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PROLOGUE


THIS IS WHERE THE STORY BEGINS.


Not all gods were created equal.


First, Sol shaped the Golds, who were powerful but ruled by vanity.


Second, Sol crafted the Jades, who were kind but ruled by duty.


Third, Sol forged the Obsidians, who were clever but ruled by cruelty.


Finally, Sol made humans, who were mortal but capable of boundless joy and passion.


Reino del Sol was bountiful with love and light.


It didn’t last.


Sol tasked their godly children to watch over the mortals, to help them thrive.


They distributed gifts from fallen stars.


In one particularly trustworthy Jade, Sol placed the power of Good Fortune—


the ability to turn the tides in his favor.


The god, Suerte, worked with Sol and their beloved, Tierra, to shape the world of humans.


Suerte showed Agua where to carve the rivers.


He guided the Estaciones into periods of sun and rain to nourish the crops.


He helped Maize teach the mortals to farm, to use the land Tierra provided them.


He created a paradise for Sol’s mortal children, and for a time, all was good.


It didn’t last.


The Obsidians grew bitter in their temples of black stone, festering in their resentment of Sol’s favoritism to the mortals, and the imbalanced delegation of godly gifts.


They planned to enslave their human wards, to steal Sol from the Earth, and rule over the chaos that remained.


They brought forth great creatures to terrorize the land


Suerte had worked so hard to protect.


All he had helped build was brought to ruin.


And so,


 Fortune


  fell.


A new god rose from the ashes—Mala Suerte


Bad Luck.


A deity made to fight back.


He rode out with the Golds in battle


and razed the Obsidian cities to the ground.


When Sol gave their life to trap the traitor gods beneath the earth, the Golds and the Jades devised a system to keep the stones of Sol’s flesh lit.


They would call it The Sunbearer Trials.


It was a chance for children of the gods to show their worth.


It didn’t last.
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CHAPTER 1



XIO
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“Don’t you get it? . . . I don’t need your help, I don’t want you to save me! I am Obsidian, and this is our revenge!”


Xio spat his final declaration as he was swallowed by the nebulous dark Caos had conjured. The rush of wind howled in Xio’s ears as he flailed, untethered and falling endlessly. The air was sucked from his lungs and for a brief, disorienting moment, Xio thought he might suffocate—and then it was like someone flicked on the lights. He landed hard on his back.


He had a second to register their new location—wet stone soaking into the back of his shirt, the smell of damp moss and the relieving cool of being deep underground, the throbbing in his right hand—before the world exploded with movement all around him.


Ocelo was the first to launch, their claws extended and aimed directly at Venganza’s face. The tall, goat-headed god sighed as though he found this all incredibly dull, and flicked his wrist, backhanding Ocelo with such force it sent them flying head over heels.


Auristela shouted. Unlike Ocelo, she had taken a moment to assess her surroundings before charging into action—which, Xio reflected, was to be expected. Her gold jewelry sparked in firelight as she sent a massive wave of flames careening toward Venganza, Caos, and Chupacabra from behind.


Xio hadn’t spent months of his life learning all her tricks to fall for that now.


“Watch out!” he cried, scrambling to his feet. But he didn’t need to.


Caos threw out their midnight blue hand and Auristela’s fire went out—disappearing in a puff. Auristela snarled, and Xio was pretty sure he heard a chuckle echo from Caos’s shrouded, featureless face. The hem of their dark robes hovered above the ground, their exposed midnight blue skin dancing with moving constellations.


Xio crouched, readying himself to be the target of the Golds’ rage, but they didn’t seem to even notice him.


The semidioses put up a good fight, throwing all of their best moves at the three gods. Still decked out in their gaudy regalia, the Golds looked out of place. They were supposed to be parading around Sol Temple, gleaming alongside all the opulence and grandeur. Instead, they were in dank, wet darkness.


Xochi’s thorns were out in full force, ready to shred whatever she struck with her vines. Marino used high pressure streams of water powerful enough to cut through wood, an advanced move he used so rarely that Xio had only ever seen one video of it on TúTube. Atzi tossed lightning, not at all weighed down by her ruffled dress. Earsplitting cracks filled the room as the bolts missed their targets and ricocheted off the walls.


Dezi, fast as a hummingbird, dodged around the others, trying to get within reach of one of the gods, but it was no use. They were disorganized and sloppy, frantic instead of calculated.


Xio relaxed. He wasn’t in any danger.


For once, the Golden children of the dios were outmatched. And, damn, did it feel good to watch.


Xochi moved in again and this time Xio exhaled a laugh, shaking off his nerves.


“Seriously?” he asked aloud. “Just give it up before you—”


BOOM.


Searing electricity contracted every muscle in Xio’s body, locking his legs. It lasted only a moment before he was staring up from the floor again. Everything hurt, from the top of his head and down his spine to his butt. Xio groaned, ears ringing and skull throbbing.


Atzi stood to his left, looking smug. She flipped Xio off before Caos snapped his fingers and bound her arms in ropes.


Cheeks hot, Xio struggled to his feet and tried to ignore the tingling of his skin, like ants were crawling all over him. He should have been keeping an eye on Atzi—he knew what she was capable of. He looked to Venganza for any trace of embarrassment or disappointment, but found none. The Obsidians seemed more amused by the Golds fighting back than anything else—but Xio knew they couldn’t let their guard down.


