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Ju su k’u  

Xe’aq’an chi kaj. 

Jun k’u q’ij, 

Jun nay pu ik’ chike.

They ascended straight into the sky:

one arose as the sun,

the other as the moon.

The Popol Vuh translated from K’iche’ by Michael Bazzett 
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CHAPTER ONE
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The god of death inside me craved blood.

Blood was the price of life for the ancient Maya. The gods had sacrificed their own blood to shape humanity, and in return, humanity fed them with its blood. Life—Death—Life. A cycle sustained by sacrifice.

The scent of blood coiled through the air, a single drop igniting something primal in my veins. Heat slithered beneath my skin, pooling in my throat, in my fingertips. My tongue pressed against the roof of my mouth as I forced my body to remain still. The feverish compulsion clawed at me—to drink, to drown in the warm, coppery rush of it.

I closed my eyes. Breathed in slowly. Fought for control.

“There’s a first aid kit in the staff break room,” I said, my voice taut.

Stella, our new administrative assistant, frowned at the papercut on her finger. “Thanks.” She turned and strode out the door, still nursing the tiny wound.

A dry, rustling laugh crackled through my skull.

“Weak,” Hun-Came murmured. “You deny what you are, but your body knows the truth.”

I exhaled slowly through my nose. Hun-Came, the Mayan god of death who had haunted me since I’d awoken in a hospital in Guatemala, continued to snicker merrily. I inhaled again exhaling slowly, pressing my hands down on top of the manila folder in front of me as if I could crush his voice beneath legal paperwork. I could not give in to my possession-induced blood cravings. I had to focus.

This was my first real court case.

For two months, I had been working as an attorney for the Global Indigenous Advocacy Alliance, a nonprofit dedicated to defending Indigenous land rights. It had taken everything—student loans, years of study, my own relentless drive—to get here. I should have felt proud. Instead, I was barely holding myself together.

My clients were fighting to enforce a Conservation Easement—a legal agreement meant to protect their land from development. The owners had violated it, blocking access to sacred grounds. The case was a battle between preservation and profit, between those who saw the land as a living entity and those who saw it as real estate.

“They do not understand the weight of the dead,” Hun-Came whispered. “Their ancestors sleep beneath that soil, their bones woven into the roots. They cry for justice.”

I squeezed my eyes shut. “This is about land rights, not death,” I muttered.

“Everything is about death, little vessel. All law, all civilization—it exists in defiance of mortality. You cannot escape me by hiding in legal documents.”

I returned to my notes, but my hand trembled as I wrote. 

My phone buzzed. A text from my boss.

Elena: Telephone conference with clients moved up to 3 PM. Developer’s lawyers pushing for early settlement.

I checked my watch—barely an hour to prepare. The developer had been making aggressive moves to force a low settlement, hoping the Tribal council would take quick cash rather than fight a prolonged legal battle. They didn’t know how stubborn I could be.

“How stubborn ‘we’ can be,” corrected Hun-Came.

The office door opened and Stella walked in, a band-aid wrapped around her finger. “Sorry about that. Are you feeling okay, Niki? You look pale.”

“I’m fine,” I lied, gathering my papers. “Just need some fresh air before the client meeting.”

I made my way to the second-floor balcony and stepped outside to a picture-perfect Southern California afternoon.  The cloudless blue sky and bright sunshine did nothing to dispel the exhaustion and anxiety gnawing at me. Slumping tiredly against an exterior wall, I pulled a small obsidian jaguar from my pocket. I had received it as a gift in the Guatemalan jungle and had begun carrying it with me as a talisman against the blackouts I’d been experiencing. 

The blackouts were becoming more frequent. Three days ago, I’d found myself standing in my kitchen at 3 AM., with no memory of how I’d gotten there. The week before that, I lost two hours in the middle of the day.

The smooth stone felt cool against my palm. I’d researched obsidian after I returned to California—volcanic glass, formed when lava cools too quickly for crystals to grow. A material caught between states, neither fully solid nor liquid in its atomic structure. Like me—caught between human and divine, alive yet housing death. 

I slipped the obsidian jaguar back into my pocket, rubbing my thumb against the smooth cold surface, grounding myself in the weight of it. 

My phone buzzed again, another text from my boss. 

Elena: I’ll meet you in the conference room.

I inhaled, straightened my blazer, and headed back inside. I had clients to meet. A case to win.

