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For Papa Ron, who filled my heart with love, myth,
and magic.

~~~


Chapter 1: Invading Demons and Defending
Gods

October 19th, 1527

El diecinueve de Octubre. Mil cincocientos veintisiete

Bak'Tun 11, K'Atun 15, Tun 7, Winal 13, K'In 13

The conquering army of Francisco de Montejo
crawled like a slow, undulating serpent made of armored swordsmen,
horses, pike men, and brown-robed Franciscans. Legends of the
burning ships of Cortez and myths of gold hidden in buried stone
vaults kept the Spanish troops moving through defending vine,
cactus, and thorn-thicket undergrowth in the arid forest of low,
twisted trees. From time-to-time, the serpentine army snaked around
the larger bole of a ceiba, a towering tree that rose up, broke
through the lower canopy, and reached twisted limbs for the
heavens.

Rarely, the army chanced on water pooled in
hidden, chalky pits.

Near the tail of the serpent of men, Ignacio
rocked in the saddle of his white mare, Rosario. While all his
brother soldiers sweated in their leather and armor, Ignacio shook
with fever chills in spite of relentless sun, his scratching
horsehair penance shirt, and his keeled breastplate cuirass.

Ill and fevered, he saw things the other
soldiers could not. After four days of fever, he knew most of the
things he saw weren't real — couldn't be real.

Still, he saw them.

Reddish-brown people no taller than Rosario's
knees darted from shadow to shadow amid the roots of the trees. The
roots of the largest, the ceibas, broke though the chalky earth
near the tree trunks like the shoulders of raven's wings flying
upward to escape from Hell. One root could hide a small man. The
forest could hide an army of small men.

Rosario lumbered along the trampled forest
trail. Ignacio, rocking slowly back and forth in his saddle, let
his head loll back against the cold, hard collar of his cuirass. He
looked upward along the smooth bark of a towering ceiba. Ignacio
spied movement in the first fork of spidery, sharp-angled branches.
He steadied himself on Rosario's back and struggled to see past the
tangle of lower trees and into the branches of the ceiba.

A full-sized, age-withered Indian man lounged
in the crux of two limbs. He puffed on a smoldering cone of the
leaves the natives dried, rolled into tubes, then burned so they
could breathe the smoke.

Natives ran from the Spaniards. This man
smiled a one-toothed smile. His dark eyes flashed with the light of
a cheater who knows how the bones will roll from the hand of his
opponents, and he nodded a wry acknowledgement toward Ignacio.

The apparition was no doubt a demon. Ignacio
crossed himself and tried to ignore the specter. He was sure no one
else could see the man in the tree.

Rosario lumbered onward.

He was also sure no one else could see the
man-shaped demon who had a jaguar's head and followed them in the
brush. The jaguar man had none of the humor and audacity of the
smoking old man in the tree. The jaguar man was a deeper darkness
among forest shadows. He followed silently, as if he hunted, as if
he might catch one of Ignacio's countrymen off his guard.

Ignacio peered into the forest, trying to
make himself sure that only shifting shadows and fever created the
jaguar man.

Rosario shied and snorted as if a great cat
actually stalked her.

Ignacio's cousin, a stout Castilian bastard
named Arturo, grasped Rosario's halter and steadied her.

Ignacio counted himself lucky to have Arturo
as a footman and servant by virtue of fraternal love. Of the two
hundred and fifty men who had survived the diseases of the coast to
ride or walk into the heart of this horrid forest in the new world,
Arturo was Ignacio's only true confidant. Ignacio valued his
cousin's bravery, breadth of shoulder, and strength, but he valued
more their shared awe for the carved stone cities, detailed
craftwork, and colorful weaving of the people of the forest.

Always careful that Montejo and the
Franciscans did not hear them, they often spoke of what great minds
and hearts must have worked to erect the magnificent monuments and
create such fine work in gold and obsidian.

In private, Ignacio and his cousin were
equals in all things. One day, with the grace of the Virgin,
Ignacio hoped to purchase a commission for Arturo so they could
ride in public as equals.

"Evening is come," Arturo said.

"Good," Ignacio managed.

Rosario shook her head.

"Rosario does not agree," Arturo laughed. "We
walk toward a full moon night, and the great cats hunt. I think
Montejo will order a double guard on the horses."

"I saw–" A chill shook Ignacio. His sword and
dirk rattled. He let his words fall away. Not even Arturo would
believe in his ghosts. Cats? Yes. Man-cats? No.

The column halted. The order to make camp
came down from the front like a ripple along a serpentine stream of
steel, leather, and flesh. "We stop now, cousin," Arturo said. "I
will make a bed for you. Tonight, your fever will end."

Ignacio fell from Rosario's back.

Arturo caught him, steadied him, and lowered
him to the ground amid the dark, arched embrace of ceiba roots. The
cool earth welcomed him.

A man with jaguar eyes watched from the
bushes.

The rising moon made the ceiba branches above
into pale roots deeply buried in the black earth of the heavens.
The same moonlight painted the jaguar's face with silver tints.

"Beautiful," Ignacio said.

"Stay in our world," Arturo said. "I will
pray to the Virgin for you."

"Yes," Ignacio said. "Please. I want to see
the Serpent's Castillo in their City of Gods before I die."

"Tomorrow," Arturo said. "Tomorrow, if the
city is real and not a devil's lie, we will see your castillo. I
pray we don't spend another night in this cursed forest." Arturo
led Rosario away. He would care for her and see her safely tethered
among the other horses.

Under the watchful gaze of the silver moon
and the jaguar man, Ignacio smiled. In the moon, he saw a woman —
seated, beautiful, a rabbit on her lap. He wished for the coolness
of her touch.

A shadow obscured the moon.

He blinked hard to clear his vision.

An Indian man stood above Ignacio. The man
had a narrow, narrow almost skeletal face and hard, black eyes. He
laughed at Ignacio, bit his thumb, and danced a jig. The man wore
strange clothing. Baggy pantaloons dyed with a pattern of red
flowers ended just above his bony knees. Covering his arms and back
was a white coat with a split back, making him look like an albino
swallow. He wore a white cap with a black bill and strange letters
above the bill.

Ignacio tried to read the letters as Roman
numerals or as some religious inscription like the INRI on El
Christo's cross.

T A X I.

Ignacio’s fevered brain failed to make sense
of the letters. His overburdened eyelids closed, and he slipped
from the world of conquest in foreign lands filled with strange
people and animals into the cool darkness of dreamless sleep.

~~~

Like a jaguar hunting javalinas, the man-god
Nohochacum hunted foreign demons, kiantos — men who defiled the
balance of earth and heaven and who interrupted the forest song
with clattering, angry noise.

The kiantos wore hard, silver shells that
broke spears. They carried long knives of silver stone that had no
memory of the heart of the land or the blood of the earth. These
foreign demons feared forest smells and sounds, and their fear
became fury, anger, and violence that terrified Nohochacum's
people.

Some walked with their feet on the earth like
men should. Others rode on the backs of beasts, giants twice the
size of mountain llamas. Man and beast as one were monsters.

Padding and silent, his yellow jaguar eyes
peering, watching, he wondered at men who moved against the gods of
earth and sky, who tore and broke and seemed to be blind and deaf
to both the world of men and Otherworld, the soul lands where gods
and spirits reside.