He’d studied the Golds. He knew their strategies, their go-to attacks, and most importantly, their ultimate moves that they only used in the most dire circumstances.


That was why, when he saw Auristela pressing her flames between her palms, sweat beading her forehead as they changed from orange and red to bright white, Xio called out to the Obsidians, “Watch it!”


Venganza’s goat head snapped to Auristela, horizontal pupils spotting her attack. He twisted out of the way, narrowly avoiding the blast before it careened into the wall and exploded on impact. The burst of heat hit Xio in the face, the worn stone floor trembling beneath his feet.


“Whoa,” Xio breathed, squinting through the smoke where there was now a massive, scorched hole blown into the limestone. “Explosive Fireball Blast,” he murmured to himself, updating the database of Gold Heroes in his head. Xio hadn’t known that was a move Auristela was even capable of. He wished he had his binder to take down notes.


“I think that’s enough playtime for now,” Venganza said, pinching out a smoldering tuft of fur near one of his horns.


In a blink, something large streaked across the room and next thing Xio knew, Auristela was dangling in midair, her wrists trapped in Chupacabra’s clawed hand. The diosa’s skin was covered in fur, her head like a wolf’s, and she walked on hind legs.


“That’s a neat little trick, diosita,” Chupacabra said, letting out a terrible laugh. Her eyes—scarlet pupils set in venom yellow sclera—danced with delight.


Auristela flexed her fingers, but the flames spluttered, unable to catch no matter how many sparks she flicked to life. Xio knew she couldn’t create fire big enough to cause damage without full use of her hands, and the Obsidians knew that because he’d told them.


But that didn’t stop Auristela. She fought back hard—thrashing, swearing, and kicking Chupacabra, who just laughed until Auristela landed a kick to her ribs.


Chupacabra grabbed Auristela’s hair knot and gave it a hard yank, snapping her head back. Auristela let out a pained shout.


Ocelo roared. They charged at Chupacabra, muscles still swollen and fangs elongated, claws unsheathed from their fingers.


In a blur of movement too fast for Xio to track, an obsidian dagger appeared in Chupacabra’s hand, held to Auristela’s neck. “Down, kitty,” Chupacabra warned, her wolfish face twisted in terrible glee.


Ocelo skidded to a stop. Auristela stopped thrashing. The others froze. Frightened silence filled the room.


Ocelo’s snarl twitched, fear behind their slitted pupils as their eyes danced between Chupacabra and Auristela. The edge of the glassy black blade hovered over the pulse of Auristela’s neck.


“One wrong move and this will cut through her pretty semidiose skin like butter,” Chupacabra teased in a singsong voice. “Your little semidiose healing won’t do much good against pure obsidian—isn’t that right?” she said, her attention swinging to Xio.


The haze of adrenaline cleared and Xio suddenly remembered dragging the ceremonial dagger across his palm. He looked down at his hand. It was a clean cut, black blood spilling freely like a weeping eye. There weren’t any signs of healing yet, but he couldn’t heal as quickly as other semidioses, and the obsidian of the blade didn’t help. Blood slid between his fingers and dripped onto the dirty stone floor.


The Golds stared in horror and confusion.


On instinct, Xio hid his hand behind his back.


Auristela glared at Chupacabra like she was trying to set her on fire with just her mind. “I’d turn you into a pile of charred bones before you even got the chance,” she seethed through clenched teeth.


Chupacabra let out another shrieking, feral laugh. She leaned her face close to Auristela’s, her long tongue slithering out to lick her salivating jowls. “Want to bet?” With the lightest press, golden blood bloomed against the blade, trickling down Auristela’s neck.


Auristela stilled, but her eyes blazed with violence as her friends pleaded with Chupacabra to stop.


Xio’s heart leapt into his throat as the other semidioses cried out. Part of him said, Who cares what happens to her? She’s a Gold. She’s the Gold, Her Royal Highness Auristela, pride of Reino del Sol and all their crooked gods. Killing Golds had always been part of the plan.


You can’t have a rebellion without slitting a few throats, Venganza had told him during the trials, using their secret method of communication—the stone on Xio’s azabache bracelet. Venganza had been Xio’s only real ally throughout the trials, the only person who gave a shit what happened to the low-blooded, powerless thirteen-year-old everyone else regarded as the obvious sacrifice.


Well, not everyone. But Xio didn’t have time to think about that right now.


“Now, now, let’s come to our senses,” Venganza said. “There’s no need for all this.”


Relief crashed over Xio as Venganza stepped forward. Being near Chupacabra was like being stalked by a predator—you had to be constantly on guard, perpetually in fear of being attacked. Chupacabra was unpredictable and violent, but his father was levelheaded.


“Just be obedient and there will be no need for unpleasantness,” he explained calmly, looking at each semidiose in turn.


Marino signed what Venganza said to Dezi while the other Golds exchanged uneasy looks. Except for Auristela, who was still locked in a staring contest with Chupacabra.


Venganza turned to Xio. “Oh dear.” He tsked. “Come, let me see your injury.”


Xio lifted his chin and approached his father. He laid his hand face up in Venganza’s enormous, godly palm.


“Caos, if you wouldn’t mind,” Venganza said.


