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“All things that corrupt are good,

because they could not corrupt if they did not possess some goodness,

nor could they if their goodness were absolute...”

-Augustine of Hippo, Confessions
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“The best life is not the longest,

but the richest in good deeds.”

-Marie Curie

This is a work of fiction; any resemblance to historical figures... or even their appearance is purely coincidental... or you're still in another dimension.
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1.  Different and Familiar
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Teotihuacan, 19 April 1693

God was banished from Earth, my... father, but was that our achievement or... was it part of his plan? The world we live in now, is it ours? Still his? Or perhaps...? Eréndira pondered as she felt her belly.

No... daughter.

“Ready, Eri?! Are you sure you can go on?!”

“Y-yes, Mor! Go ahead!” I can still hear him.

Moritz nodded to the rest of the team and tied his hair, which now reached his shoulders. With one hand, he captured a beam of the morning sun within one of his orbs, and in his free arm, he swirled a gust of air. As if it were a ball, he launched his creation toward Eréndira, giving it more power with the wind. He controlled his abilities from the distance.

The princess repelled both techniques with her weapons, watching the orb explode seconds later and dodging the shimmering aftermath. A barrage of different abilities from the Sangafel and the Ome'lev was what she would receive next.

Electrified ice stakes, controlled by gravity; diffuse, almost imperceptible beams that caused disorientation; and gusts of wind transformed into drills, among other combinations. Colorful explosions flew from one side to the other. The pyramids of the causeway bore witness to the entire spectacle.

Incredible, Eréndira thought, they've all really improved a lot. These aren't just simple techniques anymore; they've taken it very seriously, Mor especially. They seem very... motivated. They really are stronger. “My turn!” she exclaimed between dodges and slashes of her various divine weapons.

The young woman in the eccentric white dress twirled the Spear of Horus. Her long platinum hair didn't get in her way, as Jaritzi had gathered it into a pair of braids. She also still wore her dimensional case from Aztlán as a headdress, now adorned with black feathers. She threw the weapon over herself, imbuing it with lightning from Mjolnir. As the bolts were redirected toward each of her companions, she enveloped half the causeway and the pyramids in her mist. Sparks ricocheted like a storm around the targets, forcing them to evade and deflect just as she had.

After a few minutes, when everyone was panting, the training session ended. Although Eréndira was more limited in her movement, she still pushed the others to their limits.

“Good... good, good, that was very good,” Eike remarked. “Although I think it's getting easier for me to move through your lightning bolts, I can even redirect some of them. Your belly's getting heavy, isn't it?”

“In that case, perhaps you'd like to test your skills against me,” a deep voice said above the group.

“Ah...” he whimpered, his expression lengthening as he saw Quetzalcoatl above him. “You're misunderstanding me,” he mumbled, almost gritting his teeth. “Although, why not?” he retorted combatively. “I can handle you, but isn't Eri stronger than you anyway?” he said mockingly, letting out a wheezy laugh.

The deity simply fixed his enormous yellow eyes on the audacious young man, very serious.

“Wait,” Moritz interjected, “I think I understand his point. He's trying to tell us we've reached a higher level. High enough to go and test ourselves against more go—”

“Moritz...” He placed his hand on his shoulder. “You're really keen to keep fighting gods, aren't you?”

Eréndira and the creator god narrowed their eyes almost imperceptibly, at least to most people. While Emile and Irma had begun to notice a certain worry in both of them, prudence remained one of their virtues.

“I just want us to be, uh... prepared. Just like you tested us.” He turned toward the imposing serpent in the sky. “I assume we'll have to prove our worth to the other gods. But above all, I don't want anything to take us by... surprise.”

Moritz's words echoed through the morale of his companions. There were different reactions, but they all kept the agreed-upon plan in mind. Since the day Naorodel vanished with Richter, strengthening themselves to expel the void from the Earth had been their sole objective.

“My lad... um, Eri,” Emile corrected himself, “come a little closer, let me examine you.”

The princess had a mark on her hand that extended up her forearm; the result of a burn.

Agnes was capable of producing so much energy that it needed to be released into the environment, which altered the other particles around her. It had recently been learned, through Eréndira's books, that this was called radiation. Usually, it only caused dizziness, but it was necessary to educate the girl firmly to prevent such results, or even more dangerous and uncontrollable effects. Moritz rushed to check that his partner had no further aftereffects.

“Here, you have another behind your thigh, Süße,” he said as he bent down to examine her.

“Honestly, I hadn’t even noticed.”

Both healers attended to her injuries. Moritz took the opportunity to examine much more than just his partner’s wound. Discreetly, he raised his hand to areas only he could reach, and they both exchanged a knowing glance.

“Agnes, I've told you to be careful with what you do; it's just practice,” Eike chided, raising a finger. “You could hurt yourse—”

“Sorry sorry, I... I forget,” she said, head bowed, babbling less, but still struggling with her r's and with her distinct palilalia. She spoke with a slight whistling sound, having lost another tooth.

“It's alright, she keeps learning like everyone else, it's nothing.” Eréndira stroked the little girl's head. She has quite a bit of power, but I think we've guided her well. Hmm... you shouldn't scold her that much, Eike.

Agnes wrapped her arms around Eréndira as tightly as her small arms would allow and told her she loved her very much. The adults chatted for a while about the children, discussing how strong they might be and the potential risks, given their immediate connection to the Void.

The ability Darren had developed was as curious as his little friend's: he could completely disperse other techniques, producing flashes of light in the process. Afterward, his hands were coated with something akin to a mixture of a liquid and a boiling gas: plasma. It was as if the boy held tiny suns in his palms. He remained energized for a few minutes, then became exhausted; it was a very defensive ability.

While the group discussed, Agnes, with the attention only a child pays to detail, watched a fly buzzing around them. Darren examined his friend curiously, then found himself, likewise, drawn to the insect. The rest of the guests began to approach the training group.

“With all this practice, I think you're invincible now.” Jaritzi went to embrace her beloved, though somewhat shyly and without looking him in the eyes.

Tlas... tlaskamati, notlasojtlalis, he replied with some effort in her partner's mind, then held her tighter.

Bi... bitte, Schnucki, the native woman communicated with some hesitation and also with difficulty, while she caressed her belly.

Eike and Jaritzi had made it a point to occasionally speak affectionately to each other in the other's language.

“Well, my children, if that's all for today, I hope you have some energy left, because we have some hard work ahead of us,” announced Tonantzin, the old woman from Puebla who had led them to Teotihuacan.

The woman, who appeared to be in her eighties, was holding onto the arm of her son, who looked to be about thirty. She was still as radiant and lively as her flower garden, but now she walked with a support. Her walking stick was a round branch of ahuehuete wood, a little taller than she was.

“I gladly follow you, ma'am,” confirmed Eike.

“Yes yes! Let's eat now now!” emphasized Agnes.