As a god, he could hear the Earthblood song.
As a man, he could dance. As both, he became shadow when in shadow,
light when in light, and green when amid the grass and thorn. He
danced from shadow to shadow amid the green forest shades and
patches of light, changing and hiding and moving with the same
gentle whisper as the breeze — his rising and falling dance of
respect intertwined in the fabric of the land the way a thread of
red weaves with threads of black and yellow and white in ceremonial
capes representing the four Bekabs, the iguana gods holding up the
corners of the sky.

Nohochacum danced, following the invading
serpent of men and beasts — the kianto serpent of avarice,
destruction, and death.

One man strayed into the forest shadows to
relieve himself.

Club and stone made the sound of wind and
ended life for the invader. The man's life dripped into the earth.
Nohochacum smiled at the ploik, ploik, ploik
sound made by the kianto's spirit returning to earth, feeding the
spirit of the land and seeping into the caverns beneath the earth
where the man's soul, if he had one, would begin the long walk
through Xibalba, the land of demons where Yum Cimil tests all.

Shadow and light, cricket and frog.
Nohochacum danced after the invaders again.

Of all the invaders, only one saw
Nohochacum's dance, but that one was too sick to be a danger to the
people of Nohochacum. That kianto would soon reach the crossing
paths where flesh gives up hope before embracing the dark lies and
half-truths of Yum Cimil.


Chapter 2: American Dreams in Oregon

Bak'Tun: The Long Count Begins to End

The distant honking from a chevron of
Canadian Geese cutting their way northward through clear, blue
skies made spring break promises to Pakál. The long, gray winter
was definitely over. Walking toward the edge of the Portland,
Oregon campus of Evergreen Community College, he popped a foot bag
from the flat toe of one running shoe to the other — pop, step,
pop, step.

His last final, Survey of American Art
History, had been easy enough. After flashing through it, he was
sure he had A's in all his classes — both high school and advanced
placement college.

He had even managed to catch Celeste's eye.
She was a pale art princess in his class, and he had been checking
her out when he was leaving. Still working, she had her head down.
Her golden hair draped over her cheek and test booklet like a
silken sheet covering an ancient carving about to be unveiled.

She looked up and caught him.

His face went all hot and he bumped into the
classroom door. Before he could get it open and turn away, she
smiled.

He froze.

Her smile grew. Her crystal jade eyes
reflected and amplified the light from the overhead institutional
fluorescents. Like the sky over him now, her smile had made spring
break promises. He had managed to smile back, but she went back to
work, the honey-blond sheet covering her face again.

It had been a perfect moment.

He inhaled spring air, popped the bag up
higher, bounced it off his left knee, then let it drop back to his
toes and the pop and step rhythm of his walk home.

He loved the foot bag, the rhythm of it, the
dance of it. Sometimes, he played music and actually danced,
juggling the bag with the skill of an acrobat from the Circ du
Soilel. His mother called it playing pok-ta-pok, the ball
game, which it was not. Pok-ta-pok was a crazy Mayan thing, a game
that involved kicking a hard rubber ball around a stone-walled
court and maybe getting yourself killed. He called his foot bag
dance relaxing. He called her game way, big-time
whacked.

Even so, she had made the foot bag for him
after he had foolishly mentioned that he was saving to buy one.

Big mistake.

First, she lectured him about how a proper
ball was made of hard rubber mixed with tobacco, copal, and the
blood of the maker, who should be a priest. She told him she'd make
him one of those. It took him four days to finally make her
understand that nobody in Los Estados played pok-ta-pok, that there
were no stone courts, and that the little foot bags that were
popular in Los Estados had come to the country from South America.
That had finally calmed her down enough to allow that it might be
okay for him to have one, but she insisted on making it.

That was his new-age, Mayan mother. Nothing
had value unless it came from the old country, the Yucatán plains
and the Guatemalan highlands. It didn’t matter that she had chosen
Los Estados as their home and moved them to Oregon when he was only
a year old.

She had started the day after their argument,
and once she started, he knew it would be gasoline on a flame to
buy one.

She spindle-spun tight ixtal fiber into
threads. Only her gods knew where she got fiber made from agave
plants — probably from one of the Yucatecan women who came to the
house to have their fortunes told.

She made four skeins, then she dyed them in
the kitchen sink. He didn't want to know what she used to make the
colors. Whatever it was, she hadn't bought it, and after a
bleaching session followed by red, blue, and black dying sessions,
the apartment's kitchen sink would never be right again. It
probably wouldn't make a difference in their damage deposit. He
figured they had lost all hope of that money ever coming home a
long time ago — probably after the first time she burned copal
incense for one of her whacked Mayan rituals. Not even a new coat
of paint and new carpet would get the stench out.

She'd been at it for about a week when he
told her he could pick up stuff from garage sales and sell it on
eBay. He'd done it before, and a foot bag cost a lot less than
replacing the sink or repainting the three-room apartment.

"This place is protected from evil," she told
him. "It will be protected for those who come after us. They will
be grateful."

As usual, she missed the point entirely, or
maybe she just ignored the point.

She came home the next day with some one-inch
galvanized pipe she had found in a dumpster behind a construction
site for The Vantage, a high-end condo complex that was supposed to
draw rich folks into the area and start the process of raising land
values and property taxes, and driving people like Pakál and his
mother away. She braided some of her thread into cord and lashed
the pipes together to make a loom in their living room.

On the loom, she wove the cord into four
sheets of fabric that was tougher than canvas but not nearly as
heavy and stiff. Then, she cut and edged panels and sewed them
together so the bag was equal quarters red, blue, black, and white
— colors she said represented the four Bacabs, the iguana gods she
believed stood at the corners of the earth and held up the sky so
it wouldn't crash down.

"It looks totally lame," he'd said.

"These," she said, " are good colors. Your
toy is to be kept up in the air, yes?"

He tried to argue, but it was like arguing
with the wind.

She set up a four-cornered altar, set copal
incense burning in a kitchen plate. She pricked herself with a
needle, dripped blood onto bits of paper, then burned them on the
incense while calling the spirit of his father and grandfather.
Then she passed the foot bag through the nasty smoke to bless
it.

When she finished, she beamed. Her withered,
leathery face held triumph, and her grin made him feel ashamed for
not wanting something she'd put so much heart and soul into. He had
to accept it, and he thanked her with as much sincerity as he
could.

Of course, if he'd thought somebody might
recognize the colors as markers of his Mayan ancestry, he'd have
lost the foot bag a long time ago. As it was, it had taken
him months of use and abuse to embed enough grime in the tough
weave so nobody could tell it was handmade instead of
store-bought.

That had been two years ago. Now, the bag was
a part of him. It was a satellite revolving around him in
ever-changing eccentric orbits. It was like he'd been born to pop
things from one foot to another, to shoulder to head to knee behind
his back and back again to the tip of his toe. The bag was out and
spinning and jumping anytime he stood still, anytime he was alone,
and especially when he needed to think. He'd given up trying to get
other kids to join him after the first few played, then disappeared
when they discovered how uncool it was to be around him. It was, if
anything could be for an outcast like him, a pleasure — maybe even
a kind of meditation.

He paused at the curb that marked the border
between the campus grounds and the run-down 1970s bedroom community
suburbia surrounding the community college.

The six blocks from the neutral ground of
campus to the apartment could be a long — and occasionally
dangerous — walk. The suburban maze of fading strip malls, salt
boxes, and split-level ranch homes was a battle ground of mostly
non-violent socio-economic race and class warfare.