With a snap, a cloth appeared in his hand. It was dark, the deep purple-blue of midnight, and stitched with silvery constellations that undulated. Carefully, Venganza wrapped it around Xio’s hand with his long fingers before tying it in place.


It was like holding the night sky in his palm. Like he could reach through the fabric and into the stars.


Venganza smiled down at him. “It’ll certainly leave a scar, but it will at least heal with some time.”


Xio did his best to smile back and ignore the fluttering of his pulse. This was his father, not someone to be afraid of. He just needed to get used to Venganza, his goat head and large teeth, and the pulse of vengeful energy that poured from him. While his father seemed calm and collected, Xio could feel the raw power Venganza held contained just below the surface.


“You’ve done so well,” Venganza said earnestly, pressing a hand to his chest before placing it on Xio’s shoulder. “I am proud to call you my son.”


Xio released a shaky breath, the reassurance hitting him so hard his knees almost buckled. He puffed out his chest as he looked up at his father. He didn’t even flinch when Venganza’s nails bit into his shoulder as he gave it a squeeze.


“What?” Auristela hissed.


The Golds stared at Xio, a mixture of confusion, betrayal, and fear.


Xio stared back and soaked it in. For once, they were taking him seriously.


For once, people were afraid of him.


Except for Dezi. After Marino signed to him—the taller boy not taking his wide eyes off Xio as he did—Dezi turned to Xio. His eyebrows drew together, his features softening. Dezi’s eyes held Xio’s gaze and there was sadness behind them. And it wasn’t for himself. It was for Xio.


And Xio hated it.


“We should secure the prisoners before they try anything,” Xio said, turning away from Dezi’s pity.


Auristela tugged against Chupacabra’s grip again, earning another cut, but she didn’t seem to care. All her rage was on Xio, eyes blazing dangerously as she snarled, “When I get my hands on you, I’m going to melt your eyes from your skull—”


Xio stepped back, bumping into Venganza.


“Caos,” Venganza said politely, speaking over Auristela.


With a snap, Auristela’s mouth snapped shut. Her jaw flexed and strained, but it was like her lips had been glued closed.


Xio forced the muscles in his face to calm as Chupacabra howled with laughter.


He wasn’t scared. He wasn’t even angry like some combustible little princesses. He was above that. And he wouldn’t ramble any excuses out, either. This was the smart thing to do. He was composed. He was powerful. He was in his element. He was home.


When Xio opened his eyes, he found Atzi staring at him intently, her pretty mouth curled in disgust. Xio glared back.


“I think that’s enough for now,” Venganza announced, turning to Caos and Chupacabra.


Chupacabra put her dagger away, which seemed to let everyone relax a little.


“Junior’s right, we’ll have plenty of time to play later,” Chupacabra cooed, dragging Auristela along so the diosa could give Xio a condescending pat on the head. He resisted the urge to bite her hand.


Xio had to dodge a kick from Auristela, but Chupacabra yanked her back.


“Let’s make our guests more comfortable,” Venganza said, turning to Caos.


They snapped their fingers. Gold bracelets, armbands, rings pulled free from the semidioses’ regalia, landing in a heap. Xio’s own jade-and-gold chest piece hung heavy around his neck.


“Hey!” Atzi tried to snatch back the large Tormentoso pendant around her neck, but she wasn’t quick enough. All the jewelry landed in a heap at Caos’s feet, including Ocelo’s jaguar teeth necklace and the polished seashells from Marino’s.


The fresh flowers were ripped from Xochi’s dress by invisible hands, leaving her clutching its tattered black skirts with tears in her eyes. Then there was Auristela, who looked oddly plain after removing all the glitzy jewelry she was usually covered in.


“Let me go!” she snarled.


Chupacabra turned to Caos and raised Auristela in the air by her wrists as she continued to thrash. “Could you do something about this?”


Snap.


Auristela went limp.


“NO!” Ocelo cried as the others panicked, staring in horror as Auristela’s motionless body swung from Chupacabra’s grip.


“STOP.” Venganza’s voice boomed, echoing off the walls and reverberating down Xio’s spine. The Golds fell into stunned silence. Venganza cleared his throat and put a pleasant smile on his face. “Your friend is fine, only sleeping,” he told them gently.


It was true. Xio could see the slow rise and fall of her chest.


The Golds started asking questions all at once, signing wildly as they spoke.


“What did you do?” Xochi demanded, trying to look brave.


“What’s going on out there?” Atzi asked.


The desperation was clear in Marino’s voice when he said, “What do you even want with us?”


Dezi was on guard, intently watching. Xio could see the cogs in his head working on a plan, which wasn’t good.


“What were those things falling out of the sky?”


“Where are our parents?”


“Where are we?”


“What are you?” Ocelo said in disgust, staring at the black blood smeared across Xio’s hand.


Xio tensed and glared at Ocelo, unable to find his voice.


Venganza put his hands up, and the semidioses immediately stopped talking. This time, it wasn’t one of Caos’s tricks.


Venganza grinned at their obedience. “We have only done what Sol forced us to do,” he said. “We were here for the creation of the world. We belong in Reino del Sol just like any other diose, semidiose, or human,” he reasoned. “But we couldn’t return under Sol’s watchful eye. In order for us to come home, Sol’s light needed to be snuffed out, so we had to put an end to that annoying little ritual of yours.


