle
through the water to propel the tiny craft forward.

Tezcatlipoca shook his head, but his eyes never left the surface. He
gripped the haft of his tepoztopilli in one fist, ready to stab or slash with its sharp
obsidian tip. He hoped the spear was long enough to serve its purpose.

Somewhere under all this water their quarry, Cipactli, an enormous
crocodile with a mouth at every joint, lurked, waiting for her chance to devour
anything created. If the new gods were going to start a world, they must be rid of
Cipactli. For now, every time one of the gods made something, the crocodile
swallowed it and became that much bigger. How could a creature so huge as
everything ever created hide so well?

So far, their parents had done nothing to deal with the monster. It was
time for the old gods to make way for the young ones, like him and his brother.

Ahead of their canoe, the water rippled. Both boys readied themselves,
lifting weapons and bracing their feet wide as the canoe rocked. But the crocodile
attacked from below without showing herself. Their canoe leapt from the surface high
into the air, flipping over, spilling Quetzalcoatl and Tezcatlipoca out and scattering
their weapons.

Quetzalcoatl transformed into a three-hundred foot feathered serpent —
the largest size he could manage for a short time. Turquoise and jade scales on his



underside reflected the sun. Blue, green, yellow and orange feathers formed a ruff
around his neck, ran down his back, and matched the longer flight feathers of his
wings, except those ended in blood red tips. His powerful flapping to keep aloft
created waves that swept over Tezcatlipoca’s head and sent their canoe drifting.

The enormous crocodile lunged straight up, mouth open wide.
Quetzalcoatl drew his coils up tight, narrowly escaping her snapping jaws.

Tezcatlipoca’s jaguar form did him no good here. Heart pounding wildly,
he splashed through the water to the canoe in hopes of retrieving another spear from
the cache of weapons strapped to the bottom.

His movement and noise attracted Cipactli's attention. Her massive body
receded into the lake, and golden eyes focused on easier prey. She aimed her broad
snout at him. The greenish-grey armored skin down the length of her spine seemed to
go on forever. With lazy but powerful side-to-side flicks of her long tail, she glided
through the water toward Tezcatlipoca.

The monster was toying with him — she could catch him in a second if
she wanted to — then he’d be crushed and swallowed whole..

Two more clumsy, desperate strokes, and he gripped the edge of the
akalli. He stretched one arm under the upside down canoe, fingers scrabbling for a
weapon. There! He closed his hand around two wooden shafts and yanked them free.

Cipactli opened her maw, revealing rows of sharp teeth.
“Brother!” Quetzalcoatl stopped rising into the air and fell on top of the

crocodile’s head, struggling to bind her in his coils as she submerged and spun in a
death roll. His wings flailed in the water, but he held on tight. Cipactli's many mouths
bit into his flesh, sending blooms of red into the lake.

With a deep inhale, Tezcatlipoca dove towards the fight. He cut through
the water, kicking straight for the crocodile's head like an arrow in flight, and thrust a
spear forward.

It glanced off Cipactli’s thick, armor-plated skull.
Maybe the old gods were right, and it was best to leave this beast alone.

How could two young gods hope to kill a monster like this?
No. He was meant to rule the world! And there could be no world while

the crocodile ate everything.
Tezcatlipoca struck again, opening a cut on the softer underside of her

jaw as she twisted. Swimming closer, he attacked a third time, and this blow struck
true, impaling the beast through her eye.

She thrashed in death throes, nearly throwing Quetzalcoatl away. His
coils tightened.

It was working!
Lungs desperate for air, Tezcatlipoca swam for the surface, but the

crocodile snapped her jaws a final time, catching his foot in her teeth.
A scream escaped his mouth, traveling to the surface with the last of his

air. He flailed, but couldn’t escape the powerful teeth trapping his foot. Dark blood



spread through the blue water. His vision went black at the edges and narrowed to
pinpoints. I’m sorry, brother. We almost did it. Water poured into his mouth.

Quetzalcoatl released the carcass and surged toward Tezcatlipoca,
catching him and rising to the surface. He squeezed his coils, pushing the water from
his brother’s lungs.

Tezcatlipoca sucked in a breath as they broke the surface and floated
together.