He was not a soldier in any of the armies
doing battle. He lived in a dying building at the center of a
bull's eye on a social dart board where points were awarded for
living farthest from the bull. His long nose, sloped forehead, and
raspberry milk-chocolate skin showed his Yucatecan Indian ancestry,
and that marked him as a lower life form among the local Hispanics.
It made him the poor, unclean cousin to the Amerinds, and it put
him beneath the racial-guilt eye avoidance or glance-and-nod of the
gringos.

Scanning the streets beyond campus, he kept
the foot bag bouncing up and down from the toe of his right foot to
his right knee and back.

None of the walking or biking folks he saw on
the streets gave him any notice. Being unnoticed on his walk home
would be a good start to his spring break. He popped the bag high,
pulled open the pocket of his army surplus pants, caught the bag in
his pocket, then crossed the street toward a cracked city
sidewalk.

An engine revved. A horn blared. Pakál jumped
up out of the street.

The car, a metal-flake blue, low-riding Nova
with black-tinted windows, pulled up to the curb beside Pakál. The
shining hemi sticking through the hood screamed macho conspicuous
consumption. Of course, the car could never really use the hemi's
boost. Heavy torque would shred the narrow tires and drag the
low-rider's chromed frame on the street. All show. No go.

The driver's window powered down, revealing
the contemptuous, the brown leather porkpie hat and the paste-pale,
freckled face of Jordan, a red-headed, pop-gangsta poser who always
meant trouble for Pakál. "Yo, Blondie!" Jordan waved a hand out the
window, flashing some lame, unintelligible gang sign. "Need a ride
to yo mamma's, boy?"

Pakál kept his eyes ahead and his feet
walking. Jordan's forced mix of misunderstood Ebonics and Spanglish
was only the tip of the screwed up iceberg of his self-styled
street identity. At twenty-one, Jordan had been taking a
break from community college for three years. He spent his
time, and his parent's money, making himself too cool with his
out-of-date vidiot's version of gangsta. He was old MTV Ice Tee
meets The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air mixed with a little bit of Cuban
Panther Clan from the computer game Infinite Mayhem. His leather
porkpie balanced on top of a carrot red high-and-tight. Narrow
rectangle shades covered his green eyes. The cap and shades were
from some bad ass in the computer game. Pakál had no clue what
version of cool had inspired the faux black pearl stud earrings,
six of them, up the lobe of Jordan's left ear. Jordan's patchy, red
mustache and soul patch might have been okay if they weren't part
of the rest of the costume. With the bling, car, and hat, his
facial hair gave him a silly, after-school special elf look rather
than the dangerous, dark soul gravitas Jordan wanted. Pakál
imagined that the only thing stopping Jordan from buying grills was
that he couldn't take them off, and that meant he couldn't put on
his clean, straight secret identity for his top cop father and old
money mother.

Gringas, like the art history babe Celeste,
and even some of the really-should-know-better second gen Mexican
students — all only a year older than Pakál — seemed to flock to
Jordan. What Jordan had was his crib, a shit apartment his
parents paid for — teaching him responsibility, they said. That had
a lot to do with his popularity with Celeste's living-at-home
freshman community college crew.

Except for Celeste, who actually spoke to
Pakál occasionally, if any of Jordan's crowd made eye contact, it
was because they needed something — usually someone to hassle.
Occasionally, they needed notes from a class, or a week of classes,
they had skipped.

If it weren't for Pakál's Mayan blood, they
all would have left him alone. He hated his blood, but he doubly
hated Jordan for pretending he had any blood at all, so Pakál
continued walking along the sidewalk.

"Blondie!" Jordan yelled. "You hear me?"

"I hear you. Thanks. I'll walk, Jordan."

"S'good, Blondie," Jordan said. "We be full."
He slurred the words together like his lips and tongue were
deadened by Novocain, another of his totally off-color, rude
affectations. Occasionally, Pakál had fantasized that a real
gangsta type from Northeast Portland or a real gangsta rapper from
L.A. would show up while Jordan was playing bad boy BMOC. Of
course, that wasn't likely. There was nothing in Jordan's world
that might draw their interest.

Pakál kept a steady pace.

"Don'cha wanna know why I offers?"

"Not so much," Pakál said.

Jordan leaned back and pointed to the car's
passenger side.

Pakál couldn't help a glance. From across the
diamond-tuck leather bench seat, Celeste's smile greeted him. The
diamond stud in her left nostril flared. She flipped her
honey-and-ash hair back from her angel's face.

Pakál's fingers curled into his palm, a
frustrated response to his wish to touch hair that was totally not
like his stiff, short-cropped, bleached-platinum. He opened his
fingers and ran a hand through his stubbly flattop, aware his black
roots and genetic tan would look positively dingy if he ever
managed to get it next to her smooth, pale skin.

A bright red band of dyed hair fell forward,
framed her right cheek, and curled under her chin. She laughed. The
red band bounced. A few strands caught in the petite, gold ring
through her lip. She whisked it back with a quick finger.

Jordan spit on the pavement at Pakál's feet —
not quite close enough to be a clear insult and not quite far
enough away to be casual.

Pakál ignored the jibe and took two more
steps.

"Wait," Celeste said.

He stopped and faced the car.

Celeste leaned over Jordan's lap. Sunlight
bathed her face, and the diamond stud and lip ring flashed. "We're
celebrating tonight," she said. "At the Wax Hole."

The Wax Hole was an abandoned rock quarry
just south of Portland's urban growth boundary. In the summer, kids
snuck in there to swim in the abandoned pit. In the winter, they
went there to drink and smoke and whatever. Pakál also knew The Wax
Hole belonged to a man who had known his father and who still knew
his mother. Mr. Waxal Ubah-K'awai, once a Guatemalan guerrilla and
now an American businessman, was not someone Pakál wanted to catch
him trespassing.

"Can you make it?" Celeste's smile was like a
laser focusing through the lens of his eye. It burned a hole clean
through his rational mind and brought basking warmth to the cold
little lizard brain at the back of his head.

"Hey, bitch." Jordan tried to push her back
into her seat. "Ain't no party for him."

She pushed back and won.

"Party's for whoever I invite," she said.
"He's cool."

"Pako's mama works for my mama."

"I don't care what your mother does," Celeste
said. "Don't care what his does."

It was true, though. Jordan's mother owned
Evening Vistas, the senior care center where Pakál's mother worked
graveyard — except they called it overnight support. Pakál
turned away and continued along the sidewalk.

The Nova rumbled along beside him.

"Come if you can, Pakál," Celeste said. "I'd
love to see you there. We'll have some fun."

Jordan's falsetto mimicked Celeste. "We'll
have some fun."

Pakál forced himself to keep his eyes forward
and his pace steady. He wanted what she was saying to be true, but
he didn’t want to fall for one of Jordan's sick jokes.

"He's too stupid to even look at you," Jordan
said.

"He's going to graduate from high school with
an honors four-four and a finished college freshman year," Celeste
said. "It's cute that he's a little shy."

Pakál bit the inside of his lip. He was
shocked she knew anything about him at all.

"I'm cute." Jordan puffed himself up.

"Not! And you're a two-five freshman — three
years ago."

"You wantin' to walk, Barbie doll?" Jordan's
gangsta patter cracked.

"You trying to prove you're an asshole?"

"Fuck you, bitch." Jordan's gangsta patter
gave up and hid in shame.

Pakál wanted her to leave it alone. He knew
Jordan wouldn't be pissed at Celeste. He'd be pissed at Pakál.