The group had grown close to the old woman, almost calling her “grandmother.” They had taken her house as their home, and she had welcomed them with open arms. It was an equitable arrangement, since in return, they provided their labor in the kitchen and the diner, in addition to running other errands and chores. But above all, Tonantzin and her son were among the few people known who shared the same nature, and this brotherhood was considered a blessing.

Over the vastness of Teotihuacan, the group continued chatting for a few more minutes about the progress they had made. They were surprised and pleased with what they were already capable of doing by combining the gifts of Sangafel and the order. They were able to use both for increasingly longer periods, which had allowed their creativity to shine. They had earned Quetzalcoatl's congratulations. Only a couple of doubts lingered in Moritz's mind regarding his companions' abilities:

“Süße, we have improved and, even then, we can’t lay a finger on you, but, uh, isn’t it strange that you can’t learn more skills or... become even stronger and do more things?”

“Hmm... I’ve never really thought about that, noyoltzin.” Do you want me to hit you harder? She laughed mischievously at him.

And no one else seemed to find that abnormal; there was no need to bring up the power of the daughter of God.

“And Eike, why haven’t you used your musical skills? I thought tha—”

“Ah, well... it’s just that... I don’t know how,” he said, looking away and scratching his head. “Maybe they weren’t meant for me... Anyway, let’s go, I’m starving.”

It was still a Sangafel, but the reason why it didn’t manifest in the young man was inexplicable.

What did show general progress were the telepathy lessons given by Emile and Irma, and, although the integrity of reading minds only with prior disposition was maintained, they tried to practice whenever they could.

Moritz moved away from the crowd and stood gazing at the clear blue sky. Eréndira followed him a few minutes later.

“Mor, he knows.” She hugged her beloved from behind and rested her head against his back.

Moritz took her hands in front of him, letting himself be enveloped by the warmth of the embrace.

“I wish I could be sure that... it's true,” he said, his eyes moist.

The couple paused for a moment to remain embraced.

Is this how things should be? The young woman thought to herself and also looked up. I hope you're fine, Richter.

“Hey, lovebirds, let's go!” Eike called.

“We're coming!”

The pack said goodbye to Xiuhtecuhtli, the leader of the nearby settlement, and his daughter Quetzalli. The young woman, on the cusp of puberty, had asked Eréndira to dress her similarly, with only a few alterations: the dress fell past her knees, and she added a black cape, lined with red, that wrapped around her and covered her legs, along with a hat adorned with feathers that cascaded down the back, like a quetzal's tail.

Father and daughter occasionally attended training sessions to stay in shape and in touch. The leader and his heir were meant to be examples of strength for their people. However, there was another reason that drew them to the group.

“I'm sorry we can't spare enough time right now,” Emile said, dragging out his words with regret.

“Don't worry, we're aware of what's happening. I can't imagine how you're managing everything. We'll stay alert; it would be the wisest course of action.”

The two men exchanged a serious glance and nodded. While finding dead animals around Teotihuacan was unusual, it could still be considered normal.

It wasn't an alarming situation, compared to the rest of the world.

One by one, they passed through the portal Irma had created. Even with some effort, the mentor was now able to connect Teotihuacan with the house of Tonantzin; it was overwhelming even for the feathered serpent, as it was more than a hundred kilometers. The children saw the insect that had been circling them for the last time. Moritz stayed behind, in the solitude of the causeway, admiring the landscape and slowly breathing in the fresh air.

Happy birthday, sir, he thought, smiling subtly, before exhaling.

Before crossing the portal, he couldn't help a shiver that dispelled all the warmth his beloved's embrace had given him.

Thank you... Moritz.

α

“Richter... Niels... Niels! Will you calm down, damn it?!” The Judge, who in his current location was far from being one, lashed out with everything he had against the God of Earth. Naorodel merely defended himself without flinching.

“You damned wretch, you miserable hypocrite!” He enveloped his mentor in scorching rings. “You abusive, cowardly leech!” He tried to bind him in shadows.

“Enough, Niels!” He placed a finger on his hysterical apprentice's shoulder, forcing him to his knees.

Richter gasped, his voice guttural and sharp; his feelings were the most human and earthly thing identifiable in that place.

“I am not your enemy, never have been.”

“Don't speak... anymore... Don't say... a damn word. I'm tired of listening to you... of obeying you!” He exclaimed, his eyes glazed.

“Well, you have no choice, hunter! Let me remind you that you practically chose to come with me! And if you want to find what you’re looking for, you’d better keep listening to me!”

Richter began to calm down little by little, until he could breathe normally. He let out a final sigh, raised his head, and finally became aware of the dark space that surrounded him.

“This is... what is this? This doesn’t feel like a void at all. It’s full of... of... it reminds me of—”

“Of Aztlán, perhaps?”
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2.  A Perfect World
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“It’s good we’re about to finish training,” Eike said, “because, you know, I’d like to talk about something... important. I have a... personal problem, and... I think the solution would keep me away from the team for quite a while. Well... it’s something I’ve wanted to do for a while, but...” He spoke a little haltingly, but still understandably.

“Wow, a problem that would keep you away from the team? That serious? Are you okay?”

“Yes, it’s... complicated... Don’t take offense, Ton.” He turned to Tonatiuh, Tonantzin’s son. “But I’d like it to stay between these two and me.”

“I understand, buddy, no problem,” he replied calmly, looking at Moritz and Emile.

The men were standing in front of the mill, beyond Tonantzin’s colorful garden, preparing the nixtamal that would soon become tortillas and tamales. The women of the team were inside, helping the lady of the house with the banana leaves, sauces, meat, lard, and the rest of the necessary utensils. It was Sunday and a special day, so everything would be for them. While Irma was chopping the vegetables, she paused for a few seconds when she got to the chilies; she remembered how Hoch suffered with them, as much as he enjoyed them.

The women noticed their friend's reaction. Tonantzin hurried to her garden and quickly returned with some leaves. They were infused and prepared with her herbal skills. She began to prepare an infusion. Without saying a word, Eréndira and Jaritzi hugged the woman.

“Here, it will do you good.” She handed her a decorated ceramic cup.

“I would prefer something stronger than your mint tea.”

“Don't talk nonsense. Come, come with me for a moment.”

The homeowner took the grieving woman to her garden. Irma, surrounded by the scent of the flowers, had managed to find some emotional stability in recent weeks.

“It... it hurts me so much to see her like this,” Jaritzi said, pouting and wincing.

“Me too.” Tonantzin has incredible abilities. Those teas have been very helpful, but she can't take them forever. Irma... I know how much the guilt still eats away at you. “She doesn't deserve any of what's happened to her.”

“Hey, can't you or anyone else—?”

“No, Itzi, neither Mor nor Emile can heal that... kind of pain. And Sanguinanlish would only be torture.”

“Aww, then... let's just stay with her. I wonder if Atzin and Joachim... oh, God, I know we all suffer the same, but... they've been so cruel.”

“They've chosen to leave. They have a good place to live. When we went to check on them, they were fine, but I doubt they wanted to see us.”