Whatever was happening to me—whatever presence had taken root in my skull, haunting my steps—none of it changed the fact that I had work to do. 

But as I rode the elevator up to the conference room, the feeling gnawed at me. This tightrope I’d been walking between worlds couldn’t last forever. I was going to have to choose.

The doors opened. I squared my shoulders, pushing Hun-Came’s whispers to the back of my mind.

I was still Niki Balam, attorney at law.

For now.
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CHAPTER TWO



[image: ]


I woke with a jolt, the cold concrete of the sidewalk seeping through the thin fabric of my pajama pants. My bare feet were numb, dirty, and scraped raw at the heels. A car rumbled past, its headlights momentarily blinding me as I tried to orient myself.

Where was I? How had I gotten here?

A sickly-sweet smell of rot and decay filled my nostrils despite the cool night air. I gagged, recognizing the scent—death. It clung to me like perfume, as if I’d been bathing in it.

“What did you do?” I whispered into the darkness. “What did you make me do?”

“Nothing you didn’t want to do.” Hun-Cames voice slithered through my mind, amused and cryptic. “You should be thanking me. I let you sleep through the messy parts.”

“Where am I?” I demanded, looking around frantically. I recognized the neighborhood now—I was about six blocks from my apartment, standing in front of the old cemetery. Of course. Where else would the god of death take me?

“Home is that way,” Hun-Came said lazily, as if directing a lost tourist. “Unless you would prefer to continue our explorations?”

I wrapped my arms around my middle to ward off the chill and began walking back toward my apartment. This was the third blackout in two weeks, and by far the worst. Before, I’d woken up in my kitchen or my living room, confused but safe. Now, I was wandering the streets of Oceanside at—I checked my wrist only to realize I wasn’t wearing my watch—God knows what hour it was—with no memory of how I’d gotten here.

Since I was a child, I’d been able to control my dreams. My father had taught me strategies to help me manage the night terrors I’d suffered. I could shape the dreamscape, decide where to go, what to do, but now my dreams were controlling me, or rather, he—the Mayan god of death—was controlling them.

The worst part was, I had no memory of what happened during these blackouts. In Guatemala, I’d discovered I could dream-walk—my wahy, my shadow soul, was able to infiltrate other people’s subconscious minds through my dreams. It was both terrifying and exhilarating to discover this power. 

But now I was afraid of what my wahy might be doing during these blackouts. Was Hun-Came, the Mayan god of death, using my dreaming ability to...do what exactly?

“Such a limited imagination for someone so gifted,” he taunted. “Dream-walking is merely the surface. Think deeper, darker, beyond the veil that separates the living from the dead.”

A chill that had nothing to do with the night air ran through me. “Are you using me to reach the dead?”

“The dead are already mine,” he responded with a hint of impatience. “It’s the ones balanced on the edge that interest me. 

The not-quite-dead, not-quite-alive. The in-between spaces where transformation is possible.”

I quickened my pace, desperate to get back to the relative safety of my apartment. When I finally reached my building, I fumbled with the security code, my fingers trembling so badly I had to try three times before the door unlocked.

Inside my apartment, I leaned against the closed door and slid down until I was sitting on the floor. I reached for my phone on the side table where I always left it, but it wasn’t there. Of course not—I wouldn’t have brought it with me on whatever midnight excursion Hun-Came had taken me on.

I found it eventually, charging on my nightstand. It was 3:47 AM. I had to be at work in five hours. I couldn’t go on like this.

I needed help, but the one person I thought I could count on to understand had vanished like smoke in the wind. Zen Cazares—the man who’d held me through trembling nights in Guatemala, who had promised he’d never leave me to face the darkness alone. The man who’d traced my scars with reverent fingers and whispered that we’d survived the worst together.

Until we hadn’t.

He’d left his job with the DEA, returned to Guatemala, and disappeared from my life without so much as a goodbye. In my darkest moments, I missed Zen so desperately it felt like drowning—missed his steady presence, the way he’d understood the supernatural world that had claimed me, the heat of his skin against mine when the nightmares came. Had he seen what I was becoming and fled in horror? Or had he left to protect me from something worse—something he’d never had the chance to explain? The question tormented me for months. 

Until I decided it no longer mattered why he left, because there was no way in hell I was ever going to ask him.  

My thumb hovered over my mother’s photo on my phone’s contact list, but even she didn’t know the full truth. I’d told her I was having nightmares, that I was struggling to readjust to normal life after Guatemala. But I hadn’t told her about the blackouts, about Hun-Came’s voice scraping against the inside of my skull, about the strange cravings for blood and death that made me question if I was still human. Perhaps now it was time.