“Instead of that yummy golden sacrifice that was meant to recharge the Sol stones and keep us caged for the next decade, we fed the earth the rich obsidian blood of my son.”


Here he turned to Xio with a knowing grin. “Without the sun in the way, Xio here was able to summon us home.”


“Those things,” he continued with distasteful emphasis, “are Celestials.”


The Golds broke into hushed chatter.


“There’s nothing to be afraid of.” Venganza chuckled. “They’re our creations.” He gestured to himself, Chupacabra, and Caos. “I’m sure your parents told you they were monsters, but they’re much more like pets. Very obedient.”


Xio smirked. Venganza was downplaying how dangerous the Celestials really were. And the semidioses were likely desperate enough to believe him.


“The cosmos is a dark, cold, and terrible place,” Venganza continued. “They were banished with us. We couldn’t just abandon them out there.” He gave a nonchalant wave of his hand. “They’re finally getting some much-needed time to stretch their legs.”


“Do you really think our parents will let you get away with that?” Atzi asked sarcastically as she glared at Venganza. Xio couldn’t decide if she was brave or foolish. Either way, she definitely had a death wish.


Venganza’s goat lips stretched into a smile. “No, that’s why I stole their favorite children as collateral.”


Chupacabra howled with laughter. “I mean, seriously, the Sunbearer Trials? Why not just put all your most talented and special children in an open field with a sign that says ‘Please Kidnap Me!’? The Golds have always been so arrogant.” She laughed again, but Xio could see the barely restrained rage twitching in her wolfish face.


“We weren’t all Golds,” Marino said hesitantly.


Venganza nodded at Xio. “Obviously.”


“That’s not what I mean,” Marino said. He took in a deep breath and puffed out his chest with a defiant look. “The Sunbearer this year was a Jade.”


A stabbing pain hit Xio in the chest, but it had the opposite effect on the Golds.


“Teo!” Xochi said, looking around like she’d just realized he wasn’t there.


“That’s right, and no one saw him coming,” Atzi said, like it was some kind of threat.


“Including the dioses,” Ocelo added gruffly.


Dezi nodded fervently.


“It’s true, we didn’t see that twist coming, either,” Venganza admitted. “But that’s not a complication. In fact, it made things much easier for our dear Xio. It was going to be a lot of work for him to throw the closing ceremony as an observer of the trials.” Venganza chuckled. “Not only did Sol put him directly into the trials, but the Son of Quetzal did all the hard work of throwing the sacrifice for us, as well. It was too easy.”


Venganza presented the Sol Stone. With the light gone, Sol’s golden skull was barely visible through the smoky glass. “The dioses and Heroes will have their hands full with the Celestials, and the Sun Stones protecting the cities will go out in a matter of days,” he went on. “Without this”—he rolled the Sol Stone between his fingers—“it will be impossible for the Golds to stop us. We’ll remake Reino del Sol as it was meant to be: not dioses serving the humans, but humans serving their dioses.” Venganza smiled. “All we have to do is wait.”


When the Golds broke out in a panic and started to argue, Xio wasn’t surprised, but it was embarrassing to watch.


“Like I said,” Venganza told them slowly, his voice booming above the rest. “If you cooperate and do as you’re told, no harm will come to you.”


Everyone turned to Dezi as he started to sign. Mala Suerte had always prioritized learning accessible languages, so when Xio caught bird and brother, his stomach dropped before Venganza interrupted.


“Ah-ah,” he said, waving a finger and chiding Dezi. “None of that.”


Dezi jumped as ropes bound his wrists together. He turned to Venganza, staring at him in disbelief.


“Don’t do that!” Marino said, with more backbone than Xio had seen since they arrived in Los Restos. He frantically signed reassurances to Dezi.


Venganza quirked an eyebrow at that, and then all the Golds’ wrists became knotted in rope.


Xochi was bewildered. “We can’t communicate with him without our hands!”


“Do you have any idea how hard it is to read lips, asshole?!” Ocelo fumed, throwing their whole body into trying to wrench themself free.


“Ooh,” Chupacabra cooed. “Look how smart they are, Venganza!”


“I know exactly what tricks Amor’s children can get up to,” Venganza agreed. “I think it’s better for all of us if we eliminate any opportunities for problems.”


Xio had to look away from Dezi’s pleading eyes—it was cruel, yes, but Xio trusted that Venganza had his reasons. Venganza had never lied to him, never made him believe he ought to be something he could never be.


Chills ran up Xio’s spine as disembodied laughter filled the air. Caos appeared between the other two Obsidians in a wisp of indigo smoke. “Are you still sore about that little thing with Amor, Venganza?” Caos said in their strange way of talking, like multiple voices speaking at once, echoing from down a long hallway. “It’s been, what, a few thousand years?”


Chupacabra shrieked with laughter, only to be cowed by a single look from Venganza. Xio didn’t miss the way she and Caos retreated from his father. They were all scary-powerful in their own right, but Caos and Chupacabra knew who their leader was. Venganza commanded respect, and a healthy amount of fear.


That was what Xio wanted.


He looked back at the bound Golds. Angry tears gathered in Xochi’s eyes and Marino stood between Dezi and the Obsidians, even though Xio could see the tension threading the cords of his neck. Atzi and Ocelo practically had smoke coming out of their ears.


“Caos, would you ready our guests’ accommodations?” Venganza asked.