"Please, Pakál? For me?" she said. "It'd be
nice to talk to you outside school."

Jordan spit again. "Whyn't you just get out
and do him."

Pakál stopped.

The car stopped.

He ignored Jordan's reddening face and angry,
shaded eyes. He searched Celeste's eyes for some sign she was lying
or setting him up. Her green eyes sent him the same promises as the
spring break sky.

"Please?" she said.

"If I can," he heard himself say.

"See you then, then." She flashed her perfect
teeth, winked, and sat back into her seat.

"Shithead wannabe," Jordan said.

The car roared and the window powered closed.
The roar calmed down to a rumble the car's undercarriage could
handle, and the Nova pulled slowly away.

Pakál's light mood had become a confusing
weight of anticipation and dread. He barely remembered the sense of
freedom he'd had walking away from the school. Spring air that had
tasted so good was now thick with Jordan's exhaust smoke and dark
with doubts about Celeste's sincerity. The idea of her had been
much more alluring than the actual possibility of spending time
with her. And even if she was serious and not just playing him,
he'd have to sneak out to the quarry, and that meant lying to his
mother, then facing Jordan after the things Celeste had said.

He didn't like Jordan. He didn't like
Jordan's parties, and he knew without a doubt that Jordan didn't
want him anywhere near Celeste or any other babe in Jordan's
imaginary posse.

Celeste, though. She obviously didn't see
herself as part of Jordan's marked territory of the twisted
mind.

He had wanted a chance to be near her ever
since he'd met her. Who wouldn't?

He imagined seeing her eyes sparkle when he
told a joke. He remembered the perfect harmonies of her voice when
she said he was four-four.

If she'd just have stopped there, things
would be great. Instead, she had to go and compare him to
Jordan.

Bad form. Very bad.

He picked up his pace. It wasn't his fault he
was four-four. He had no choice. College meant money. For him, that
meant scholarships. His GPA was his ticket to a better life for
himself and his mother. He was going to be a lawyer, and that meant
he'd gotten A's in not just one, but two different rhetoric and
logic courses — one high school and one freshman college. Even so,
he managed to ignore common sense and an exploration of the con
arguments. He told himself he'd only go out to the quarry for half
an hour. He'd take it nice and slow with Celeste — chat her up, get
her to laugh, then head home. He had time. Spring break would last
two weeks this year because of budget cuts. In a couple days, he'd
follow through and capitalize on his progress. Call her. Meet her
at Jitters, a little coffee place in a strip mall near the college.
Talk her into an indie film. If everything came together, this
could be the best break of his life.

A cool breeze hit him. An involuntary shudder
rolled through him — the kind of shudder a superstitious Christian
might say meant someone had stepped on his grave. His mother, who
was as much old-school Mayan as anyone could be, would have said
one of the gods had just spoken Pakál's true name.

High overhead, a serpentine, gray cloud
swallowed the sun and the northbound geese thought better of it and
turned south.


Chapter 3: The Hungers of Forgotten Gods

Who knew better than the moon goddess that,
like the tides, all things come and go? IxChup — ruler of lunacy
and tides, of ebbing and flowing, of poets' madness and
overpowering love born of beauty and spring nights — walked
northbound forest trails in the moments before the setting sun once
again dropped below the horizon and into the maw of the two-headed
serpent of avarice, Hapikern.

IxChup hated the sun. His bright fire made
her face nearly invisible when she crossed the daylight sky. Each
month, she longed for the time when she walked alone in dark
nights, when her celestial face shone full and all men of the world
looked up and gave their thoughts and hearts to her.

She stroked her trembling, gray rabbit and
hurried. Tonight, for half the night, she would be both woman on
earth and celestial body. For half the night, she could look up at
herself, at her waxing glory, half shaded though it would be. And
from her sacred place in the sky, she could look down upon the
beauty of her ageless human form.

Under the forest canopy and the occasional
soaring, twisted branches of taller ceiba trees, her long legs,
silver-bronze in the waning day, carried her toward her favorite
ruins, toward the best true temple men had built for her — the
temple hidden near Ecab at the northernmost tip of the Yucatán.
From there, she could see ocean horizons from the east to the
west.

Crickets, frogs, and jaguars, emboldened by
shadows and thrilling to the half night of her growing glory, sang
of her beauty, of her long, silver hair, of her cool flesh, and of
the power of her gaze to enthrall and fill souls with sublime
madness.

The alux'ob, her helpers in the doings of the
night, the little people of the corn, moved amid the shadows, quick
and squat and no taller than her smooth knees. They ran before her,
seeking mud, scorpion, and snake. The tiny people threw themselves
down in her path so her tender feet need not hesitate nor become
soiled.

The canopy broke above her, and the boles of
the trees spread apart before her. She stepped out onto the narrow
lawn surrounding her temple.

One of her little people dashed before her to
the barrier rope around the ruined temple. He grasped it with both
fat hands and pulled it low to the ground.

She stepped past him, her eyes ever on the
stepped, stone pyramid before her. She would ascend. While the sun
fell prey, she would watch her own half-shadowed face brighten.

She floated upward until she reached the
four-arched shelter at the top of her temple. There, cross-legged,
she settled onto the cool stones to look out over the ocean. Her
rabbit nestled in her lap.

Above, the shine of her beauty already
backlit sheets of cloud in the east. She did not care to look
toward the west. She had no desire to honor the daily death of the
sun in the western jaws of the two-headed serpent. Though
Hapikern's hunger was endless and he could swallow the sun, the
stars, and even her celestial self, he held onto nothing in the
end. Come morning, the sun would return from the serpent's eastern
mouth.

Only Hapikern's death would end his hunger —
and with his end would come the end of the rising and setting of
the sun, the stars, and her face.

She pushed the thoughts of endless darkness
from her mind and heart. Now, as darkness grew, her celestial light
would touch the souls of all who looked upward.

Her face, her astral face, the face that
looked down on all men — still shadowed by the world so only one
cheek showed bright like it was caught by silver torchlight —
slipped silently from behind a cloud.

"We are beauty in the night," she said to her
distant self. "We are sublime, and no darkness can contain us."

Dust rose from the stones around her. The
earth shook. Living stone rumbled, and the rumbling shaped itself
into words. "Until the world ends."

Hapikern. The hungry serpent twisted in his
warrens of stone. His movement and his voice shook the earth.

IxChup grasped the stone corner of her temple
to steady herself.

"The five wheels of time turn," Hapikern
said. "Only until all five turn full to their beginnings will you
travel the sky and walk the earth."

She turned to the west. In the ocean, a
shadow scarred the cool, pale-blue waters. A dark shape ran from
the white-cliff coast out to the horizon where the sun was lost in
the serpent's western mouth.

"Tonight the stars spew forth from my belly,"
he said. "Not forever. One day, I will swallow all things and be
full."

Stars winked to life in the sky overhead.
Those few that dared shine brightly enough to challenge her beauty
in the night twinkled with an urgency she had not seen before.

"Hapikern?" she said to the horizon.

"I am."

"It is rare for you to pause in your quest to
sate your hunger. Rarer still that you spare either mouth to
speak."

"The end comes, Queen of the Night.
Our end comes."

She smiled and stroked her rabbit. "Beauty
such as mine cannot end, snake. Look upon my faces and be glad I
have shown myself to you."

The ground shook.