“She cannot help you,” Hun-Came whispered. “No one can. You and I are bound by blood and sacrifice. Until death do us part.”

“Shut up,” I muttered, and pressed Call before I could change my mind.

It rang four times before she answered, her voice thick with sleep. “Niki? What’s wrong?”

“Mom,” I said, and to my horror, I began to cry. “Something’s happening to me. I think... I think I’m losing myself.”

There was a long pause, and when she spoke again, her voice was clear, as if she’d been expecting this call for a long time. “Tell me everything,” she said. “Start from the beginning.”

It’s not easy confessing to your mother that a Mayan god has co-opted your soul, but then not everyone’s mother is a Celtic wise woman well versed in the world of magic and demons.

“You’re saying he takes control when you sleep?” My mother’s voice remained calm on the speakerphone as I paced my small living room, the sky outside gradually lightening from black to deep blue.

“Not just when I sleep. I think it’s happening during the day, too. Last week, I lost two hours in the middle of an afternoon. One minute I was reviewing documents for the case, the next I was sitting in my car in the parking garage with no memory of how I got there.” I rubbed my temples, fighting the exhaustion that threatened to pull me under. “Mom, I’m scared. What if I hurt someone during one of these blackouts?”

She was quiet for a moment, and I could picture her sitting at her kitchen table, surrounded by the herbs and crystals that had been fixtures of my childhood. Finally, she sighed.

“The binding of a deity to a human vessel is... complicated, Niki. In the old traditions, it was never meant to be permanent. Druids would channel gods for specific rituals, then release them. Your situation is different.”

“Because I wasn’t trained for this,” I said.

“Because you sacrificed yourself,” she corrected gently. “You offered yourself willingly, with no conditions or boundaries. That creates a different kind of bond.”

“Listen to the wise one,” Hun-Came murmured. “She understands the nature of sacrifice better than you do.”

“Can it be broken?” I asked, ignoring him.

Another long pause. “Not without great risk. Gods don’t relinquish their vessels easily, especially gods of death. They’re... possessive by nature.”

“Possessive? How uncharitable. I prefer deeply invested.”

“Then how do I control him? Because I can’t keep waking up in cemeteries.”

“You don’t control gods, Niki.” There was a weight to her words that made me stop pacing. “You negotiate with them. You establish boundaries. You find common ground.”

I laughed bitterly. “What common ground could I possibly have with a death god?”

“More than you think. Death isn’t just about ending, Nikita. It’s about transition, transformation. Death is a doorway, not a wall.” I heard her moving around, opening drawers. “You’ve always straddled two worlds—your father’s and mine. That’s not a weakness; it’s a unique strength.”

“It doesn’t feel like a strength right now.”

“The triskele—are you wearing it?”

I touched the pendant that hung at my throat. “Yes.”

“Good. It won’t block him completely, but it creates a barrier, a delineation between his consciousness and yours. It’s important you maintain that barrier. Very important. The next step is communication.”

“I talk to him all the time,” I said. “Usually telling him to shut up.”

“That’s not communication, that’s resistance. And resistance only makes a god push harder. You need to create a situation where you can co-exist. A truce that is mutually beneficial to both of you. You need to establish a council ground.”

“A what?”

“A neutral space in your mind where you can meet as equals. The druids used sacred groves. The Maya had cenotes. You will need to create your own.”

I sank onto my couch, suddenly exhausted. “How exactly am I supposed to do that?”

“Through ritual. Through meditation.” I heard the familiar sound of pages turning—her grimoire, the thick leather-bound book that had been passed down through generations of women in her family. “I can guide you, but...” I heard the underlying tension in her voice.  

“Mom?” I asked, my stomach churning. “What aren’t you telling me?”

She paused, choosing her words carefully. “When a supernatural entity inhabits a mortal, there is always a risk to the mortal.”

My heart stuttered. “What do you mean ‘a risk’ to the mortal?” 

There was a long pause. When she spoke again her voice was clinical, like a doctor giving a patient unpleasant news. “When there are two entities occupying the same physical space, it is difficult to maintain equilibrium. One entity will usually try to overpower the other.” 

“What do you mean? Are you saying he will eventually overpower me?”  I asked, unable to keep the panic out of my voice.