Eréndira and Jaritzi, their hands covered in dough, began to reminisce about that fateful afternoon in the Vera Cruz cemetery, after returning from their encounter with Naorodel.

“Why?! Why did it have to be Meyer?! And you... you, you selfish, conceited girl.”

“But, Atzin...” Jaritzi stammered between sobs.

“No! Why didn't you save him like you saved that monster?!” The distraught girl approached Eike and began to punch him in the chest. “Why?! Why... why? Why...?” she spoke, her voice growing increasingly broken. “You should die alongside that monster!” Atzin's deformed face turned toward little Darren. “Weren't you going to fix everything?!”

Eike didn't move a muscle, while Atzin stretched out to unleash her anger upon him, now unable even to speak. In her despair, the distraught young woman no longer knew if her demands were for Eike, for the group, for the deity present, or for the entire universe. Joachim, head bowed and withdrawn, simply watched the scene, until he turned to Irma:

“It should have been you instead of him,” he asserted in a cold, raspy tone.

“Joachim! What do you thi—?!”

“No, my lady... let him speak,” Irma said, her eyelids drooping and her gaze distant.

“He asked me to trust you, he assured me. I only asked you for one thing, the first thing I asked of you as my... as my... I thought you... No, it doesn't matter anymore...” He sighed. “However, because you broke your word, I refuse to have anything more to do with you.” He paused for a moment to look at the entire team. “If even all your power is not enough to save anyone from death, I don't want anything to do with any of you.”

That afternoon at the cemetery, the team's morale was as buried as the dead, but Irma and Jaritzi were in a deeper place. Joachim headed toward the port, still downcast and not looking back.

Atzin was about to follow him when her friend stopped her. Jaritzi noticed some strange bumps on the young woman's wrist, but she didn't have time to find out why. She didn't intend to stop her anymore, but begged her to take a discreet bag of coins. The hurt young woman, after looking at the package for a few seconds and taking a step, snatched the bag from her friend without looking her in the eye, and continued on her way.

Save... from death? Irma thought, then shook her head, her eyes closed.

Eréndira and Jaritzi let go of the memory, remained silent for a moment, and continued preparing the food.

Outside, at the foot of Tlachihualtépetl, the two children ran up and down the hill; it had become a habit, and it was clear to everyone that they didn't need supervision. Besides, the pyramid was just across the street, and there were a few stalls operating nearby.

“Hey, Agnes, do you think Eike and the others... love me as they love you?”

“Mmm... yes yes. That's why you're here. You're one of us, we're all together, all together.” She hugged him tighter than necessary.

“Was it my fault the others left?”

“No no. Moritz says no. Let's play something something else.”

The boy thought for a moment.

“Yes, let's go, I'll count and you hide.”

The girl smiled, Darren turned around, and began to count.

“Eighteen... nineteen... and twenty! Here I go!”

The little boy moved away from the tree he was counting on, looking for his friend. On the opposite side from where he had run, at least ten meters away, was a deep hole. Agnes lay prostrate inside, covering her mouth to stifle her giggles. After a few minutes of not being found, something approached her.

“How how cute, hello!”

The girl stretched out her arm and almost forcibly picked up the rabbit she saw. She began to stroke it with her other hand, but the more contact she had with the animal, the more pressure she exerted. A subtle smile appeared on her face when the strokes turned into tugs and the animal began to whimper.

“Found you!” Darren grabbed her ankles and pulled her out of the hole.

The tug pulled Agnes's black dress up over her head. The little ones lay sprawled on the ground, laughing. Agnes looked concerned for a couple of seconds, but just straightened her clothes and dusted herself off.

“My turn my turn!”

The girl ran off to the tree where they were counting. Darren turned toward the hole, very tempted to see if there was anything inside. He crouched down and moved his head slightly; his reddish eyes shone in the darkness. He couldn't see anything, so he just kept playing.

α

With so many hands helping, the meal took no more than two hours to prepare. They pushed two tables together, which, covered by the tablecloth, looked like one, so long that it started in the kitchen and ended in the garden; it held a whole buffet of smells and tastes. Orange and yellow amate paper decorated the ceiling that day. The preparations took longer than the tasting, and in the end, everyone enjoyed the fruits of their labor and congratulated each other on their excellent results.

“I just wish... the birthday man was here.”

There was silence, but without much delay, the group began to smile.

“He is, my child,” Tonantzin assured him, placing her hand on Moritz’s arm, “he is.”

The young man smiled back at everyone and closed his eyes.

“She’s right. Well, in that case, thanks to... Quetzalcoatl.”

I’m not responsible for the Earth’s food, Eike, not... entirely, the god’s voice echoed in the group’s minds.

Oh, well, but... are you sure you don’t want to eat it either?

Yes.

Anything Quetzalcoatl said usually left them pondering. It was as if he always kept something to himself, but they considered it disrespectful to question him or pressure him to talk about personal or divine matters.

“Agnes, stop that already, you should be full,” Eike scolded her. “You’re going to have an upset stomach.”

The girl dropped the tamale she was about to eat, crossed her arms, and sat silently in her seat. Darren tried to take her hand, and she responded with a firm squeeze. Eréndira considered the relationship between the siblings once more.

“Will will you take me to see see the stars later? Please please?” Agnes asked with a pout.

“We'll see,” her older brother replied.

Eike reminded Moritz and Emile that he needed to discuss something further, so they went their separate ways toward the hill. Jaritzi took advantage of the quiet moment to ask the women to do the same, so, once again, Tonatiuh had to be excluded from everyone. The young man went with the children to continue the reading lessons he had been giving them. For the little ones, Eréndira's books presented no difficulty whatsoever, although there was no way to prove that they could understand the content.

“What's wrong, Itzi?” Eréndira asked.

“Um... I don't know how to start. Does anyone else notice Eike acting... strange?”

“Well, putting strange and Eike in the same phras—”

“No, no, I mean... a little more... impulsive or daring than usual. Even... rude or disrespectful.” Jaritzi tapped her fingers energetically on the table. I can see what he's been doing during training, Eri, she thought.

“My child,” Tonantzin interjected, “I think you'll have to be a little more specific. Go ahead, it's alright.” She took her hand.

Hmm... well, yes, Eréndira thought, I can tell, but... I'd better listen to her.

“You see, it's been a little over two weeks. It happened like this... um... wouldn't you rather see for yourselves?” She pointed to her head. “It's exactly seventeen days ago.”

The three agreed that it would be a clearer and more intimate experience, so they placed their hands on the young woman's head to witness the experience of that exact day:

In the convent room occupied by Jaritzi, the activities least like those carried out in such an institution took place. The young woman had decided to stay and live among her recently released friends and the nuns. Due to unforeseen circumstances, the team visited the convent regularly, but Eike never missed an opportunity to do more than just a visit.

“Notlasoh, you've gotten quite creative with your gravity powers,” Jaritzi said with a giggle. “I like helping you... train.”