The skin of Caos’s featureless face twisted and stretched into something that might have been a grin. Indigo tendrils of smoke unfurled from their robes before they sank and disappeared through the floor.


“Now, come along,” Venganza instructed, walking down the hall.


The Golds exchanged looks, like they didn’t know what to do. Xio wondered if that had to do with the fact that Auristela wasn’t there to lead them, since she was still unconscious in Chupacabra’s grip.


Chupacabra sprang into action, circling the semidioses like a dog herding sheep. Or, rather, a wolf hunting its prey. If someone fell behind, she was there, snapping her teeth until they huddled tightly together. All the while, Auristela was still draped over Chupacabra’s shoulders, facedown and limbs dangling.


“Look what’s become of your temple, Venganza,” Chupacabra growled, nose twitching and lips peeling back in distaste. “It’s a disgrace.”


The ruined temple was a labyrinth of broken limestone and decaying vegetation, interrupted by dead ends of collapsed rubble. The floors were cracked and uneven, broken up by wandering tree roots. Water plinked down from the canopy of overgrown ferns that filled caved-in portions of the ceiling. Intricately carved walls were worn away and stained by moss and mildew.


“It has been sitting untended for a few thousand years,” Venganza reminded her dryly.


The slap of their footsteps against the cold, wet stone floors echoed in the empty space. Cobwebs—and worse things Xio was trying not to notice—hung from doorways, and a thick coating of grime colored the whole temple in dull, muted grays.


Xio remembered the first time he’d found this place. The day everything changed, the day he’d learned the truth about where he came from—so different from the lies Mala Suerte had given him.


He couldn’t remember the first time he ran away—he’d done it too many times. What he did remember was that by the time he felt guilty enough to turn around and go home, no one had even noticed he was gone yet. Mala Suerte’s temple was too full, too hectic for one missing kid to stand out. So, running away became Xio’s new favorite thing. For a few hours, or sometimes even a couple of days, just to get away from people. To not feel them staring, to not constantly feel on edge.


At first, the priests would panic and summon his dad—who was always able to find him—but then it happened often enough that he was just labeled as a flight risk, expected to eventually return, and the priests just let him run.


Xio found himself wandering closer and closer to the edge of town, past where Los Restos lay. He was drawn to the jungle. When he got close, it set his skin buzzing with electricity.


Everyone was warned of the dangers of Los Restos. The former territory of the Obsidians was said to be cursed and full of bloodthirsty monsters. Sometimes he could hear movement and see glowing eyes in the shadows, but none of the creatures of Los Restos ever bothered him.


Maybe that should’ve been a hint.


Even now, a year later, he could still feel the horror of his first period when he looked down to find rivulets of black running down his legs and circling the shower drain. Terrified, he tried to clean it up, to make it stop, quick, before anyone could see—of course, Renata had heard him crying through the door and run for their father right away.


When Mala Suerte realized what was happening, he told the curious group of siblings and priests to leave and locked the door behind him. Xio clutched a towel, tears streaming down his face, trembling. Mala Suerte couldn’t lie to him anymore because the truth was spilled across the white tile of the floor.


The dios he thought was his father had taken Xio to the observatory at the top of his temple. As they walked slowly around the room, Suerte revealed the real story of the war of the gods. After Sol banished the Obsidians, the Golds and Jades took it upon themselves to make sure no Obsidian could threaten Reino del Sol again. It wasn’t enough to banish the gods alone—they had to wipe out their descendants, too.


Xio’s mother had died shortly after he’d been born, but it wasn’t simply bad luck. She’d been slaughtered by the gods as they burned Obsidian cities to the ground, searching for children of Venganza, Caos, and Chupacabra. Mala Suerte had been part of it. He didn’t even try to deny it.


Thousands of years later, his dad said, something kept pulling him back to Los Restos. It was just after the last trials, when Suerte should have been preparing for the new Sunbearer to come and recharge Ciudad Afortunada’s Sun Stone. Instead, he’d gone wandering Los Restos. He found the remains of Venganza’s temple, nothing more than a pile of rubble, but he stumbled upon something strange.


In the ruins, Mala Suerte found a large orb of obsidian, covered in thousands of years’ worth of dust, grime, and moss. When he touched it, the orb opened to reveal a small child, wrapped in soft blankets, fast asleep and unharmed. That was when the lies and charades began.


His dad tried to explain, but Xio couldn’t hear him.


“Why am I here?” Xio demanded. “How can I exist?”


Suerte had only shrugged. “Sol willed it.”


Xio still thought that was a bullshit answer.


That night at dinner, his siblings were kind and gentle with him. They thought he was struggling with the dysphoria of his first period—he’d only started using new pronouns a few months before, and they just wanted to help. But their sympathy only made him feel worse—maybe, if he were who he’d always thought he was, dysphoria would be his biggest problem right then. Instead, he was coming to terms with the fact that his entire life had been a lie. That he was one of the monsters children told stories about around the campfire.


His whole life, he’d felt like there was something wrong with him.


His whole life, Mala Suerte had known.


Mala Suerte made Xio vow not to tell anyone the truth about his parentage. The Golds would surely have him killed. Xio could only stare back at his pretend father, speechless.


That night, when he ran away, he had no intention of coming back.