Exhausted but triumphant, Tezcatlipoca turned to his brother. “We did it,
brother.”

Quetzalcoatl righted the canoe and helped his brother inside, then
transformed into his human shape and pulled himself aboard. “Your foot.”

Tezcatlipoca’s right leg ended at the ankle. But the Smoking Mirror God
dismissed his brother’s concern. He conjured smoke, shaped it into a replacement
limb, and solidified it into obsidian. “Good as new.”

Working together, Tezcatlipoca and Quetzalcoatl used their god magic
and the body of Cipactli to create a tree-shaped in the middle of the lake. A tunnel
from each bough of the tree, three on each side and the largest at the top, led from the
island to caves at the bottom of the lake, where other gods could make their homes.

“This will be the heart of the empire, Quetzalcoatl. You should become
the First Sun and create the inhabitants of our new world.”

“You struck the killing blow, Tezcatlipoca, which allowed us to create
Aztlan. You should become the most powerful of us.”

“Then we will create a monument for you on the largest bough at the top
of the tree. It will be known as Serpent Mountain. For your other form.”

“I graciously accept.” Quetzalcoatl grinned. “A thousand feet high?”
“Why not two thousand feet?” Tezcatlipoca laughed.
When they returned to shore, the other gods agreed Tezcatlipoca would

rule.

Tezcatlipoca rose in stature, becoming the First Sun. At the height of his
power, he created gods and giants as his subjects and fed them with acorns.

For six hundred and seventy-six years he ruled — his army of jaguar
warriors enforcing peace through blood sacrifice. His power grew until the beings he
created worshipped him as the sun in the sky.

And life… grew dull.
“Begin.” Tezcatlipoca slouched on his throne as the ball game began on

the court below. Two teams of four boys and young men dressed in loin cloths
sprinted up and down the I-shaped court, fifty feet long and sixteen feet wide with
sloping plastered walls painted white, trying to get the ball through the stone rings
mounted high on the side of the walls. He'd long become bored with everything and
upped the stakes. The losers sacrificed their hearts on his altar in the temple built
atop Serpent Mountain.



He paid little attention to the game, instead watching the women. At a
gesture, his jaguar guards stepped forward. Pointing at several choices, he ordered,
“Retrieve them, and bring them to the palace.” There was some entertainment as men
protested their women being taken. None of them argued too strenuously. They knew
their hearts could be taken even more easily than their women.

When the interminable game ended, Tezcatlipoca remained on his throne
as giants lifted the chair, carried him up the jungle-covered Serpent Mountain, then
the steep stairs to the temple and settled him on the dais in front of the altar. The red-
stained stone, still damp from the last sacrifices, awaited the next offerings.

Everything had become so tedious. Even creating new beings, conquest,
and war held little appeal anymore. The losers from the game topped the steps and
awaited their turn to have their still-beating hearts ripped from their chests. Here, at
least, was something entertaining and of use, power in blood feeding him.

“Brother.” Quetzalcoatl stood before the throne wearing his wind
breastplate — a wind jewel of conch shell cut in half. “You must temper yourself.”

“I can do what I like. I am the Sun!”
“The power has corrupted you. You are destroying the world we created.

The people pray for relief.”
“Then they are weak.” Tezcatlipoca rose from his throne and turned his

back on his too-soft brother.
“I am sorry, my brother.” Quetzalcoatl struck with a club.
Stunned at the betrayal of his treacherous brother, Tezcatlipoca pulled

on his magic and the connection to his army of jaguars. He would destroy the world
and everything in it before he let Quetzalcoatl take it from him. “Kill them! Kill the
gods and giants.” He pulled himself to his feet and slashed with his obsidian blade.

A red line spilled blood down Quetzalcoatl’s breastplate before the
wound sealed. He raised the club and struck again, but it was too late. The jaguars
tore through the populace. Swearing, Quetzalcoatl abandoned the fight and went to
battle the cats.

As Tezcatlipoca’s world darkened, a stranger approached.
Frail, body shriveled to skin stretched over bones, face little more than a

skull, wispy white hair, and cloudy white eyes. Despite outwardly appearing weak, an
inner strength carried the man. “I can heal your body and give you power to take
back the world.”