“No. That is not what I am saying,” she replied, her voice sharp. I heard her exhale forcefully, regaining her composure. “Nikita, I want you to listen to me. You are unique. Your bond with Hun-Came is unique. Conflict between the entities can happen, but that doesn’t need to be the path you take.” 

“She speaks wisdom,” Hun-Came said, his voice unusually respectful. “The old ways remember what the modern world has forgotten.”

“He respects you,” I told her, surprised.

“Death respects those who understand its purpose,” she replied. “Now listen carefully. Tonight, before you sleep, you need to perform a boundary ritual. I’ll text you the specific ingredients, but you’ll need salt, water from a natural source if possible, and something that represents both life and death.”

“Like what?”

“A seed. A bone. Something that speaks to the cycle.”

The image of Zen’s jaguar tooth pendant flashed in my mind. “I have something.”

“Good. Create a circle with the salt, place water at the cardinal points, and the token in the center. Sit within this circle and invite Hun-Came to council. Not to fight, not to surrender, but to negotiate.”

“Interesting,” he mused. “Traditional, yet innovative. Your mother adapts ancient practices well.”

“And what do I negotiate for?” I asked, ignoring his commentary.

“Control. Consciousness. Boundaries.” Her voice softened. “Niki, you cannot expel him, not without consequences neither of you want. But you can establish terms for coexistence.”

“Coexistence,” I repeated flatly. “With a death god.”

“With a part of yourself now,” she corrected. “That’s what you need to understand. Since the ritual in Guatemala, Hun-Came isn’t simply possessing you. You’ve merged. The boundaries between vessel and deity are blurring.”

Cold dread settled in my stomach. “Are you saying I’m becoming him?”

“I’m saying you’re becoming something new. Neither fully human nor fully divine. It’s a transformation as old as humanity itself—the apotheosis of the willing sacrifice.”

“She understands more than I expected,” Hun-Came said, sounding impressed. “Few modern practitioners grasp the true nature of divine bonding.”

“I don’t want to transform,” I whispered. “I just want my life back.”

“Oh, Niki,” she said, her voice filled with love and compassion. “That’s not how sacrifice works. You gave yourself freely. Now you must find a way forward in this new reality.”

The sky outside had lightened to pale gray. Soon my alarm would go off, demanding I prepare for court.

“I have to go,” I said. “I have a meeting this morning.”

“Be careful, Niki. Strong emotions can weaken the boundaries. If you feel him pressing forward, ground yourself. Touch something natural—wood, stone. Breathe deeply. Remember who you are.”

“And who am I now?” I couldn’t keep the bitterness from my voice.

“You are my daughter,” she said firmly. “A protector. A bridge between worlds. You always have been.”

After we hung up, I sat in silence, watching the sunrise paint my apartment walls gold. 

“Your mother is wise in the old ways,” Hun-Came said quietly. “She understands what you do not yet accept.”

“And what’s that?” I asked aloud, too tired to care I was speaking to the voice in my head.

“That death is not your enemy. It is your inheritance.”

I had no response to that. Instead, I rose and began preparing for my meeting, trying to focus on the mundane task of defending indigenous land rights while ignoring the god of death whispering in my ear and the phantom scent of decay that clung to my skin like a memory.
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CHAPTER THREE



[image: ]


“Did I hear you on the phone last night or was I dreaming?” Sierra asked, shaking her cropped fucshia-colored hair as she blinked at me bleary-eyed across our small kitchen.

She poured herself a cup of coffee. Morning sunlight streamed through our apartment windows, making the metal on her multiple ear and nose piercings glint.

“Sorry. Did I wake you? I was talking to my mom,” I said, focusing on buttering my toast to avoid her curious gaze.

“Everything, okay?”

“Yeah,” I replied with a nod. My life was too complicated to try and explain to my roommate of two months. 

When I was hired for a full-time position in the legal department with Global Advocacy, I had visions of living in my own apartment by the beach. Unfortunately, my meager non-profit salary wasn’t enough to cover renting my own place—not in Southern California with its astronomical housing costs.

So, job offer in hand, I’d answered an ad on roomies.com that had made me laugh: 

Looking for a roommate to share 2 bed apartment who is not psychotic and will wash their own dishes. Female preferred. Do not apply if you have a drug-addicted douchebag for a boyfriend/girlfriend.

When we met, Sierra told me I was the only person who’d contacted her who seemed normal. Everyone else had some kind of red flag, plus I was single she’d explained. “I wasn’t interested in going another round with a douchebag ex.” 