He went to Los Restos, seeking out Venganza’s temple. It was like a voice calling through the jungle. Xio found the ruins of his home city, Venganza’s temple waiting for him at its center. He found the massive, destroyed glyph at the altar.


That was when Venganza found him.


He spoke to Xio through the glyph. Xio learned about what had happened to their people. How they’d been attacked and hunted down for no other reason than the color of their blood. Venganza warned him about the Golds and promised Xio a future where he had a family—his real family.


All it took was a little bad luck.


Lost in thought, Xio’s pace slowed, until he walked side by side with the captured semidioses. He couldn’t bring himself to look in their direction, but when a rat scurried across the path, he could hear Ocelo’s growl of disgust and couldn’t stop himself from smirking.


Niya would have loved to make fun of the meathead cat for that one.


Stop it, Xio chastised himself. He wasn’t supposed to think of Niya or Teo or any of the time they’d spent together during the trials. Their friendship had been a farce, all a part of Xio’s plan. And if he had enjoyed it—well, that was in the past.


Besides, Niya, Teo, and Aurelio had all managed to escape their trap. They were probably already working with the Golds to organize an attack against the Obsidians. This was war, and they were on the wrong side. Xio wouldn’t waste time thinking about two inconsequential Golds and a Jade.


They reached a doorway that opened onto the landing of a long spiral staircase. It went up higher than Xio could see and disappeared into the darkness below. Chupacabra practically skipped down into the dungeon, Auristela’s body jostling on her shoulder.


At the bottom of a set of pitted stairs, a large stone archway waited for them, yawning open like the mouth of a beast. Beyond it was pitch-black. Xio strained his eyes to see into the dark, but it was impossible.


“Ah, here we are,” Venganza said. His voice echoed in the cavernous void when he called out, “Caos, do you mind?”


Xio watched as the Gold’s faces drained of color. Dezi frantically looked to Marino, then the others, but their hands could not lift into any reassuring signs.


Snap.


All six vanished in wisps of smoke.


Xio whipped his head around. “Where did they—?”


Venganza chuckled and reached down, placing his massive hand on Xio’s back. “Come, let me show you,” he said with an encouraging nudge.


Xio glanced at the doorway again. He hadn’t gone this far down into the temple during his own exploring. This deep underground, the cool, musty air slid across his skin, bringing with it the stench of mold and rot. In the dark, strange sounds echoed.


He forced himself to follow.
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CHAPTER 2



TEO
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On the long list of Teo’s recent fuckups, accidentally triggering the apocalypse had to be number one.


The Sol Stone was destroyed, Luna was dead, and the sun—the literal sun—was gone. He had fucked up so completely that the strongest young Golds in Reino del Sol had fallen into the hands of the Obsidians who, until now, had been locked up in the stars. And all because Teo couldn’t follow the rules.


In spite of all that, Teo knew if he could go back and do it all again, he’d still refuse to kill Auristela. Hell, he’d even still try to catch Xio before he fell.


Xio, Son of Venganza.


Betrayal, embarrassment, and heartache stormed inside Teo, filling up his chest. How had he not seen it? Every moment he, Niya, and Xio were together—talking about how they were the underdogs and needed to stick together, laughing over breakfast, combing through Xio’s dorky trading card collection to memorize stats on the competition—flashed through Teo’s head. He had known something was wrong before the trials ended, but he’d never imagined Xio had been behind it all.


Niya and Auristela fighting on the jungle floor. Ocelo, constantly trying to set Teo off. And Auristela, just before she blew the final trial and cost herself her life—their eyes had all been black. They’d all been acting so angry, so—so vengeful.


Teo thought about the story Xio had told, about the girls in Xio’s class who’d gotten lice after bothering Xio about his own hair. Bad luck, Xio had said.


No, Teo realized now. Revenge. All this time, Xio was plotting the Obsidians’ revenge. How could he have missed that?


And now all of Reino del Sol was paying for Teo’s mistakes.


But they still had a chance. All Teo had to do was get through Los Restos, sneak into Venganza’s temple, steal the Sol Stone back, and then summon the gods to resurrect Sol.


What could possibly go wrong?


Teo changed out of his now dirty and tattered ceremonial regalia, abandoning the feathered cape and Sunbearer crown in his room. He changed back into his Academy-designed uniform and couldn’t help feeling like he was starting the trials all over again.


Huemac and the Sol priests brought essential supplies as Teo, Niya, and Aurelio packed their backpacks. Teo carefully wrapped Fantasma’s used tapered candle into the sleeve of a jacket. He couldn’t figure out a safe place for the iridescent feather his mother had pulled from her hair. Summoning the dioses when they were ready was a vital part to the success of their mission, so it needed to be close, easy to reach.


When she saw him struggling, Niya bounded over. Using some gold from her bangle, Niya fashioned an earring with a small chain and attached the feather by pressing another bit of gold around the quill. The soft feather tickled the side of Teo’s neck when he put it on.


Aurelio had the tiny vial holding the Elixir of Charming tied around his neck with a leather cord, and the Decanter of Endless Water was tucked into a side pocket, but Teo noticed he’d stuffed the Scorching Circlet into the depths of his bag while they were packing. Meanwhile, Niya was still wearing the Ring of Shielding with the Unbreakable Blade clutched in her hand. He knew she was going through it when she didn’t make a single joke as she packed up Tormentoso’s Bag of Winds and Primavera’s Gem of Regeneration.