“That way we won't make any noise and no one will notice, Schnucki. The only thing I want to hear and feel is you. You...”

As the pair reached the highest point—and not just of the room—Jaritzi began to notice a gradual change in Eike's behavior, even amidst the frenzy they were experiencing.

“Eike...”

“What?” he gasped, his eyes closed.

“Notlasoh... Eike,” she complained. “Eike, you're... you're being a little rough...”

For a few more seconds, the young man remained too engrossed in his own business.

“Eike!”

As if waking from a trance, the young man opened his eyes and fell onto the bed next to his partner. Jaritzi lay on top of him, supported by her trembling arms, breathing heavily, her gaze fixed on Eike.

“Forgive me! Forgive me! I...” he exclaimed, startled.

Eike, trembling, embraced Jaritzi. The young native woman didn't know what else to say; she simply let herself be enveloped in his arms.

When the vision ended, the women, somewhat confused, looked at their friend and then glanced at each other.

“Jaritzi,” Irma began, “is this the first time this has happened, or... the time you've dared to expose it?”

“I-it's... the first time. But the last thing I want is for you to think badly of him. P-please... there has to be an explanation. You've made me see that everything has an explanation.” She rubbed her stomach. “Hopefully, it was a one-off thing, but... I am worried that his behavior might get worse.” Should I tell them about his proposal? No, no, it’s better... later. It’s very intimate for now.

The three women moved closer to Jaritzi. They continued to look at each other, lost in thought.

“We’ll keep that in mind, Itzi.” Hey, Quetzalcoatl...

I’m aware, princ... Eri. It could count as another anomaly. Have you talked to Moritz about your feelings? he replied, sounding somewhat doubtful.

The truth is... no, I haven’t really thought it necessary. But what’s going on in this world with... everyone?

I’m afraid I don’t know, he confessed. Is this really what you intended, Naorodel? he wondered to himself.

This is nowhere near the perfect world Mor wants to leave for all before we go, she said. It's too much for him and for everyone, even if they try to ignore it. She emptied her lungs to inhale fresh air. What kind of world are you going to come to, my little one? she thought, a hand on her belly.

α

“Why is it called void if it's filled with... walls and... shiny objects?”

“The universe isn't limited to what you perceive and understand, Niels. For various suns, humans have called it void, simply because they've never fully grasped it. There's always something, and something always remains. I don't think you can yet understand how profound such a statement is.”

"Try me. I had enough time to study almost all of your damn books. You planned it that way, didn't you? What nerve.”

The men walked through a blackness as infinite as it was inhospitable, with endless moving walls that emitted various flashes from one moment to the next. Moreover, their swaying seemed to follow an indecipherable pattern. It was like moving across the membranes of the universe.

“I promised you all the knowledge you'll need for this life, I haven't forgotten. But for now...”

“Why us, Naorodel?”

“Ah... you have no idea how many times I heard that every day. I heard... now, I hear nothing. As I was saying, for now, I need you focused on this.”

Richter lowered his head slightly and continued walking, but his abnormal eyes remained fixed on his God.

“When will the time come to fulfill that promise? Can you at least contact Earth as my... family?”

“Don't worry, Earth couldn't be in a more optimal state. The being you helped create should be enough to maintain stability.”

“I want to see.”

“By all that is divine, Richter!” He stopped and turned. “What could I possibly gain by lying to you right now? Do you know how much effort it would take to try to establish a conec—?”

As if illuminated by something greater than himself, Naorodel realized something very complex, and he was aware that Richter was intelligent enough to let him know.

“I understand. Too much for the god of Earth, but... within the reach of what dwells here.” But how could my family have done it?

The men locked eyes for a moment, seeing each other as equals for the first time.

“I'll do this once, to prove to your doubting faith that everything is better than it was with me.”

Better than with... him?

The Earth God extended his hands and, as if blurring space itself, opened a luminous rift the width of his limbs. Inside, a blue and brown circle slowly materialized. The closer they drew, the more it was as if they were descending to Earth from outer space; everything became clear as they closed the distance. When Naorodel reached ground level, his reaction was not what anyone expected.

“But what...?” He moved nimbly to the Vatican. “This, this isn't...” He went all the way to New England. “No... No...!” He descended to Vera Cruz.

“What? What does it mean?!” Richter questioned, witnessing the same thing.

As they approached Teotihuacan and beheld what they interpreted as a training exercise, even God doubted reality itself. The two men scanned their surroundings, taking in some unexpected faces, until they caught sight of Eréndira and Moritz as individuals; this was what made Naorodel pale the most.

Pregnant bellies were also added to the list of surprising things. But the greatest bewilderment came when they saw the group talking to someone. The person they were speaking to looked up, as if aware he was being watched from the far reaches of the universe. Naorodel lost his concentration, evident in his gasps.

“Why... why all this...? And w-what...? What's he doing there?!”

“And who or what... is he?”
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3.  Balance



[image: ]


Terra Australis Ignota, 31 December 1692

“Do you still want to continue with this?” someone asked, their voice ancient.

“Of course I do!” A very emphatic female voice replied, a hint of doubt in its tone.

“Are you sure?” someone else questioned. “It’s obvious you still regret being used... for more than the only thing you exist for.”

A giant raven and a trio of enormous black cats surrounded a woman in dark, extravagant clothing. The bird’s voice was harsh and low, while the cats spoke in unison, as if with a single mind, in a shrill tone. The icy blizzard seemed like a breeze to them, and there was little to distinguish in the surroundings, only layers of eroding ice; the speakers were nothing more than dark smudges on the landscape.

“Listen to me, you disgusting animal!” the woman exclaimed, lunging at one of the cats. “This is still my world! My refug... my container, my playground. If I've been used, what about you, fools?”

“Well, no, it's not anymore,” the cats said, laughing between meows. “It belongs to no one... for now. This time it got out of your hands, and you practically helped him create a primordial being. That makes you look... baddie, faddy and saddie. And yes, it makes the rest of us look bad too for listening to you. It's obvious Father isn't happy.”

Gamaliel and the raven drifted off for a moment, as the frost enveloped them.

“And that's why he's done this on the planet? I don't see the point. He didn't leave any rege—”

“Me neither, but how am I supposed to know? I think he just... rearranged the board.” They bared their enormous teeth. “Be that as it may, I don’t intend to just stand still and disappear.”

Gamaliel moved away from the cat, who shook himself and began licking where he had been touched.

“We’ll meet again,” the raven finally said, “though I don’t know under what circumstances.” He turned to the cats, intrigued by what they had said at the end.

“Good-ba-i,” the felines said, drawing out the last syllable.

The assembly concluded. Two of the guests created singularities suited to their sizes and left. Gamaliel remained alone on the white floor, reviewing the situation and looking back.

“He doesn’t intend to ‘stand still’? I don´t see the point. What’s happening? What’s happening to me? I’ve felt... I feel... this warmth is...” she reflected as she traced the singularity in her chest. I feel so weak and am getting weaker every day. Damn it, it's like...