“How?”
“Let go of your obsidian knife.” The stranger dropped a white knife

aglow with carved symbols. “Take up this one.”
Tezcatlipoca unfurled his fingers from his obsidian blade and closed his

fist over the hilt of the white dagger. Magic stung his skin, but he held on. The pain
was power, filling him with a new kind of energy.

“Stab me here.” The man stripped off his shirt and pointed to a white
glyph over his heart. “My magic can be yours. Our powers combined will give you
the strength to rule the world.”



The blackness receded as the world became white.

By the time each man had staggered away to collapse on his knees, and
Tezcatlipoca was done siphoning magic, he shone like the white sun he would
become again.

First, the necessity of culling the weakest from the already near useless
followers.

“Bring them in.” The lone guard opened the door, allowing four more to
escort two prisoners into the room. They marched the captives in front of the throne
and kicked them to their knees.

Tezcatlipoca leaned forward, voice booming through the vast room. “I
sent you on a simple assignment. All you had to do was obtain the knife before it went
to auction. You failed.”

The obsidian knife was critical to commencing the Sixth Sun and the
eclipse only days away. It would be another fifty-two years before an opportunity
arose again, and the next eclipse wouldn’t be so dark.

He held up his palms, a small white scorpion in each. Turning his hands
over, he dropped his pets to the floor. White magic flowed from him into his creatures,
and they split. Two became four, four became eight, and they continued to multiply
until hundreds of scorpions skittered down the steps and across the smooth marble
floor.

Guards stepped back as a wave of scorpions engulfed the prisoners.
The Scorpion Mage turned to find the Esne obediently watching him. The

mage Iqiohr was weak, but he had trained the Esne well.
The small scorpions only contained mild toxins for this punishment. The

men would die, but it was less about killing them quickly, and more about seeing how
many times they could be stung before they died. No matter how high the number
rose, he was always disappointed in the results. These humans were so much more
fragile than the giants and gods he created when he reigned.

Luxuriating in all his sigils full to near bursting, and his innate power as a
god, nearing its zenith, put him in the mood for something a bit more dramatic. He
had the energy to spare. Tezcatlipoca waved a hand at the entry doors. They slammed
open, revealing the carved eight-foot scorpions glowing a brilliant white. One leg at a
time, they came to life, crawling off the doors onto the floor.

His Esne tried to stifle its gasp. Even it hadn’t seen him at this peak of his
magic before.

The multitude of his tiny creations dissipated, the magic used to make
them returning to his body while the larger predators stalked the two men, lashing
with their stingers and snapping their pincers at their prey.

Even stung, the prisoners screamed and staggered around the throne room
in a futile effort to escape. One guard, not as agile as he should have been, fell under
the attack.



He loosened his control over the scorpions, and things grew a bit more
lively as they charged after their prey, right through the line of kneeling acolytes.
Freed of his leash, the scorpions cared not who or what they crushed in their pincers.
Chunks of flesh and bone disappeared into their maws. Humans screamed and
scattered like flies from a corpse. The more ruthless among them shoved others in
front.

Tezcatlipoca watched the ruthless ones. Gajo was among them. If the
human were younger, he would be a suitable candidate for the next mage. The man
murdered without hesitation, but magic already ate away his vitality. He’d been
friends with the previous mage and came from excellent blood lines. A pity Gajo had
never bred a witch. His appetites killed his bed mates more often than not. The
nephew would have to do.

His amusement faded, and he sighed, willing the scorpions to finish their
chase. He toyed with the Esne’s hair as it trembled. Perhaps another sort of
entertainment —

No! Iqiohr gathered himself and shoved the god back. She is mine.
Tezcatlipoca laughed. It makes you weak. But he receded, letting the

inferior mage take control. The time for a prolonged battle was in a few days — not
now. No point in wasting energy. After the eclipse, he would use the Esne as often
and however he liked. Settling for taking all the magic he could with him, he retreated.

Iqiohr gasped as he became physical once more. He looked to his Esne,
found her eyes on him, and relaxed.

“Be gone.” He waved a hand, dismissing the men. The scorpions
followed them out, scuttling backward up the doors to resume their places.