I rinsed my coffee cup and left it on the drainboard, grabbing my briefcase from the counter. “I have a meeting I need to get to. My first big case.”

Sierra raised her cup in a toast. “Good luck.”

“You’ll need it,” Hun-Came whispered. “The greedy care nothing for sacred ground. They will build their houses on bones without a second thought.”

I shook my head slightly, trying to dislodge his voice as I headed out the door.

***
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I pulled into our office parking lot and made my way to the conference room where Elena was already waiting. Her dark hair was pulled back in a perfect chignon, her suit crisp and immaculate. I felt rumpled by comparison—my midnight foray to the cemetery had left me exhausted, and the coffee I’d gulped down had only made me jittery, not alert.

“How are you feeling?” Elena asked, eyes narrowing as she assessed me. “You look tired.”

“I’m fine,” I lied. “Just nervous about the hearing.”

“Why not tell her the truth,” Hun-Came suggested. “I’m sure she’ll understand.”

I smiled wanly at my boss, ignoring Hun-Came’s self-satisfied laughter reverberating inside my head.

As Elena and I reviewed my notes, my stomach churned with anxiety. Not just about the case, but about the blackouts, about what might happen if Hun-Came decided to make an appearance during the meeting. The triskele pendant I wore felt heavy against my chest, a constant reminder of the precarious balance I was trying to maintain.

At the time of our appointment, the developer—a large, heavy man—and his equally large attorney showed up fifteen minutes late, another one of their bullying tactics. Every interaction I’d had with them followed the same pattern they’d used to desecrate the sacred grounds of our clients: bulldoze first and ask forgiveness afterward.

They greeted us with toothy smiles, all false bonhomie. “Let’s be reasonable here,” the developer, Mr. Harrington, said as he settled his bulk into one of our conference room chairs. “What’s done is done. We need to find a way to move forward. We’re happy to compensate your clients monetarily.”

“This man has no respect for the dead,” Hun-Came whispered in my ear. “Look at him. He is not healthy. He will die soon. I could kill him now if you like. Just reach out and stop his heart.”

“Stop it,” I hissed out loud.

Three pairs of eyes turned to me, widening in surprise.

“Um—” I stammered, feeling heat rise to my face. “You dumped thousands of yards of construction debris and dirt on a burial site. We expect you to mitigate the damage—removing debris, restoring the site, and establishing a contribution to the preservation fund to ensure this doesn’t happen again.”

The meeting continued, tense and difficult. Harrington and his attorney pushed for mediation rather than litigation, offering settlements that were insultingly low. Elena remained firm, and I presented our evidence methodically, despite the constant commentary from Hun-Came about the various ways he could end Harrington’s life.

By the time we finished, I had a pounding headache and a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach. Harrington and his attorney refused to meet our demands, but we held our ground. The hearing date was set, so the fight was far from over.

“You did well,” Elena said as we walked back to our offices. “Don’t let them intimidate you.”

“I won’t,” I promised, though intimidation from the developers was the least of my worries.

Back at the office, Stella, our administrative assistant, was tapping her lacquered nails excitedly on her desk as I passed.

“They found another one,” she said, her eyes gleaming.

“Another what?” I paused, briefcase still in hand.

Her eyes shone with ghoulish excitement. “Another mauled corpse. That’s two now. They’re saying there’s a man-eating mountain lion stalking people. They’re going to call in a bunch of authorities—state wildlife people, hunters, the works.”

My stomach lurched, and I suddenly felt nauseous. Hun-Came chortled deep in my mind. “Should we tell them the truth, my little vessel? What do you think?”

“Some people are saying it’s not a mountain lion but a serial killer,” Stella continued, clearly relishing the gossip. “The bodies were found completely drained of blood.”

“Is that the best she can come up with?” Hun-Came’s laughter echoed through my skull, gleeful and terrifying.

I smiled weakly and excused myself, fumbling for my phone. I texted Elena. 

Niki: Not feeling well. Taking the rest of the day off if that’s okay.

Her response came quickly. 

Elena: Get some rest.

As I drove home, my hands shaking on the steering wheel, I couldn’t stop thinking about those bodies. Mauled. Drained of blood. Found during the same nights I’d experienced blackouts.

“You’re catching on,” Hun-Came said. “Clever, little vessel.”

“What did you do?” I whispered, gripping the wheel so tightly my knuckles turned white. “What did you make me do?”