Like what? replied the voice of the woman whose body she possessed.

“Hello, lal.”

“What...? You?!”

A presence appeared behind the woman in black, and it greeted her with a resounding blow that dented the ice. As Gamaliel recovered and coughed, she received another kick, which sent her flying against an icy mound that stood in her path.

“You shouldn’t be he—!” She was interrupted again by another impact.

As she lay prone, she received another kick, then a stomp, and then another. They remained like this for a few seconds. When it deemed it appropriate to stop, the presence, which was twice her height, lifted Gamaliel by the neck. It pulled her close and scrutinized her. It looked her up and down, and much more than even she would have allowed. Its gaze swept over her singularity and, finally, met her eyes. It deduced something only a being of such magnitude could have discerned, smiled faintly, and released her onto the icy ground. The woman lay shivering, struggling to rise.

“We'll meet again later, lal,” he snorted. “I must visit the others as well.”

The being made a cut through reality itself, as if slicing open the landscape, and then passed through it. Gamaliel, a little steadier, lay on her back on the ice. After a few minutes, her face lost all its beauty as it wrinkled.

“Why?!” She extended her sharp cry into the white wasteland, then managed to rise, her fists clenched and sighing. “What has he come for? It can't be.” She placed her hand on her chest and focused her thoughts. “Is this the end?” She looked up at the sky. “You used me for the last time and left me with nothing, you lying, foolish traitor.” She collapsed back onto the snow again.

“Are you... crying?” Myka asked again, from the depths of her being.
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In the following training days, Eréndira couldn't take her eyes off Eike, trying to perceive even the slightest gesture. She noticed how he glanced at her from one moment to the next, especially when he forced her to evade attacks to flutter her dress. Eréndira's integrity, and also her fear of what she could find, prevented her from invading the young man’s mind. Moritz had realized something was happening, but he was very subtle when it came to subduing Eike with his techniques.

I don't want to think the worst, I don't want to think the worst, I don't want to... I don't want to think. What if it was a one-time thing? He might be a stubborn, impulsive oaf, but he would never hurt Itzi, I’m sure. Eike has always been somewhat... ‘spirited’. But those eyes... Hmm... could it be that it's...?

Eri, you should calm down, I can sense you without much effort.

Sorry, Irma, it just occurred to me that maybe...

“Well, lil’ Mor,” Eike said, panting, “it’s been long enough, more than three months of nonstop training. We deserve a little break, don’t you think?”

“Yes, I agree, but we shouldn’t take too long to plan what’s next.” He paused for a moment before continuing. “Eike, I’d like to speak with you alone as soon as we can.”

The young man raised an eyebrow at the request.

“I must say I’m proud of your perseverance,” Quetzalcoatl said. “I remind you that you came to me without much preparation. You are stronger, but I would like you to keep in mind the fact that...” He trailed off abruptly.

“Quetzalcoatl? What’s wrong? What...?” Eike asked.

Everyone sensed the abrupt change in their surroundings, as if something had made their heads spin, only to snap them back to their starting point in a fleeting moment. Even the imposing creator god was petrified, staring up at the top of his temple. There stood a humanoid figure.

“Come here, Agnes, Itzi... Quetzalcoatl, who is that?”

Jaritzi called Darren to hide behind her. In the blink of an eye, the being was standing before the group. Quetzalcoatl was preparing to descend to ground level.

Why does even a creator god act this way? Moritz thought, moving very slowly to stand in front of Eréndira. Who is that?

“No, no need. Go back to your place up there if you’re more comfortable.” The being gestured with his hand. “Silim, humans.”

He was a man whose stature reminded them of Hoch, but with a feminine build and hair that reached his back, gleaming like molten obsidian. He was as pale as Gamaliel and Eréndira, and wore a kind of suit with a very long coat and extended sleeves, which gave off a dark glow, similar to the one they remembered from Aztlán. His posture and rigidity exceeded all formality, if that was his intention. His voice was like a deep echo that faded immediately. But what was most striking were his horns, curved like those of a goat, set in his forehead.

The tall man materialized a kind of tablet in his hand, which reminded the team of the material of Gamaliel's chains. The enigmatic being glanced sideways at the group and then back at his contraption.

“Excuse me, si...” Sir? “Who are you?”

“Call me as you please, šukama Eréndira Nutlayoalli.” He continued with his own affair. “All of you always try to name everything. You haven’t changed in five creations. You’re so antiquated.” He spoke mechanically, monotonously, and seriously, with the air of perpetual boredom.

“Sir,” Moritz interjected, “I demand to know precisely... how we should refer to you.”

He looked up from the object in his hand to pay attention.

“Very well. I am responsible for maintaining the balance of existence. Names or sobriquets are irrelevant to me. I have been referred to as Satan, Lucifer, Belial, Choronzon, Shugal, among dozens of other names, and I have even been mistaken for and reduced to a mere malevolent daemon of your dogmatic conventions, but—” He raised his free hand with two fingers pointing upwards. “The most frequently uttered name in this creation has been...”

“... Baphomet.”

“That’s right, young human Moritz Khademi.”

A cryptic silence filled the expanse.

“Engel, my last name is Engel... sir.”

“No.” He saw his contraption. “It isn’t.”

As murmurs began to spread among them and Eréndira took Moritz’s arm, her beloved was drowning in a flood of his own thoughts:

I know why my last name is Engel, but... he’s the very god of universal balance, he should be... right. How could I argue with him? Does it even matter? But wait, what on earth is a being of such magnitude doing here? Is this good or...? “Excuse me, Sir Baphomet, what are you looking at so intently?”

“The record of your entire world.”

Eréndira, seeing the state her partner was in, decided to take the initiative with a bolder move

"Could you let me see it?" Perhaps he'll lose interest if I don't find anything interesting, she thought, looking at Moritz.

Baphomet stopped, looked at the young woman for a few seconds, and handed her the document, as if it were nothing. Eréndira's eyes widened and remained so, while her trembling fingers reached for the strange object. She took it with both hands and needed a third eye to open it wide as well, to express her complete surprise.

It's like a rigid sheet, but with a watery texture, although I can't go through it. 'Moritz Khademi...' she analyzed the tablet and its gleaming white letters.

The young woman looked away with a start, as an endless series of numbers followed everyone's names. To her, the numbers seemed to move in the infinity of the file.

If Baphomet possesses knowledge of everything and everyone, does this mean...? This means...? No, I don’t want to know. Wait. She glanced again. Who is Sam—?

“Eri? Are you alright? Could I see too?”

“I-I don’t think it’s something you should see, Mor.”

“Let him see,” the horned being interjected. “It’s fine. Everyone can see.” Eréndira pondered, then, somewhat hesitantly, passed the sheet to Moritz, trying to appear calm. The rest of the group moved as close as they could; each could see their own name and the names of the others, but they could only see their own numbers. Even the children seemed interested.