Teo struggled to heft his pack onto his back while Niya and Aurelio slung theirs over their shoulders like they weighed nothing. At school, his wings were always bound so he could wear a normal backpack over them with mild discomfort. But now that they were free, he needed a special bag to accommodate them.


Luckily, the Sol priests had made him one for the trials that he didn’t end up using. It was a pear-shaped backpack that hung just below his shoulder blades and wings. In addition to the shoulder straps, there was another across Teo’s chest to keep it secured when he was flying, and each strap was fitted with quick-release buckles.


Teo, Niya, and Aurelio followed Huemac down the broken steps of Sol Temple, lit by torches in the perpetual night.


“You have two weeks before the Sun Stones go out and leave the cities entirely defenseless,” Huemac said as he led them through the streets of Sol City with surprising swiftness. “Without the Sun Stones, there will be no way to resurrect Sol and banish the Obsidians back to the stars.” As if Teo could forget.


“Either we’ll pull it off, or Reino del Sol will be swarmed by celestial monsters and turned to rubble, and all its people along with it,” Niya confirmed, trying to sound confident but failing miserably.


Usually, Teo would be physically restraining Niya from chasing down the Obsidians and seeking her revenge. But now, she kept staring up at the night sky looking . . . lost.


“No pressure or anything,” Teo said, stumbling to keep up with Huemac and desperate to gauge what his mentor was thinking.


Teo couldn’t get a read on him. Ever since the ceremony, Huemac had been in emergency response mode—focused, rushed, and wearing a somber expression that was hard to decipher. His curt intensity was making Teo’s skin crawl. He couldn’t tell if Huemac was mad at him, if he thought Teo had messed everything up.


If he thought Teo had made the wrong choice.


Aurelio was even quieter than usual, which, for him, was saying a lot. He hadn’t said a word to Teo since they’d been ushered into their rooms to get changed. A deep frown had taken up residence on his handsome face, bunching his brow and sending the muscles in his jaw jumping as he tapped his fingers on one of his gold armbands.


When they reached the docks, Huemac pointed. “Take the trajinera,” he said. Every other boat was long gone, leaving a lone white-and-gold Sol City trajinera. It bobbed silently in the dark water as the sounds of distant shouts and sirens echoed from beyond the protective rings of mountains surrounding Sol Temple.


The gods had jumped into action right away, retreating to their cities to protect their people. Their children and priests had followed. They all seemed to know exactly what they had to do, but Teo felt like a little kid lost at a street festival.


“It only took us, like, half a day to get to Les Restos for the fifth trial,” Niya said before turning to Teo with large, hopeful eyes. “So, this should be easy, right?”


Teo realized with a jolt that she was waiting on him. This was his mission to lead.


“Longer than that,” Aurelio finally said, his voice tight like each word took a concerted effort. “The fifth trial was on the outskirts of Los Restos—Venganza’s temple is in the heart of it.”


Huemac nodded. “He’s right. It’s a much longer journey, and trajineras aren’t known for their speed, especially without a child of Agua at the helm,” he said. “You’ll need to use the smaller rivers and canals to get there. It will be difficult to navigate.”


A thought popped into Teo’s head. “We need to find Mala Suerte first.”


Huemac, Niya, and Aurelio turned to look at him. Teo tried to swallow, but his throat was too dry.


“We need to know what the hell went down with Xio,” he explained. “There’s no way Mala Suerte raised Xio without knowing his true identity, but he ran off as soon as the Obsidians showed up. If we’re going to stop the Obsidians and get everyone back, then Mala Suerte needs to cough up some answers.”


“Coward probably ran home with his tail between his legs,” Niya huffed angrily.


There was a distant boom as the earth shuddered below their feet.


“There’s no time to waste,” Huemac said, waving them forward. “Hurry.”


It was time to say goodbye, but Teo wasn’t ready. His heart rammed in his chest as he hesitated by the dock while Niya and Aurelio went on ahead.


When Huemac noticed, his eyes locked on Teo, a question wrinkling his brow.


“I’m sorry!” Teo blurted out, wringing his hands as his wings fluttered nervously. “For—for—” He gestured vaguely. Anything. Everything.


A surprised laugh jumped in Huemac’s chest, catching Teo off guard. The old man sighed deeply, slumping his shoulders as he shook his head. “Teo, Son of Quetzal.” Huemac’s warm, calloused hands held Teo’s upper arms. “I have never been more proud of you.” He smiled, wrinkles creasing around his shiny, dark eyes.


Teo froze, shocked, as Huemac pulled him into a tight embrace. It took Teo a second to snap out of it before he squeezed Huemac back, his wings enveloping them both. The relief that Huemac wasn’t mad at him—was proud of him, even—made his knees buckle.


“Now, finish what you’ve started,” Huemac said, breaking the hug before clearing his throat. “I’ll be here when you return.”


Teo nodded fervently, blinking his burning eyes. “I won’t let you down.”


Huemac grinned. “I know.” With that, the Quetzal high priest turned back to Sol Temple and disappeared into the shadows.


Once he’d gotten his emotions back under control, Teo wiped his nose and turned back to his friends waiting for him. “So, by boat it is?”


“I don’t care how we get there, I just want to get there!” Niya announced. “Xio’s little ass is going down.”