“I did not make you do anything,” he replied, his voice silky with satisfaction. “I simply unleashed what was already inside you. Your wahy is very strong. The hunger. The power. Your co-essence is jaguar. You are a predator by birth. You are more like me than you care to admit.”

“I’m nothing like you,” I hissed, pulling into my apartment complex parking lot.

“No? Then why is there blood under your fingernails?”

I looked down at my hands in horror. There, crusted in the creases around my nails, was something dark red. Something I’d missed in my hasty shower that morning.

“We make quite the team,” Hun-Came said. ‘You and I. The lawyer who fights for justice by day and exacts it by night.”

I stumbled out of my car and barely made it to the bushes before I vomited, my entire body shaking with revulsion and fear.

Two bodies. Two blackouts.

I needed to perform that ritual my mother had described. Tonight. Before whatever it was that was happening to me happened again.

Before I killed someone else.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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The ingredients spilled across my kitchen counter like evidence from some bizarre crime scene—bottles of Lake Arrowhead water, bundles of dried herbs, small pouches of salt and ash, a jar of honey, and four silver bowls that had cost more than I wanted to admit. I traced my fingers over the triskele necklace my mother had given me, its triple spiral catching the afternoon light filtering through my kitchen window.

I reached into my pocket and my fingers found the obsidian jaguar figurine—a reminder of Fire Jaguar the ancient god who’d protected me in Guatemala and a talisman against—Death. I couldn’t help but wonder if she had left me because I had reluctantly become the personal assistant to the Maya god of death, Hun-Came, her nemesis. The thought left me feeling bereft at the loss and angry and resentful at Hun-Came’s role in my life.

Hun-Came huffed angrily, accompanied by a testy jangling of bells, making his opinion of my current thoughts quite clear. 

“Don’t you dare say anything. I don’t want to hear it,” I said to the empty kitchen. For once, he complied, though not without a final shaking of bells ensuring he had the last word. 

I checked my phone—4:36 PM. The sun wouldn’t set for hours, and this ritual needed moonlight. Celtic magic like this wasn’t something to rush through in the harsh light of day.

I reviewed the text my mother had sent once more, scanning through her meticulous instructions for the boundary ritual. She’d included notes about the best timing—a waning moon for banishing and containment work. Tonight would be perfect; we’d just passed the first quarter.

Mom: For a proper Celtic boundary ritual, you’ll need to be barefoot, with nothing between you and the earth. And don’t forget something to represent the cycle of life and death.

With a resigned sigh, I headed to my bedroom closet. Tucked in the back corner was an old shoebox. I pulled it down, sat cross-legged on my bedroom floor, and removed the lid.

The jaguar tooth and its simple leather cord lay at the bottom, where I’d angrily tossed it months ago. I’d nearly thrown it in the trash when I found his note, but something had stopped me. Zen Cazares. The man who had rocked my world then disappeared from it, leaving me with only a hastily scribbled note and a memento meant to represent our intertwined fates. I’d been so furious I’d stuffed both the note and the tooth into this box of accumulated junk and emotional debris, burying them and my feelings for Zen under a collection of concert tickets and old birthday cards.

I ran my thumb over the jaguar tooth’s smooth surface. How fitting that I now needed something from the man who had saved my life only to leave me at the mercy of a Mayan death god. The universe had a sick sense of humor.

“Balam,” I murmured, thinking of my last name—my father’s name. Jaguar. That was who I was. I was both a daughter of the moon and a daughter of the jaguar. 

My father had been more than just the brilliant lawyer and activist I’d grown up admiring—the man who’d specialized in indigenous land rights and taught my twin sister, Nayla, and me to stand up for justice. After he died, I’d discovered he had also been a Mayan day keeper, a spiritual guide who used his skills to help others navigate the supernatural world alongside the natural one.

He’d raised me on the stories and myths of his Mayan ancestors. I’d believed that was all they were—stories and myths. That was before Guatemala. Before the Mayan god of death himself began hitching a ride on my wahy, my shadow soul, using me as a conduit to travel from the supernatural realm into this one. Now I knew the myths my father had raised me with weren’t myths at all.

Slipping the leather cord around my neck, I rubbed my fingers across the smooth surface of the jaguar tooth. The unfamiliar weight of Zen’s necklace settled against my sternum beside the triskele pendant my mother had given me. My recent past and my heritage, colliding in the most uncomfortable way.