Eréndira Nutlayoalli  40551511112641693

Irma Honig  1900352616402641693

Emile Van Sinne  18655522116412641693

Eike Eis  102995121116642641693

Moritz Khademi  739751116722641693

Jaritzi Xocoatl  848559816702641693

Darren Gray  3321510916842641693

Agnes Pickingill  2229511716862641693



During the entire time they spent contemplating the information, no one made a sound. After reaching a conclusion, or believing they had, they began to look at each other. Baphomet had turned his gaze to the sky, as if observing something or someone. Eréndira remained reluctant to look at the sheet again, and Quetzalcoatl didn't dare even glance at it.

“I think I understand,” said Darren.

“Me too me too,” added Agnes. “Days I have, I was born here, today. Today, I was born here, days I have,” the little girl said, running her finger back and forth over the numbers. “It feels funny funny.”

Before anyone could believe Agnes, Baphomet grabbed the girl by the wrist and pulled her up to his eye level. Eike was about to pounce on him, but Emile placed a hand on his shoulder, asking him to be patient.

“Hey hey! What are you doing?”

“Why are you in communion with this creature? You should be able to get rid of her.” He turned to Eike, then to Darren. “And of them.”

“No!” everyone shouted in unison.

“Don’t even think about it,” Eike said, drawing his weapons in an offensive stance.

“Wait,” Moritz interjected. “It’s complicated, Sir. We know about their... condition, but they’re... different.”

Baphomet held his gaze for a few seconds, then turned to Agnes, who was looking at him with a grimace. Finally, he set the girl down and stood up again to his two-meter frame.

“I see you all as the same,” he said with camouflaged disdain, subtly lowering his head to look at the people present.

They handed him back the world records and continued to express their bewilderment among themselves. Eréndira was the most shaken by the event, her thoughts still racing:

He let them see their records? Just like that? Could things get any stranger? Did no one else get to see the—?

“Lord Baphomet, uh, can this data... be altered?”

What kind of question is that, Mor?!

“It's not something you should be doing. Why would you want to take on that task?”

“To...” He paused and shook his head. “Why are you here, Sir?”

“I haven't come to pass judgment on you or present myself as an obstacle in your path...”

“Ah, so it means—” he said hopefully.

“... But I haven't come to intercede for you or bring any benefit either.”

Baphomet's answer finished numbing everyone's brains, even more than the day's practice had done to their bodies.

“Hey, you're really really big. Why do you you have horns?” Agnes asked, her fingers beside her head pointing upward. “Are you a man or a woman? You’re cute.”

“Why do you repeat things? You all ask a lot of questions. It’s a resulting and occasional effect of hypertransport.” He began detaching his horns. “Occasionally, more deformities may appear. This is simply a physical manifestation, like you.”

Baphomet passed his curved horns to the children, who began to throw them. They started running around after seeing them fly back.

“Why didn’t you ever do that with your feathers or something, Quetzalcoatl?” Eike said. “A ride over you, at least,” he spoke with a grin, trying to hide his nervousness.

“It’s not... a good moment now, Eike.”

This doesn’t make any sense, Moritz thought, or maybe... not to a human? Damn, a being beyond time and space just implied that we are nothing and... just gave toys to some children. He closed his eyes and rubbed them. Well, since he won't interfere in any way, I suppose we should just get on with our business. Yes, as if he weren't even here. “Excuse me, Sir, but we have things to do, so...”

“Of course, me too.”

Baphomet, in the same way that he abandoned Gamaliel in the ice, created a fissure in existence. Before leaving, he looked toward a mountain that lay behind the temple of Quetzalcoatl. No one noticed the subtle smile he offered to the apparent nothingness.
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Naorodel had managed to establish a closer connection, which helped both men witness what was happening. Baphomet's gaze remained upon them. They managed to hear almost the entire conversation, but it proved impossible for the Earth God to enter the minds of either of those he was observing. As they noticed the meeting had ended, Naorodel, now exhausted, was about to break off the connection.

“Wait, wait! He knows we're watching him, but is he smiling at us...? No, Naorodel, he clearly just looked that way. Why?”

His mentor, in a final effort, shifted his vision beyond the path the enigmatic being was pointing towards. He passed the imposing Temple of Quetzalcoatl, advanced across the vast plain, and further. He climbed the mountain and reached the other side. He managed to glimpse two people before ending the vision, exhausted.

“It can't be. Those two... that woman... How did she find them?!”

“Naorodel.” He grabbed his shoulders. “What the hell is going on on this planet? Explain it to me!”

“I don't know... It doesn't make any sense!”

“Well, find the damn sense!”

Both men calmed down, although Naorodel was still breathing heavily.

“Niels, you know that... the one they call a demon doesn't exist, but... if what we're observing is reality... everyone could be... as close as possible... to meeting him.”
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4.  Human Problems
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After the visit from a primordial being, on their very last day of training, the team remained on the Teotihuacan causeway. They couldn't stop sharing their perspectives on the experience they had just had. The children had wandered off to play, taking advantage of the adults' existential inferiority complex.

“I suppose we should get on with what we were doing,” Moritz said.

There were no objections, as there was no obvious reason to disagree. However, Baphomet's heavy presence still hung over them all.

He didn't really motivate or stop what we were doing, Eréndira reflected, but... what's he doing here then? Quetzalcoatl is trying to hide it, but it's obvious he's more than just worried.

“You're right, Moritz,” Eike said, “there's just some enormous guy with God knows what infinite cosmic abilities wandering around Earth. Why worry?” he concluded, drawing out the ‘y’.

“But should we? If what he says is true, it will be as if he weren't here. It's clear we all have much more to say, but we have no idea how to approach it. Actually, what worries me even more is the fact that we haven't had any problems in so long. From being so calm, this has definitely escalated. What on earth is next? “We already have enough to worry about. Let's forget this, go to Vera Cruz, and wait for Tonantzin.”

“No, wait,” Eréndira said firmly. “Quetzalcoatl, could you send everyone ahead, please? I'd like to speak with Moritz for a moment. We'll look for the children later, when you come back for us.”

The god left with the rest of the team to give Eréndira the space she needed. The couple was about to discuss their matter when, far away in the meadow, Baphomet's horns proved to be a great source of entertainment for the children. They threw them at each other simultaneously and ran to catch them. On one of these long throws, Darren's hand went too far, and the boomerang lodged itself high in a somewhat overgrown tree. Agnes clung to the trunk and began to climb. The little boy ran to her, intending to help.

“Hey! Can you...?”

“Yes yes! Hey hey, don’t look!” She clutched her dress between her legs.

“Sorry!” He covered his eyes and turned away, blushing. Hmm, I've never seen her embarrassed about... oh, how strange.

Agnes disappeared among the branches until she managed to find what she was looking for. When she reached for it, she noticed an animal resting on one of the tree's branches.

“Hello hello, kitty.”

The girl took the horn and positioned it point down, like a stake. She locked eyes with the plump feline with a short tail and spotted ears. She stood motionless for a few seconds; neither of them looked away. Agnes smiled.