She put her rabbit gently on the stones of
her temple, then she stood and raised her arms to her face in the
sky. The dark scar crossing the waters faded, erased by her silvery
face reflected in the sea. "Even the ocean worships IxChup," she
said. "See how it tries to wear my face."

"Until the great warrior comes," Hapikern
rumbled. "Until Nohochacum ends us all."

Night birds erupted from the trees, fleeing
the sound of the serpent of hunger. A jaguar screamed, her own
belly driving her to hunt.

"When he comes," she said, "he comes to fight
you."

"And if he wins, we will all be ended."

She knew better than to listen to the god of
hungers. She looked upward, tried to take pleasure in her growing
glory — in the slow revealing of her face in the sky — but the
sadness of endings washed through her like a tide. For a dozen
heartbeats, she tried to imagine a nothingness in which she would
not know her own face, would not know the passage of time, would no
longer be the passion in the hearts of men in love. Melancholy
darkened her heart. "All things must end."

"I am reborn each time I shed my skin,"
Hapikern said.

"You are a snake. And when Nohochacum comes,
you will shed no more."

"This age of men was born from the floods
that ended the last."

Listening to the snake had already shadowed
her joy. She, of all the spirits of the world, should know better.
She shrugged off his dark influence. "That was ten thousand years
ago. Who can think of endings on a night when IxChup is so
beautiful?"

"Itzamná and Huracán ended the last age,
flooded the world, and drove the ungrateful souls into the
trees."

"They showed mercy. They turned the
ungrateful into monkeys."

"Mercy? Their cries still rip the night.
Their anguish is a hunger that feeds me."

Monkeys shrieked. Birds screamed. The jaguar
howled.

"Itzamná and Huracán were weak to have spared
them at all," IxChup said. "The men of the last age had no sense of
beauty. Did any one of them ever build such a temple as this to
IxChup? We would have made them into peccaries and let them
drown instead of monkeys cowering in the trees and screaming
insults at gods."

"Such a fine temple," Hapikern said. "The men
of this age have loved you."

IxChup opened her arms to her faces, one a
bright half-disk promise in the sky and one a long and wavering
streak on the surface of the sea. "They built this temple so IxChup
could watch herself — so they could watch IxChup. This age of men
has been better. These mortals have known the love of beauty."

The serpent said, "IxChup will let the turn
of stone wheels end her beauty because Itzamná said it must be —
because he gave men the calendar of five wheels that turn
full and mark endings."

"My beauty is forever."

"Only a fool would wish your beauty to
end."

"Yes," she said.

"But I am doomed by prophecy. Nohochacum will
come when the wheels turn full. He will kill me. So it is written
in stone. It is also written that when our ancient battle ends, so
also will end the world."

IxChup knew the tale. She knew the numbers of
the days, and they were few. Hapikern spoke the truth. "We cannot
change what we cannot change. Leave IxChup. Your words make her
sad, and IxChup wants this night to be a night of passions for all
she touches."

"Touch yourself then, Queen of Night.
Itzamná, the resurrector, made this age. IxChup, the goddess who
rules the cycles of the oceans, the goddess who sets the time of
plantings, the goddess who rules the alux'ob — her passion could
create a new beginning from an ending."

Silence, cool and void, swept like a wave
over the forest and through the ranks of crickets, frogs, and
birds. IxChup's heart beat cold in her chest, and not even her own
face in both the sky and the sea could give her back her joy. "You
are an evil thing, Hapikern. Your hunger corrupts even you. IxChup
will watch Nohochacum kill you. She will take pleasure in seeing
your death before she ends the count of her days."

"Nohochacum is a god, but Nohochacum is also
flesh."

"Do I not have a woman's body? Does not
Huracán walk in the form of a man?"

"Yes, but they are not flesh, not man who
must be born and die like Nohochacum. Five hundred battles, and he
has never beaten me. He dies over and over, failing always to
ignite honor and nobility in the hearts of the petty men and women
of this age. They are no more than the monkeys of the last age.
They do not care. They do not even know his name. He will die for
them again, nameless, and I will live on in their hearts. Just as
my old skin gives way to my new, I will set the ancient wheels in
motion and create a new age. All men will worship me. Their hungers
will feed me."

"Take your hunger away from me. Your destiny
is to die at his hands. You have won five hundred battles, but you
have never ended him. He needs win only once, and you will be no
more."

"Destiny? Do we live and die by the writings
of Itzamná?"

"So has it always been. We cannot change
it."

"Ah…" The serpent's words hissed through the
forest like the fast wind that precedes the coming of Huracán.
"Nohochacum is raised as a man without knowledge of his
godhood."

"Before he comes to his power, he must come
to know the ways of the world of flesh."

"As a man," Hapikern said, "he is weak. As a
boy, he is naïve."

"Tell your tales to the fishes, Serpent."

"To become a god once more," the serpent
whispered, "Nohochacum must witness a willing sacrifice. Then, he
remembers he is a god. Is the time of his remembering written in
stone?"

"What does it matter? The time of your ending
is written."

"Itzamná is the god of words, but might not
gods other than he write? Might not Nohochacum wake to his memories
while too young and inexperienced to know and wield his true
power?"

"It does not matter when he remembers he is a
god."

"You know the hearts of young men, IxChup. If
he remembers, he will remember me. Might not youthful pride drive
him to me, bring him to battle before he has the power to end me —
the power to end us all."

For long moments, IxChup inhaled the living
scents of the ocean mixed with the dust of cooling, ageless stone.
For long moments, she considered the words of the serpent, knowing
full well the truth of them hid some lie. Finally, she asked, "You
can wake him?"

"No."

"Then leave me. You have ruined my—"

"You can. Help me, and you will create
a place beside me in a world where all men and women crave your
beauty through all of time. In the new world, desire will rule, and
IxChup will be the ideal for whom all hunger."

She felt desire growing in her, and she knew
it was the serpent's power taking hold. Who knew power over the
heart better than she? She bent and lifted her rabbit. It nuzzled
her arm, and she cradled it close. Then, quietly, she said, "Ten
thousand years of youth has not addled IxChup's mind. Go and feed
the ache in your belly. Leave IxChup alone with the pleasure of her
night and the sad hunger you have created in her heart. IxChup
would no more strike a deal with you than she would ride a scorpion
on the back of a rattlesnake."

Hapikern hissed. The earth shook with his
turning. "I have made an offer, Queen of the Night. Face your end
or join me."

The dust settled on the stones of the temple.
The crickets began to sing again. The jaguar screamed the pleasure
of a kill, and IxChup stroked her rabbit and hungered for the joy
she had felt while walking in the forest to meet herself in the
sky. She raised her eyes to the sky, but she could not raise her
thoughts. The words of the serpent troubled her, and she began to
think about Nohochacum and what might be.

Certainly, she would never sit beside and
rule with the serpent. Never. She would let the age and her light
die before she let that future be born.

But the death of Nohochacum? What could that
accomplish? Even if he were reincarnated in the very moment his
heart stopped beating, he could not grow to manhood again before
the wheels turned to their full measure. So, if he were awakened
and then died in battle with the serpent, she would be left with
nothing but a seat beside Avarice. Could she ever know joy on a
throne next to the snake?

But she was the goddess of cycles.

She pondered the wheels of time, her beauty,
and the lies of the snake. At last, she saw a future, a path
through the gathering night and into a new age of men where she
would rule the night, the day, and the hearts of all men.

Nohochacum was a man who was also a god.