Remind it of its purpose, or I will. Even locked away, Tezcatlipoca’s
voice echoed in Iqiohr’s head.

I will tell her what to do. Iqiohr would, because he needed that obsidian
blade every bit as much as Tezcatlipoca.

And breed it. Or I will do that, too.
Iqiohr hoped when Quetzalcoatl was freed, he knew of a way to kill a god.



CHAPTER THREE

NORRIX

Norrix resisted the urge to slam the book shut and throw it across the
room, closing the fragile pages with care and giving the soft leather cover a gentle pat
instead. It wasn’t the book’s fault he couldn’t remember where the knowledge he
sought lay, if it was actually in one of his libraries in the first place.

He pushed his chair away from the table — a twenty-foot expanse of dark
wood, surface hidden beneath stacks of tomes and layers of scrolls, parchments, and
tablets. Tens of thousands of years of information at his fingertips and he was of no
use when it came to finding a way to help Musette awaken from the coma the Spider
Mage’s poison had put her in.

He wasn’t supposed to interfere in the events he Witnessed, but everyone
assumed everything destroyed anyway, so what he’d taken from past libraries was
never missed, and the idea of leaving knowledge to vanish from history made his
chest ache. All the things he’d managed to rescue now resided here, in a collection
that far surpassed any in a museum. There was only one library that surpassed his, but
it wasn’t located on this world.

But what good was it doing him now?
Shooting to his feet sent his chair tumbling. He raked his fingers through

his tangled curly hair, locking his hands behind his neck as he paced in front of one of
the long rows of bookshelves. Here in the magically preserved atmosphere of the
largest library he maintained at the Ildum’s compound, each of the hundreds of
bookcases stretched sixty feet long, thirty feet high and held knowledge in the form of
relics and words in written form.

Audio files, a relatively recent development, were stored in a smaller
library on several of Karov’s computers. The nerd in the Ildum assured Norrix the
data was safe, but he wasn’t sure computers were completely trustworthy. Plenty of
humans cursed them on a regular basis, and the gadgets stuck to the walls in Karov’s
domain with sais and shurikens through them didn’t exactly inspire confidence. Plus,
Norrix served the God of Scribes after all, not a God of Technology. But, he’d
Witnessed the destruction of too many repositories — in Alexandria, Babylon, and
Constantinople, the library of Ashurbanipal, the House of Wisdom, and the codices in
Maya — to not have backups.

He was getting distracted. A starting point. That’s what he needed. But a
strygoi in a coma induced by mage magic wasn’t something he’d seen before. At least,
he couldn’t remember if he had. No one else knew what to do either, which reinforced
this as a new event, but offered scant comfort.

Of course, Musette wasn’t a silver witch yet, only had the potential to
become one.



A flash at the end of the table formed a small silver girl with long black
hair. Soră, the embodiment of strygoi magic, skipped toward him, managing to miss
all the books and scrolls. “Did you find me?”

The more the magic was shared, the stronger she grew. After the
massacre a thousand years ago that left a single strygoi in the world, or so everyone
thought, Soră was only starting to recover to the point she could manifest.

“There’s only ever been one of you, Soră. That’s all any of us poor
vampires can handle in the world.”

She laughed and catapulted herself into his arms. “More witches, silly.
Did they escape, like me and Selene? How did Ember find my magic here?”

Norrix sighed. “I’m sorry, little one. I haven’t found any mentions of
silver magic in this part of the world.” Which should have made it impossible for
Ember to become strygoi a few days ago, since only a strygoi could pass on silver
magic.

Soră put a small hand on his cheek. “We have to find out if there are
more witches so we can save them before they get hurt like Musette.”

Damn my broken mind. He was useless to everyone this way. “I’ll keep
looking. I promise.”

“I know you will.” She kissed his nose, leaving a warm buzz on his skin.
“I have to go back to Selene now.” With another flash, she disappeared from his arms.

Norrix righted his chair and pulled another book toward him.

Light-footed steps hurried down the corridor, and Alaric burst through
the ward into the room. Golden-haired and blue-eyed, the most mischievous vampire
of the Ildum was always up to something, having retained most of his Fae nature even
after being turned. The rest of the vampires contemplated murdering him frequently,
but Stryx’s aunt, Requiescere, favored him, and no one dared test her commands for
fear she’d sing them into death. Norrix had Witnessed an entire city vanish more than
once — when she was in a good mood.