What was that? “You found it?!”

Agnes jumped from the treetop and landed behind Darren. She got up slowly, holding the horn.

“Yes... yes. Hurry hurry, there it goes.”

Darren hurried off and caught the boomerang about twenty meters away.

This... this smells like... the little boy thought, his eyes wide open.

From the enormous children's playground, a fly flew away. The insect flew past the Temple of Quetzalcoatl, crossed the plain, climbed to the top of a mountain, descended to the other side, and landed on a foul-smelling, enormous crimson flower. The bloom rested on the head of a woman in a black habit and headdress. Minutes later, a man in a hunter's coat gradually materialized beside the woman and addressed her:

“Sam, none of this makes sense. They called that guy Baphomet. What kind of blasphemy is that? He just appeared and vanished. It's far beyond what they can do and what... I do. I could swear he noticed me and even turned this way...”

“So, the last day of training,” she said, more to herself than to her companion. Baphomet? Hmph... that's hardly believable.

“... I also don't understand what they mean by 'being prepared.' What could ‘take them by surprise'? I doubt they know about us. And why do they sometimes seem to speak to the sky? Who is that Quetzalcoatl? Some pagan god?”

The woman, lying on the grass over a dead wolf, under the shade of a tree, seemed lost in thought. Her face twitched involuntarily, indicating some kind of discomfort. She picked a dark berry from one of the plants adorning her head and ate it. She rubbed her throbbing temple for a minute, and it seemed to ease her condition. She sat sideways on the ground and cracked her neck with a swift movement.

She began writing on a sheet of paper already covered in notes. She had recorded each person's powers, their schedules, the two obvious couples, and some of the topics they had discussed. Her notes revealed a certain interest in Eréndira, Agnes, Eike, and Darren.

“Why have they abandoned their hunting attire?” the man continued. “Now they look like peasants. And where are Barend Hoch and Niels Richter? They've never made an appearance. That young Moritz seems to miss Richter constantly, as if he weren't coming back. Could he be...?”

“You talk too much. You'll make my pain return.”

The nun lowered her head and placed her hand on her belly, one more in the count of those who were pregnant, and it was the most pronounced of all those strolling through Teotihuacan. The woman's face did not reflect the joy of a mother expecting. The man looked at the same spot and also showed no joy at what his companion carried; his face reflected contrition. He decided to go on with his analysis:

“There's one thing I'm sure of, and that's... we couldn't defeat them, Sam. There are too many of them, and their abilities are becoming more and more extraordinary. That shameless whore in white seems to be very powerful. Even the younger ones... I've even come to think they know you're here. They keep a close eye on your insects, and sometimes I even feel like they know where I am. Why on earth are there children with powers? I thought it was impossible.” He paused to sigh. “Lord, please... enlighten us.” He looked up.

His companion closed her eyes for a minute, packed her notes into a suitcase and the sleeping bag she slept in. She stood up and then looked directly at the hunter, having to tilt her head back slightly.

“You're right. We can't defeat them. We must go.”

“What? Where?” He watched incredulously as his companion took two steps.

“To find a way to do it,” she said with a smug smile.

The hunter hurriedly packed his things. The couple began walking across the verdant terrain, unaware that they were also being watched from a distance by a few eyes.
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“You’re exaggerating... what do you mean, ‘the closest thing to the devil’? She’s just a nun, Naorodel, accompanied by a hunter. I remind you that your daughter is part of the group and that they have a creator god with them. Wait... a nun and a hunter?

“You don’t know... you don’t know what’s going through that cunning harpy’s mind. And that puppet will do whatever she commands. I want you to look back, Niels, and answer me. Was your faith real?”

“You know it wasn’t,” he replied without hesitation. “You know better than anyone that it wasn’t. Faith was always... just a mask.” He turned his back on him.

Naorodel looked at his apprentice with something close to pride, but didn’t let on.

“Well, faith is the true face of Samuel Benedetti. It’s as if he had the Old Testament etched in his mind. And Samara Smith... she has as much empathy and compassion as you have appreciation for me. Quite a combination. She won't stop until she finds a way to burrow into their minds like a leech and slowly drain their sanity, until they crave... death.”

Richter threw his head back, almost as if a force had pulled at his hair; a shiver ran through him, from his body to his soul. He turned again to Naorodel.

“I... I don't quite understand. As if not knowing what's going on wasn't enough. For starters, why on earth are there two hunters after a group of ex-hunters? Weren't we the only ones?”

“Because of Hans. It seems that in that world, his apprentices can still follow his teachings.” He turned his back and started walking again.

Richter waited two seconds before following him.

“And what does Baphomet's arrival mean?”

Naorodel didn't answer at once, but straightened his back at the question.

“Walk, Niels.”
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In Teotihuacan, beneath a tree near a pyramid, the couple—the daughter of God and the young mortal—were about to discuss a matter. The weather remained more peaceful than either of them, and the sky, perhaps, clearer than their minds.

“You see, Mor, I'd like to talk about...”

“... Eike and Itzi?” he asked, narrowing his eyes. “Your worries are showing, Süße. Damn... I was hoping it was just one of Eike's outbursts.”

“Well, yes, partly.” She pressed her mouth together and glanced at the landscape. “Let's start with that. What do you know?”

“Well, he says he wants to separate for a while, to go see his sister. All because of something... awkward that happened with Itzi. Although he also says he was already planning to do it. He seems genuinely confused. I suppose if the women know it from Itzi and we know it from him...”

“Would it be so bad if...?” She narrowed her eyes, too.

“We'll only hear both sides. Go ahead, Süße.” Eréndira relayed what she had witnessed with Jaritzi. Moritz didn't seem so surprised, which was a good sign for her.

“Well... uh, let's hear my version and draw some conclusions.”

“Do you want me to...?”

“No, wait, this will be a good time to practice this.”

Moritz placed his hand on Eréndira's forehead and, with much more effort, relayed the memories he had generated through his conversation with Eike:

“She hovered over me, terrified. I could see it... smell it... and I... I was terrified too, because...”

“Eike,” Emile interjected. “Calm down. What exactly did you feel at that moment?” he inquired seriously. “Why did you feel such fear?”

“Because, for a few moments, I... enjoyed it. And I kept enjoying it... because the scent was so, so exciting. I wanted her, I wanted her so badly.” He began to tremble almost imperceptibly. “God, if she hadn't asked me to stop, I... I... I just took her in my arms and begged her forgiveness.”

Emile and Moritz stared at each other, trying to find answers and solace in one another.

“That's another reason why I'd like to get away for a while. Although I don't even know if I should or if it would help. Anyway, it seems like too much time has passed and... I'd like to try to see my sister in person. We already had a glimpse, but I want to make sure that...”