I was born under the sign of I’x. My shadow soul took the form of a jaguar. Something Zen and I had in common. We were both hunters, only now I had also become prey, stalked relentlessly by Hun-Came.

Sighing, I caught sight of my reflection in the mirror—the two pendants lay side by side against my skin. And apparently, that complicated heritage is exactly what is going to help me create boundaries and protect myself from Hun-Came.

“You do not need protection from me. You need only to embrace your true nature and accept who you are meant to be.” Hun-Came’s voice thrummed along my nerves like a plucked guitar string. 

I ignored his comment and focused my attention on gathering the ingredients I needed into a basket. The silver bowls, the herbs, the salt and ash. The obsidian jaguar figurine. Each item a connection to a different part of myself.

“This should be interesting,” I murmured, watching the sun begin its descent through my window. I needed to find a way to conduct this ritual, negotiate with the god of death, and hide everything from my roommate Sierra. 

From the shadows in the corner of my kitchen, I swore I heard Hun-Came laugh.

I waited until almost midnight before quietly making my way to the grassy common area of our apartment complex. I hoped the other residents would be happily tucked into their beds getting their eight hours of hard-earned rest on a Monday night allowing me to conduct my ritual undisturbed. 

The grass was wet and cold beneath my bare feet. As my mother had instructed, I created a circle with the salt, placed the silver bowls at the cardinal points, and poured the bottled water into them. The moonlight caught the ripples in each bowl, sending ghostly reflections dancing across the ground.

“First, connect with the earth and center yourself,” my mother’s text had read.

I took a deep breath, feeling the damp grass between my toes, rooting me to the ground. The night air was heavy with the scent of wet earth and the distant tang of the ocean. Moonlight bathed the common area in silvery light, transforming the mundane space into something otherworldly. The jaguar tooth and triskele pendants felt warm against my skin, as if responding to my intentions.

I placed a sprig of rosemary in the eastern bowl. “For clarity of mind,” I whispered.

In the southern bowl, I dropped a bundle of dried sage. “For strength of will.”

The western bowl received a pinch of ash. “For transformation and change.”

And finally, in the northern bowl, I drizzled honey. “For binding and holding fast.”

The night seemed to hold its breath as I stood in the center of my circle. The ritual was simple in execution but complex in meaning—a perfect melding of my mother’s pragmatic approach to magic and my father’s reverence for the sacred. I closed my eyes and began the chant my mother had taught me over the phone, the ancient Celtic words feeling strange yet familiar on my tongue.

“Teorainn idir dá shaol, críoch idir dá fhód...”

Boundary between two worlds, limit between two realms.

As I repeated the words, I felt a shift in the air, a density gathering around me like an electrical storm building. The jaguar tooth pendant grew hot against my chest, and I heard the unmistakable sound of tiny bells jingling in the darkness beyond my circle.

“Hun-Came,” I called, my voice steadier than I felt. “I summon you to this council ground.”

The air thickened and folded in on itself at the edge of my circle. The jingle of bells became louder, more insistent, like the warning rattles of a serpent. A cold wind swept through the common area, carrying with it the unmistakable scent of copal incense and something deeper, earthier—the scent of open graves, freshly turned soil, and decay.

And then he was there.

Hun-Came materialized at the edge of my circle, towering and terrible. In this world, he chose to appear much as the ancient Maya had depicted him—a skeletal figure draped in a cloak of darkest night, studded with stars that seemed to move and shift as he did. His skull-like face was painted with intricate patterns in what looked like blood and ash. Around his neck and wrists hung strings of tiny golden bells that jangled with his slightest movement. His eye sockets were empty and yet held pinpoints of cold fire that fixed on me with predatory focus.

“Daughter of Balam,” he said, his voice like stone grinding against stone. “You play with forces beyond your understanding.” His gaze moved around the circle, taking in the silver bowls and the herbs with a dismissive glance. “Celtic magic. What use is this power to one with the blood of jaguar in her veins?”

I squared my shoulders. “I am both Celtic and Maya. Both are my birthright. Both are my power.”

Hun-Came tilted his head, bells chiming softly. “And yet it was your Maya heritage that allowed me passage through your wahy. It is the jaguar soul that serves me.”

“Which is why we need to establish boundaries,” I said firmly. “You can’t keep using my wahy to hunt in Oceanside. People are noticing. Questions are being asked.”