Waking him to his godhood was easy enough.
The ritual required a willing human sacrifice in the presence of
the sleeping warrior god, and it must be done at a portal between
the world of men and the world of the gods.

Waking him so she could capture his love,
that would be more delicate. Gods would be angry. Nohochacum's
mother, Ixcuiname, would fight her. Who could know what his
grandfather, Itzamná, would do?

She would need a tool to accomplish her
desire, a tool made of love, loyalty, and resolve.

IxChup stroked her trembling rabbit. She
turned her back on the water and faced inland, then she whispered a
name into the cool, night breeze.

"Ignacio."


Chapter 4: Eternal Laborer for Love

Ignacio had given his heart to IxChup nearly
five hundred years ago, and though he was a twisted insult to the
man he had once been, he still loved her and hoped one day to be
worthy of her love in return. To that end, he did her bidding, and
by her light in this spring night that meant overseeing a thousand
souls, each in a tiny, twisted alux body like his own. His army of
Alux'ob worked fields in the northeast. In the cool earth, kernels
of corn swelled with spring rain. The Alux'ob worked their hands
into the earth, opened each kernel, then lovingly lifted the green,
forked shoots out and upward through the soil so morning sun would
caress new leaves and bring growth to the fields.

IxChup's will touched Ignacio's heart first.
It quickened, his heartbeat almost echoing inside his chest and
keeled cuirass. He stood as straight as his body would allow. A
light breeze moved over the field. As it touched each mounded row,
the Alux'ob who worked there stood. Ignacio could mark the movement
of the breeze by the turning of faces from work toward him. Before
the breeze brought her one word to his ears, he had already given
over the work of the night to his second-in-command.

When the breeze touched him, he shivered.

"Ignacio," she whispered.

Thought left him. He turned his face upward
toward her celestial face. "I come," he said.

He ran, driving his stubby legs hard, leaping
from dark, mounded cornrow to cornrow until he reached a grassy
verge and dove headlong into a fox tunnel. Beneath the earth, the
magic of Otherworld embraced him. He ran in the tunnels and
channels that served as roads to the alux'ob, the demons, and the
gods.

Had he still been a Christian, he supposed he
would be considered a demon, but since he worshiped the Moon, he
believed himself a blessed, immortal servant of heaven.

Immortal or not, he felt pain. His side hurt
from his long run, and he wished he could shed his breast plate and
helmet, if only to be in her presence sooner. Of course, he could
not. He had worn them when she first embraced him, and he would
wear them until she desired otherwise.

"Ignacio." From far away, she sang his name.
Her impatience heated his blood, and he ran harder, pushing against
his own pain, knowing it was only pain and could not kill him.

"I come, Milady," he called. He found a
crystal green pool, a cenote, deep in the caverns beneath the
Yucatán. He dove, pulled hard against the water that lives in all
things and moves as blood between the Earth and Otherworld. One
with the water, he flowed through a dark hole, into a long
corridor, and finally out into her cenote, the Gateway to
Otherworld in the City of Gods — the place where he had given his
flesh to her and where his cousin Arturo had died.

He paused at the thought of his cousin. It
had been so many years ago.

Still a man of flesh and stature, Ignacio had
awakened in the night and found himself wrapped in blankets, a
water flask propped next to him. His cuirass lay in the loam near
him. The moonlight had made its steel look creamy pale, like an egg
split end-to-end, the halves side-by-side, scooped clean of white
and yolk. Campfires smoldered. Crickets and frogs sang practiced
harmonies in the darkness.

Ignacio sighed. He lay still against the tree
watching the heavens through the laced fingers of the forest
canopy.

The celestial sphere curved overhead. The
natives called the spray of stars that cut across the sky The
Starry White Caiman. The caiman crawled across the sky. Each star
became a single scale made of the shining armor of a single man —
an army of gods set against the darkness. Only the greater beauty
of the bright face of the moon outshone the caiman's army.

"You are beautiful," he said to the moon.

Ignacio. The woman in the moon
answered.

He blinked. In his fever, he wasn't so
surprised the moon spoke. He was only surprised she spoke to him.
"I am a mortal man," he said. "Why do you speak to me?"

Of all the invaders, only you see my
beauty. Come to me. The moon's voice cooled his thoughts like a
cloth dipped in spring water and pressed to his fevered brow.

Crickets and frogs honored her speaking with
their silence.

Come, she said. Serve me.

"I am only a soldier," he said, "and not even
a very good one. I could barely afford my commission."

You are a poet, she said. You love
me, or you could not speak to me.

She was right. He did love her. He had always
been touched by her beauty — even in Seville. He opened his
blankets and reached for the sky to touch her silver face, to feel
her cool cheek against his burning fingers.

He touched only the forest breeze.

"You are a shadow," he whispered, "like the
jaguar man who scared Rosario."

The jaguar man is called Nohochacum. Like
him, I am real. Come to me, the moon said. I will show
you.

"No ho chah COOM." Ignacio tested the jaguar
man's strange name on his tongue. He struggled free of his
blankets. He found his sword and dirk. He found his armor and
crested helmet. It took some effort and the bole of his tree to
steady himself and his armor, but he managed to strap on his breast
plate and hang his sword and dirk well enough.

While the other soldiers slept, he pulled on
his boots and followed the moon onto narrow forest paths.

From shadow to shadow, jaguar man
followed.

Other shadows followed as well. Tiny men and
women scrambled through the brush around him. They chattered and
laughed in voices like singing crickets and frogs.

A forest native, wrapped in a
brightly-patterned blanket and sucking on a roll of burning weed,
stepped from the shadows and walked alongside Ignacio. The old man
was the same one he had seen in the tree. He had only one tooth and
wore a broad-brimmed hat woven from dried grasses.

"Going to see IxChup?" The old man spoke
perfect Castilian Spanish.

"Eeksh CHOOP?" Ignacio asked, never letting
his gaze waver from the glorious, silver face of the moon.

"The beauty in the moon," the old man said.
"The cold silver light who is a woman. Your eyes are full of her."
The old man blew smoke on Ignacio's face.

Ignacio coughed and waved away the
burned-weed smell. "Yes," he said. "IxChup. Of course. A perfect
name for that perfect face. I will find her and serve her," he
said. "I have always followed and served her, I think. Her beauty
holds my heart."

"Many hearts," the old man said. "All the
little people love her."

The chatter of the people in the forest grew
louder. Many laughed. Crickets and frogs sang Ignacio's name.

"Who are you?" Ignacio asked.

"Itzamná," the old man said.

"Eets ahm NAH," Ignacio mouthed. Another odd
name, but a pleasant sort for a savage — ancient but not angry or
sick like most — not afraid of a Spaniard and not ready to
kill.

"Who are the other shadows?" Ignacio
asked.

"Folks like me," Itzamná said. "Curious —
come to see the men who dress in metal and ride monsters."

Ignacio laughed. "Horses."

"Amazing creatures, your horses. Kind and
terrifying at the same time."

"Can you show me where IxChup lives?" Ignacio
said.

"How can I show you everywhere or nowhere?
Where is life? Where are night and day?"

"She called me to her."

The old man laughed. "She must be bored to
have called a kianto."

"Kee ON toe?"

"Demon of foreign influences."

"Demon? Me?" Ignacio shook his head. "No. I
pray to The Virgin."

"You follow the moon."