Moritz removed his hand from his beloved's forehead. They held each other's gaze. Again, there was so much they could have said, but the events around them seemed to be shifting even their neurons. They watched the tree's foliage sway above them, and Eréndira continued,

“My guess is that, well, our friends are still bound to the void and to Gamaliel, whether we like it or not. Just as we've found anomalies in the world, perhaps her darkness and her... you know... ‘manners’ have begun to manifest in Eike. I don't want to intervene until I'm sure. Itzi is also worried about his agitated behavior, and we don't know what might happen if we upset him. Just thinking about Gamaliel makes me...” She shook her head, eyes down.

Moritz grabbed her hands.

“Interesting idea, seems like a good starting point. But, Eri, if you're right, uh... you know the only known way to free someone. Hey, and Quetzalcoatl...?”

“No, he hasn’t been able to provide answers either, and I doubt he’s capable of such a purge.”

“Oh, and don’t you think some other god...?”

“Mor, please.” Now she took his hands. “This is something I really want to discuss. I know how hard you’ve worked for this, and everyone else, really. But do you think that will solve everything? Do you really think the other gods would support us and unite against the Void? If so, why haven’t they? And what if we don’t succeed? No one else can go back to Aztlán, because...”

“... ‘There is no ruling God to grant them grace’,” he quoted at the same time as her. “In that case, Eri.” He stroked her cheek. “I want to be sure we’ll be alright, for as long as we need to be here.” He caressed her belly. “All of us. That’s what we’ve chosen.”

“But we already are, noyoltzin. We have been all this time.”

Eréndira took a moment to lose herself in the landscape. She closed her eyes, inhaled deeply as if absorbing the essence of every tree and shrub in Teotihuacan, and finally contemplated the pyramids as if they were living beings accompanying her.

“And for how much longer, Süße?” He approached her. “I must make sure the world is alright and return to Aztlán, or I... or we...” He gestured with his hands, pointing to himself and to her. “I can't just leave the rest like this... we can't.” The Sangafel and the Ome'lev will extend my life, Eri, but I doubt as much as yours.

“Moritz, nothing and no one has come between us since my fath— God is gone, and to be honest,” she chuckled with relief. “I doubt anything would dare. The problems we have now are much more human, and as humans, we can solve them.” She hugged him and pressed herself against his chest. “Let's just be at peace...”

Eréndira's face lost some of its luster now that she was out of her beloved's sight. Her smile had faded as she remained lost in thought, basking in Moritz's warmth.

“... As for us, we'll find a way,” she said, smiling again. “If we could form a primordial being, we can find another way to be together here much longer, noyoltzin.”

Moritz looked away and remained thoughtful for a while; being the only one who could return to Aztlán, having been chosen by Eréndira, was heavier than he had expected. A faint smile of relief began to spread across his face.

“Now we are stronger,” his beloved said, “but we must take it one step at a time, agree?” She took his chin in her hand. “We must take care of what we can. I will be with you. Let’s tell the others.”

Moritz rubbed his eyes, then turned toward the pyramids as if he wished to find the answer carved there.

“Wow... having to deal with Eike. Ah, I think I'd rather be fighting entities from the void.”

“Well, in theory... he is too...” They maintained their seriousness for a few seconds until laughter overtook them, then they shared a kiss as long as the expanse of Teotihuacan.

Yes, this is how things should be. “I love you. And don't worry, the only thing that has no solution is death. Well, that's what Tonantzin often says.”

“And I love you.” He looked at his unborn child and smiled. “You both. Let's go get the children. Emile must be finishing up soon.”

They separated to go look for Agnes and Darren, since neither of them had seen where they had gone, and the terrain was too vast. Eréndira reached the end of the causeway, where she saw Agnes among some bushes. The girl noticed her and hurried over.

“Ready? We should go now.”

“Yes yes, let's go now.”

“And Darren?”

“Hmm... I don't know I don't know.”

Eréndira, completely trusting in the child's innocence, didn't notice the massacre of quail chicks where she had spotted Agnes. Moritz walked around one of the pyramids. He was practicing his telepathy, trying to contact the little boy that way.

Mor... Moritz...

Darren? Where are you?

Up here.

“Hello,” he said, turning toward a tree. “And Agnes?”

“She's looking for me; it was her turn to count.”

“Well, I'm afraid we have to g—”

“Moritz...”

The boy didn't look as cheerful as he should have; he seemed to be clinging to the tree tightly.

“Tell me, Darren.” There was a pause, then after a few seconds, the little boy jumped down from the top. He turned to Moritz, clearly intending to say something, but only darted his eyes around.

“No, nothing.”
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5.  Enemy of the Enemy
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Samara Smith and Samuel Benedetti walked across the plain surrounding Teotihuacan, through thickets and bushes. The nun occasionally ran her hand over the plants, staining her fingers green and playing with the insects that flitted among them. The hunter was much more serious and thoughtful than his companion, his gaze lingering on her from time to time. It was as if the gravity of the woman's belly was so great that it held his gaze captive and prevented him from looking away. He approached her intending to say something, but suddenly, they both began to feel dizzy.

Samara...

At the muffled call, the woman frowned for a second, then her vision began to blur. She fainted as if her soul had been ripped from her. It was the same for Samuel, but he collapsed onto the ground with a thud.

“Samara,” repeated a shrill chorus.

“Who are you?” she asked confrontationally.

“We aren’t... but we would like to be... friends.”

The nun moved her eyes, searching for the source of the voices, but she was in total darkness. She could barely make out her hands. The voices sounded clear, as if, instead of fading away, the sound was returning.

“All right, ‘friends,’ tell me what you want.”

There was silence for three seconds.

“Destruction,” the chorus replied amidst a series of screeching laughs.

“And you need me for that? What you’re trying to destroy must be very resilient...”

The voices fell silent.

“... That’s why you brought me here; otherwise, I should be dead.”

Another silence.

“The human is clever.”

“She's not afraid of us. I like her.”

“She feels nothing, me too.”

The voices spoke separately for the first time. The temperature began to drop as three figures twice Samara's height materialized before her.

“I've been watching you, and indeed... I need someone like you. I know your capabilities well enough, and I'm not at my best right now, so I'll be very direct.”

The nun glanced between the three enormous, laughing felines who spoke simultaneously, as they blended into the surroundings. Even blurred, their pointed fur gleamed in the gloom like stakes. In a flash, the cats surrounded the woman and placed their massive paws on her small head. Samara's face contorted with bewilderment at the visions her new friends were conveying.

After a few seconds, the cats moved aside to let her process the information shared; they conveyed what they deemed necessary for her to know. Samara breathed heavily, her gaze fixed on the ground. She brought her hand to her temple and, between spasms, plucked a berry from its head and swallowed it. She managed to stabilize herself enough to contemplate the felines more calmly. The animals' eyes were fixed on her like claws.

“Is this... real? The planet, God, the void, his... daughter?” she murmured, her eyes wide. “So, Hans wasn’t exaggerating. So... we have the same enemies. You... you guided us to Teotihuacan, I recognize you now.”

Amidst the stream of

















































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
LEO DAN CASTEER





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.png
LEO DAN CASTHER






d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