Hun-Came laughed, a sound like the rustling and crackling of dry leaves. “I am Hun-Came. One-Death. Lord of Xibalba. I take what pleases me. I hunt where I wish.” He stepped closer to the edge of my circle, and I could feel the salt barrier straining under his presence. “And it pleases me to walk this world through you, Niki Balam.”

“You don’t have my permission,” I insisted, grasping both pendants in my fist.

“Permission?” He seemed genuinely amused. “Gods do not ask permission from mortals.”

“Maybe that’s why the old gods are forgotten,” I shot back. “Because they never bothered to respect those who kept their memory alive.”

The air around Hun-Came darkened, as if absorbing the ambient moonlight. “Watch your tongue, child. I have been patient with you. That patience has limits.”

I felt sweat beading on my forehead despite the cool night air. This wasn’t working. Hun-Came was too powerful, too ancient to be intimidated by my makeshift ritual. I needed something more, something that would speak to him in terms he understood.

That’s when I saw it—a flicker of gold at the edge of my vision. A glimmer of something bright and fast, circling high above the common area. My heart stuttered in my chest. I knew that shape, that particular shimmer of wings. I’d seen it before, in a cave in Guatemala. My sister’s wahy—the golden quetzal.

My dead twin sister Nayla was here. Or at least, some part of her was.

​The quetzal dove suddenly, a streak of green-gold light that spiraled down into my circle, landing beside me in a burst of radiance that momentarily blinded me. I felt a surge of power unlike anything I’d experienced before—the combined strength of quetzal and jaguar, of sun and moon, of life and death, of this world and the next.

“Nayla?” I whispered. A golden light shimmered next to me rippling in the dark night air like moonlight on water. 

Hun-Came had gone utterly still, his bells silent. “The Hero Twins,” he murmured, and for the first time, I heard uncertainty in his voice.

Of course. The Hero Twins of the ancient Mayan text the Popol Vuh—Hunahpu and Xbalanque. The Hero Twins who had gone into the Mayan underworld and defeated the Lords of Death through cunning and sacrifice. My father had told us those stories countless times as children. Nayla and I had even acted them out, taking turns being the brave twins tricking the death gods.

“Not quite,” I said, understanding dawning; Death was a doorway, not a wall. “But we are twins. And we are here to negotiate.” 

Hun-Cames fiery eyes narrowed. “There is nothing you can offer me, daughters of Balam, that I cannot claim as my own. I am Hun-Came. I am One-Death. And death cannot be tamed.”

​“We can offer you recognition,” I said firmly. “I can offer you a place in this world. My father was a day keeper—I can learn those ways. I can honor you properly, as he would have. In exchange,” I continued. “You will respect my boundaries. You will not hunt without my consent. You will not use my wahy without my permission.”

I touched the jaguar tooth hanging beside the triskele. “Then we work together. As equals. As the Popol Vuh tells us, even the Lords of Death can be transformed through understanding.”

Hun-Came’s laughter rang out, a discordant rattle of bells and bones. “A covenant that would give a mortal dominion over the god of death? I reject your proposition, daughters of Balam. I will hunt as I choose.” 

Hun-Came raised his hand, and from his palm bloomed a small flame, dark as obsidian but glowing with inner light. “Blood of the living, breath of the dead, witnessed by the moon. I am One-Death. I walk in the world of the living and rule the world of the dead. I will not be bound by one such as yourself.”

With that, he seemed to fold in on himself, collapsing into shadow and sound until nothing remained but the faint jingling of bells that faded slowly into the night.

I reached a hand toward the golden light shimmering beside me. Nayla’s wahy fluttered across the palm of my hand, impossibly soft like the kiss of butterfly wings, before slowly fading and merging with the surrounding darkness. 

I stood alone in my circle, the silver bowls reflecting moonlight, the scent of herbs and honey hanging in the night air. I would not concede defeat to Hun-Came. The god of death could not disguise his fear when Nayla had joined me in the circle. I understood now what my father had been preparing Nayla and me for all along. The quetzal and the jaguar, his hija del sol and hija de la luna, the twins of legend reborn. The hero twins had defeated the Lords of Death. Nayla and I would find a way to do so also.

I carefully closed my ritual, thanking each direction and element, then gathered my bowls and remaining materials. As I walked back toward my apartment, I felt different—stronger, more certain. The pendants against my skin no longer felt like conflicting heritages but complementary powers.

From the shadows, from somewhere high above, I heard the faint cry of a quetzal bird—impossible in California, yet undeniably there.
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