Ignacio looked up. The moonlight shone in his
eyes. His heart raced and the fever in his skull burned. He needed
her touch. Her fingers on his face would make all things well.
"Please tell me the way."

The old man blew smoke. "Most embrace her in
the virgin waters of the Gateway to Otherworld in the City of
Gods."

Come, Ignacio, IxChup's cool voice
soothed. Kiss me. Make yourself mine forever.

Ignacio turned toward the voice. He followed
it.

"The man following you — who is he?" Itzamná
asked.

"I am alone."

"A big fellow follows you. Perhaps a hand
taller and two wider in the shoulders."

"Arturo, then."

As if Arturo's name could part the forest
growth like the staff of Moses parted the sea, Ignacio stepped into
a clearing and onto a stone path that ran to the edge of a great
pit. He walked to the edge and looked down into a circle of white
cliffs falling away from the forest floor. Even in health, Ignacio
could not have thrown a stone across the maw of the pit. At the
bottom of the cliffs, a pool of cool, jade water reflected the face
of the moon. From the center of the pit, a shining, pale pink cord
rose up into the sky, through the starry caiman, and into the
heavens beyond. The cord pulsed with life like the heartbeat at the
throat of a maiden.

"Beautiful," Ignacio whispered. "Wonderful."
He opened his arms, trying to embrace the scene. He inhaled, trying
to fill himself with the sacred air of the place.

The face of the moon, pale and silver, peered
up from the waters of the well and into his soul. Ignacio.
Her voice came from the air all around him and from within his
hard-beating pulse. He could taste the silver of her words on his
tongue. Look at me.

"I see you, Milady."

Do you wish to serve me?

"I do, Milady," he said. "With all my heart,
I wish it."

A delicate, silvery hand reached up from the
waters and touched the cord. A woman more beautiful than the marble
virgins of Seville rose from the waters, each pulse of the cord
lifting her higher. She released the cord and walked on air across
the gulf between them, her silver hair dancing long and slow on the
forest's night breeze. Finally, she stood naked on the stones
before Ignacio.

"IxChup," Itzamná said. "Is it wise to
embrace outlanders?"

"Please, take me," Ignacio said. "I'm dying.
I would give my breath to serve your beauty. No poem touches the
heart more deeply. No cold ideal wrought in stone can inspire such
fire in the mind and soul."

"The stone wheels of time turn," she said,
"and each turn changes the world. He has come to me. I will embrace
him."

"Stop!" a man yelled from the forest
darkness. "Demons and ghosts! In the name of the Father, the Son,
and the Holy Spirit, leave my cousin be!"

Ignacio turned. "Arturo!" He smiled and
pointed toward IxChup. "Can you see her? Can you see her
beauty?"

"Ignacio, come here. Step back from the
pit."

"Arturo, she is beauty, do you not think
so?"

"She is a devil," Arturo said.

"I think, IxChup," Itzamná said, "you embrace
more trouble than you know. These men don't know our names and
faces." He breathed smoke from his rolled weeds.

"You have followed your cousin this far."
IxChup raised one delicate hand, reaching toward Arturo. "Follow
him to me."

Arturo aimed a wheel-lock pistol. The wheel
spun. Flint sparked. Pan flashed. Fire erupted from black metal
barrel. The hissing bang followed.

The ball ripped through IxChup's glowing
breast.

"NO!" Ignacio cried.

IxChup drifted near to Ignacio. She put her
cool hand to Ignacio's fiery cheek. "Thank you, Ignacio; he cannot
hurt me." The hole in IxChup's breast closed. Her silvery flesh
became perfect again.

"Did you see, Arturo?" said Ignacio. "A
miracle. Santa Maria," he said with reverence.

"You see, Itzamná?" she said. "They know us
by other names."

The goddess leaned close to Ignacio. She
rested a cool hand on his neck. He put his parched lips to hers.
Her lips were cool waters quenching the fire of his fever. Her open
eyes became dark wells into which he wanted to fall. He let himself
fall into her, let his heart and soul slip into her liquid silver
embrace and become one with her — become tools to serve her
desires.

Together, arms entwined, kissing still, they
rose on the air, crossed over the pit, touched the cord and began
to descend.

"Ignacio!" Arturo called. He dropped his
spent pistol and ran from the forest. He drew his saber with one
hand and his dirk with the other.

The kiss ended.

Ignacio watched his cousin from the cool
embrace of the moon. Arturo seemed far away, like a man on shore
seen from the deck of a departing ship. He was family and a
cherished friend, but he was beyond Ignacio's reach — left
behind.

The jaguar man dashed from the undergrowth
and blocked Arturo.

"Go back, Arturo," Ignacio said. "Go back and
tell Montejo to leave these people alone."

Arturo's sword flashed in the moonlight.
Suddenly, the jaguar man had two heads. One, the jaguar head, fell
to the ground. The other, a man's head attached to a man's bare,
red-coal shoulders, screamed.

Relief washed through Ignacio's fevered mind
when he realized Arturo fought a real man who had worn a jaguar
mask. A part of Ignacio had felt responsible for creating in
fevered imagination the monster fighting Arturo.

The jaguar man lifted a flat club edged in
long, obsidian blades.

Arturo's saber hissed through the air.

The jaguar man slipped beneath Arturo's
swing. The savage was no stranger to blade and feint. The stone
weapon sang like storm wind through budding tree branches. Blood
erupted from Arturo's thigh. He staggered.

The native fighter slapped Arturo on the side
of the head with the flat of his club. Then he stepped back, as if
the battle were ended.

Arturo reeled. He blinked. He stared for a
moment at the native warrior, then he straightened himself.
Bleeding, he ran past the shadowy fighter, over the leaf-strewn
ground and toward the lip of the well.

"Do not worry, good Arturo," Ignacio said. "I
am saved." He and IxChup descended along the pulsing cord.

At the northernmost edge of the pit, the old
man smoked and watched.

Arturo charged from the east. He leaped out
over the waters of the pit. Falling, he stretched. His sword
flashed again, cutting the cord. Like a severed anchor rope, the
upper part of the cord recoiled, snapping back and upward into the
sky and disappearing beyond the starry caiman as if those stars
were the surface of the sea and the anchor cord had returned to the
decks of a ship sailing above.

The old man shrugged. "The wheels turn," he
said, "and the turns tell."

IxChup, Ignacio, and Arturo fell into the
waters of the gateway to Otherworld in the City of Gods.

Since that night, Ignacio had served The
Moon, had loved IxChup. Now, a mere caricature of what he had been,
he stood in shadows outside a triangular, stone archway. Beyond
waited pure, cool, celestial light in the earthly form of a woman.
In all of his life in flesh and spirit, he had witnessed no greater
beauty.

Ignacio crossed himself to honor his lost
friend and the unpaid debts of their life. Then he strode from the
tunnel into the circle of IxChup's light. "Milady." he said. "Use
me to accomplish your will."

From above, her celestial face illuminated
the circle of limestone cliffs surrounding the water. The stone
lounge at the center of her cenote glowed silver, but it was
empty.

"My Ignacio," she said.

He looked up. Seventy feet above him, her
human form lounged on a stone platform above the circular pool, a
platform from which sacrifices had been thrown in the years before
Arturo had severed the link of spirit between the earth and the
heavens. As always, she was glorious, silver light in human form,
and once he had caught his breath from running, the sight of her
stole it away again.

"Come." She beckoned. The same power that
lifts the tides raised him from the waters and up through the air.
Gently, her will deposited him on the stones beside her.