“Did you hear?” The Fae’s excited voice cut into Norrix’s thoughts.
“Stryx and Ember are coming back from the mage’s island. Karov said they rescued
more witches and a siren! Come on!”

So that was it. Another chance of conquest. The angelic-faced Fae didn’t
view his encounters that way. He always thought it was love when women flocked to
him, and the more the merrier was his rule.

Norrix had met sirens before, but he didn’t want to dampen the Fae’s
contagious enthusiasm. Maybe a break and change of scenery would spark a new idea.
“All right.”

“Yes!” Alaric held a hand up for a high-five and wiggled his fingers.
“You know you want to.”

Clasping his hands behind his back, Norrix laughed. “It’s not nice to try
and trick me. I have trouble with my memory, but I know not to fall for that.”



One of Requiescere’s rules for Alaric was no one was to touch his
upraised hand, no matter how often the Fae repeated the gesture. He did it without
knowing why and at first had been crushed when no one reciprocated. To explain,
the Ildum told him they had a bet — whoever touched his hand lost all their money.

Alaric loved the idea and made it his mission to give everyone the chance
to lose the bet every chance he got. Now he dropped his hand, a beatific smile of pure
joy on his lips. “I’ll get one of you someday. Wait and see.”

Norrix sincerely hoped he never Witnessed that. He followed Alaric
through the compound, an enormous modernized structure that rivaled the largest of
palaces, built around the rocky fortress the Ildum had lived in before the massacre.
Brought halfway across the world by strygoi magic, their home had settled into a cliff
on the edge of a continent and overlooked the sea.

This part of the compound was undecorated, his library the only thing on
the entire floor in this wing. A marble staircase led down to the next floor, more
staggered flights continued down inside the earth to a series of caves that served as
sun-free bedrooms, and ended in a series of tunnels that wound down even farther, to
the dungeon, caches of food and weapons, and ultimately to a grotto that opened to
the sea.

Faint silver magic glowed from the walls and ceiling, illuminating the
black water and steps carved from rock on one wall.

“Karov!” One hand raised, the Fae darted ahead to greet the Ninja, where
he waited at the bottom of the stairs.

The end of Karov’s black braid brushed the ground as he turned. Dressed
all in black and wearing tabi boots, he crossed his arms and eyed Alaric’s upraised
hand with amusement in his black eyes. “What have I told you about trying that with
me?”

“We don’t need to talk about that.” Alaric whipped his hand behind him
and stage-whispered to Norrix. “He said he would give me a high-five if he chopped
off my hand first.”

Karov believed in making his point more effectively with something
sharp.

The yacht slid into the cavern on a surge of the sea. Vampires, creatures
bound closely to the earth, had no use for an ocean that sapped their strength, and up
to this point, had no need for a boat, or a place to keep one. The best they could do for
now was moor the vessel to the rough-hewn stone steps.

It was part of the lunacy a strygoi wrought on the orderly life of her
vampire that Stryx willingly traveled across the ocean, and with sunrise so close.
Moving comfortably on the deck, shoulder-length black hair windblown, tall,
muscular frame in his usual magic-enhanced black tactical clothing, their Esag and
could-be King tossed buffers over the side, then a rope.

Norrix caught and pulled the rope taut as something jumped from the
deck to the stairs in front of Alaric.

“What the fuck is that?” The Fae stumbled back as the dog bounded to
land with his front paws… hands on Alaric’s shoulders.



“We found him on the mage’s island.” Ember, red hair wild, took Stryx’s
arm, hiked up her formal dress, and climbed from the boat. The bruises forming on
her pale skin would match her black and blue dress. “We couldn’t leave him there by
himself. It looks like the mage was experimenting on him, using magic to force him to
protect the island where he was imprisoned.”

Karov reached down to help the siren to the stairs. Her green-black hair
almost covered the scar around her neck where she’d been collared.

Hand waving excitedly on the end of his wagging tail, the dog licked
Alaric’s face. He shoved at the creature and held out a hand to fend off further
attempts. “Gross. He’s all yours.”

Slipping to all fours, the dog tilted his head sideways to regard the
outstretched hand, then took two steps forward, lifted his tail and smacked his palm
into Alaric’s.

The dog slipped to all fours and tilted his head sideways to regard
Alaric’s outstretched hand, then taking two steps forward, smacked the hand on his
tail into the Fae’s palm.

Norrix sucked in a breath he didn’t need, sure he was going to Witness
the end of the world. Again.

Nothing happened. Maybe it was okay because Alaric’s hand was down
and not up. Or maybe Requiescere was on her way to sing them into oblivion. Better
not to dwell on that.

The dog had a human hand on the end of his tail. Norrix blinked and
dropped the rope he’d been tying off. He staggered, bracing one hand on the side of
the cave as over ten thousand years of memories assailed his mind, all out of order
and appearing simultaneously.

Two of Cerberus’ heads snarled, lips pulled back to reveal sharp fangs,
while his third head watched, tongue lolling.

An enormous dog with a snake for a tail. Surma.
Simargl, a winged, silver-furred dog, chained to a star.
Fenrir the wolf, tricked and bound, with a sword forcing his mouth open.
Slavering jaws in a huge black dog. Barghest.
Closing his eyes, Norrix concentrated, trying to focus. Taken off guard,

an unusual occurrence could trigger a cascade that left him stunned for hours. The
beginning… He had to find the beginning. It was the only way to put things in order
and control what he saw. He snatched at fragments of recollection as they roiled
through him.

A man with a curly beard wearing a horned cap, clay tablet and stylus in
his hands, waiting to write down everything Norrix told him. But he’d not been called
Norrix then. He was… no, that way was madness. And this man was Nabu. Not the
beginning.

A woman held Norrix in her arms, offering the first touch he’d felt in…
he couldn’t remember, and it was dangerous to try. A man with dark blue eyes and
fangs knelt in front of them, offering death — a beginning, but not the one he needed.



A boy, angry at his mother, stormed towards a river, craving a chance to
see a world bigger than the temple complex they lived in. Closer.

Much older, but still a small boy, he stared up at a woman with green
and amber eyes as she held him in her arms. Her grey clothes changed under his little
hands — a tunic, then armor, then a tunic again. “You’re not supposed to be here yet.
It’s not time for you to see this, Witness.”

That was true. He’d been curious and wandered where he shouldn’t have.
She shifted him to her back, where an even smaller boy already clung to

her. He had old eyes the color of the ocean, blue-green and roiling. He grinned and
scooted to one side to make room.

The woman faced a yawning, hungry black abyss swallowing the world
with nothing more than a mace and a sword with a glowing red stone in her hands.
There — the end that was his start.

Memories whirled as they settled into place, at least for the moment. He
sorted through them, seeking what he knew he’d seen before.

An orca beached itself and turned into a wolf. Akhkut.
No… no...
The creature wasn’t a dog. He was the size of a large wolf, and four-

legged, but his front paws ended in raccoon hands, and his tail a human hand. Instead
of fur, he had the rubbery hide of a dolphin. Scars on his sides showed his stay on the
mage’s island hadn't been a pleasant one.

Ahuizotl.
Known for drowning their victims, they left the corpses with crushed

bones and no eyes, teeth, or nails.
Norrix opened his eyes in triumph and straightened, walking down a few

steps to crouch in front of the creature. “He’s an ahuizotl. That’s how he’s supposed
to look, minus the scars around his neck. More common to the south, in Aztlan. They
like warm ponds and lakes, not cold seas. Being trapped on an island in the ocean
would have been another kind of torture. We have some underground springs he
might like to play in until we can find a better place for him.”

Ember led Stryx away, following Karov and the siren. Alaric and his
endless questions hurried after them. “So, did you find witches? More twin Dragăs,
maybe? Do you think they’d like me? Why didn’t you bring them here?”

Norrix smiled since Alaric couldn’t see him, but resisted the urge to
laugh. No point encouraging the lovelorn, sex-addled Fae.

“Come with me.” Norrix led the ahuizotl up the stairs but turned into the
labyrinth of tunnels, rather than continuing to the main compound. “There’s not a lot
down here that might interest you, but I’ll show you around.”