As soon as his feet met the ground, he
removed his helmet and knelt. "I live to serve the beauty of the
Queen of Night Skies," he said. "I am your creature to
command."

He waited for the caress of her voice.

Crickets sang her name. Tiny frogs hidden
within agave plants that looked like clusters of green, serrated
swords trilled out hymns to her glory. Not far away, a jaguar
chuffed its respect. A goat, likely strayed from local farmers,
padded through the forest and came to stare at the moon goddess in
repose.

IxChup remained silent. She stroked the
rabbit cradled in her arms. It nuzzled its nose into the crook of
her arm.

Her pensive silence brought a shadow into
Ignacio's heart. "You are troubled, Milady. Speak your worries so I
can make them my own and remove the darkness from your mind and
heart."

"Not even IxChup is forever," she said.

He waited, the smell of stone in his nostrils
and the sounds of the forest in his ears.

"Hapikern is vile," she said, "but even his
hungry soul can hold wisdom. This age ends, as did the three before
it."

Ignacio knew the litany of time. "The five
wheels turn; the turns will tell."

"It is not enough," she said. "Stand and look
upon IxChup."

Ignacio gladly obeyed.

She smiled at him — for him. Her full light
shone directly upon him, and he quivered with the joy of the cool,
silver fire that grew in his heart and mind.

"You are first among IxChup's little people,"
she said. "It is your loyalty, which rivals that of the men and
women of my own land, that has won you that place."

"You are my soul, Milady. To do less than
serve your beauty would be to betray myself."

She laughed. "Poet invader, I do enjoy
you."

His heart thrilled beneath his armor.

"Do a thing for IxChup," she said.

"Speak the task. Tobacco from the midlands,
corn from the highlands, the pelt of a jaguar, chicle, jade, gold,
my own beating heart — these and more are yours for a word."

"No, sweet Ignacio. This little thing is
soldier's work." She paused. "And perhaps the work of a lover."

He dared not let the hopeful, lustful flights
of his heart find words in his mind or on his lips. Carefully, he
said, "I would be both for you."

"Soon the five wheels turn full back upon
themselves. What lies before us will not be easy. We wish to
continue beyond the final turn. That is now our work."

"You spoke of a task, a way I might
serve?"

She returned her gaze to the sky, her woman's
face admiring her celestial face; her celestial face admiring her
woman's face.

Ignacio knew that if she looked upon herself,
she could not see him. He waited, counting his own heartbeats, not
daring to speak for fear hope would ruin his words.

At last, she said, "Hapikern believes he has
tricked IxChup. The serpent thinks IxChup will wake the warrior of
the end times for his ends." The gray rabbit lifted its pink
nose. It looked concerned for its mistress. She scratched it behind
the ears. It calmed and nestled its nose to her arm once more.

"The devourer has tried to deceive you?"
Ignacio put a hand on the hilt of his saber. "I shall gather all
the alux'ob to attack him. We can cause him great pain before he
destroys us."

"No. IxChup would send another as her
champion against the serpent."

"I am your first," he said. "It is my
duty."

"IxChup will send Nohochacum."

"Nohochacum? The destroyer of this age?"

"Yes, little one. The same."

"You will die, Milady. Let him sleep. Savor
what time is left. Do not rush to the end of your reign."

"I shall not die. We shall rule." Laughter
poured from her lips like intoxicating balche mixed with slow,
sweet honey and tipped through starlight from a silver pot. It
swept over his fears for her. It fed him, warmed him, and moved him
to dance a helpless, joyful jig.

IxChup spoke. "We shall give Nohochacum the
memory of his power in this life, and the warrior god will kill
Hapikern for us."

Ignacio fought against the dance of joy
created by her laughter. He battled to still his feet and gather
his wits. At last, he stood motionless and said, "When this age was
born, Itzamná set three hearth stones at the roots of the Tree of
Life. On them he wrote the future. They say the world will end when
Nohochacum at last embraces the snake and smothers him — and with
this victory will come the end of the world."

"The stones say they will fight on the
appointed day," said IxChup, "that Nohochacum will win, and that
this age shall pass. The world and this age
may be the same, but perhaps they are not."

"If the world ends, your beauty ends."

"If we do nothing, the world and my beauty
will certainly end."

"Milady, would that your beauty ruled all
things, but I am only alux. I cannot change the course of the stars
in the heavens or the movement of the wheels of time. Tell me,
Milady, what I must do."

"Bring a girl to me."

"A sacrifice?"

"Yes. A sacrifice."

"Who, Milady?" The thrill in his blood
cooled. His European past could not let him revel in the thought of
slaughtering a child, but his love and loyalty to IxChup gave him a
soldier's cold words. "Name her. I will find her, cut out her
heart, and bring it to you."

IxChup turned her human face from the sky.
Her cold, green eyes looked full upon him.

His heart tore at his chest, trying to escape
his body and give itself to her.

She said, "IxChup was born to show men the
nature of beauty. IxChup will be the mistress of a new age, and she
will replace the sun, the serpent, and Itzamná. We shall rule in
the sky, on Earth, and in the hearts of all men and women."

"As it should be." Ignacio bowed his
head.

"When a willing virgin is sacrificed in his
presence, the flesh of Nohochacum will remember his godhood and all
his lives. Once he remembers, We can teach him of his power."

"What of Itzamná?"

"What of him? It is his will that this age
shall end. IxChup now does his will. And when his will is done, We
will create the next cycle of ages.

A quiet, old man's voice spoke from the
shadows of the forest. "Itzamná might be angry if he knew you
plotted like this."

Ignacio turned and drew his saber. "Who dares
spy on the Queen of the Night?"

"Be calm, little invader," the voice said.
Itzamná stepped out of the shadows. His dark face seemed to be made
of dry leather bearing the wrinkles and scars of a long life
toiling among men, a life of battles won and lost. His wide, grass
hat shadowed his sloped forehead and long nose, and smoke rose from
the larger end of the long cone of his hand-rolled cigar. The smoke
pooled beneath the brim of his hat before slipping around the edges
and rising in white rivulets into the four corners of the night
sky.

"You will end too, old father," IxChup said.
"When they battle, you will end like all the world and all the
gods. You, among us all, have the most reason to be angry. You made
these men and women who have turned away from us. You gave them the
world in which they live."

Itzamná strode forward. The jaguar followed
him from the trees. The goat moved forward and stood beside the
jaguar. Both watched Itzamná.

Ignacio blocked his path, sword ready.

Itzamná's voice soothed the night. "Little
invader, will that sword protect you from me?"

Ignacio regarded the old man who had lifted
the sky from the earth and set the three hearth stones of the
universe. He suddenly felt small and silly. "It may delay your
advance," he said.

"Be easy, little one," IxChup said.

Ignacio glanced at his queen. She seemed
calm, unconcerned. He glared at Itzamná. "I am watching, old man."
He sheathed his sword.

Itzamná blew a pale stream of smoke toward
them. Then he said, "Will waking my grandson to his destiny change
the turn of the wheels or the words on the stones?" He stepped up
onto the stones and sat beside IxChup. Together, they watched the
slow progress of her face in the heavens.

Ignacio knew that his own love and existence
might soon end, for gods were making plans that would change the
movements of stars in the sky.

"Such beauty, IxChup," said Itzamná. "Is it
not enough to have ruled the tides of the ocean and the humours in
the blood of men and women for ten thousand years?"

"You created this age, old man
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