“We have to be careful how we navigate,” Aurelio pointed out. “The closer we are to the cities, the more monsters there will be.”


“I can’t wait to get my hands on that little twerp,” Niya grumbled to herself, wringing the hilt of her sword with both hands.


“And the closer we get to Los Restos, too,” Teo guessed with a groan.


“I’m gonna grab him—”


“If we avoid the more densely populated areas, we’ll have fewer obstacles and be able to move faster,” Aurelio confirmed, but he didn’t sound happy about it. Obviously Aurelio wasn’t keen on the idea of avoiding people who needed help.


“And I’m gonna shake him—” Niya continued, pantomiming in the background.


“We can take the canals as close to Afortunada as we can, find Mala Suerte, and then head for Los Restos,” Aurelio said, looking to Teo for confirmation.


“Until his stupid little head pops off—”


“What about sleep and, you know, rest?” Teo asked, feeling a bit desperate.


“I’m doing fine!” Niya said. “I’ve got another day in me, at least.”


Teo balked. “What?”


“It’s only been—” Aurelio glanced at his watch and then paused. He straightened and gave Teo a questioning glance. “Are you tired?”


“You’re not?” Teo shot back.


“They train us to stay awake for long periods of time at the Academy,” Aurelio explained slowly. “In an emergency, we can stay up for seventy-two hours at a time—”


“I can do eighty!” Niya interrupted with a proud tilt of her chin.


“Great,” Teo said, trying to swallow his pride.


He was exhausted, but if Aurelio and Niya weren’t too tired to keep going, then he wouldn’t be, either. It was bad enough he’d gotten them here in the first place. He refused to slow them down because he was a Jade who didn’t have as much stamina or training as a Gold.


Teo was determined to keep up.


“Anyone know how to steer a trajinera?” Teo asked as they stood on the dock, staring at the flat-bottomed boat.


Aurelio sighed. “I do,” he said, cautiously stepping on board. Teo was pretty sure the last thing Aurelio wanted right now was to be surrounded by water, but he didn’t complain.


Instead, he turned back to Teo and held out a hand. “Are you ready?” Aurelio asked, his steady, smoldering gaze on Teo.


Teo’s heart clenched, the sudden gesture leaving him lightheaded. A grin tugged Teo’s lips at the flush creeping into Aurelio’s cheeks.


“Thanks!”


Aurelio started as Niya took his hand and pulled herself onto the boat.


“Come on, Teo!” She turned, grabbed him by the front of his shirt, and unceremoniously dragged him onto the boat. “The sooner we get going, the sooner you can get a nap!” Niya added affectionately.


“Thanks, Niya,” Teo said sarcastically as he got his footing. He glanced in Aurelio’s direction and rolled his eyes. Aurelio exhaled a soft laugh.


Maybe this mission wouldn’t be entirely awful.


Aurelio took up steering from the back of the trajinera, expertly using the pole to move away from the dock and toward the enchanted waterfalls to make their exit from Sol Temple.


Teo and Niya sat at the long table, the empty chairs around them an eerie presence. Usually, boarding the trajineras meant fanfare and flamboyance, but now it was just the three of them.


All three took refuge under the curved roof as they slid through the first waterfall, plunging into darkness as they entered the cave. With a snap of Aurelio’s flint-tipped glove, fire sparked to life in his hand, dousing them in a warm glow.


At the end of the cave, the waterfall split open. Without the shelter of the thundering water and echoing caves, screams and the sound of distant somethings rumbled through the air. Reino del Sol stretched out before them. Fires flickered in distant streets, reflecting in the dark water as plumes of smoke twisted into the inky sky.


“Whoa,” Niya breathed, her eyes wide.


Even Aurelio’s voice quaked, barely above a whisper. “It’s chaos.”


Teo swallowed the panic rising in his throat. “It’s the end of the world.”


The boat pitched, knocking Teo off-balance as Aurelio rushed to the bow.


“What happened?!” Teo asked, tripping over himself to catch up.


Aurelio stood rigid, his hands clenched tightly at his sides. Copper eyes bulging and lips falling open, Aurelio’s expression caught somewhere between shock and horror.


“What is it?!” Teo pressed. He tugged on Aurelio’s arm, but the other boy didn’t even react.


“Oh no.” Niya had appeared at Teo’s side, her fingers pressed to her mouth. “It’s San Fuego.”


Teo followed their gazes. On the eastern shore, a large Gold city rose into the night sky. Fires licked up the sides of glass buildings, poured from broken windows, and flared in the streets below, spewing smoke into the air. A cacophony of shouts, crumbling stone, and monstrous shrieks echoed across the water.


San Fuego, Aurelio’s home, was under attack.
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CHAPTER 3



TEO


[image: ]


A chill ran down Teo’s spine as he watched San Fuego burn. If this was what the Obsidians could do to one of the most powerful cities in Reino del Sol, then what fate awaited them in Los Restos?


Teo scrambled to the stern without hesitation, tripping over a couple chairs along the way. He grabbed the single long oar and haphazardly started pushing it back and forth, attempting to steer them toward San Fuego.


“How the heck does this even work?!” he grunted in frustration.


Teo looked up to find Niya and Aurelio still at the bow, staring at him.


“What are you doing?” Aurelio asked, his heavy brow knitted.


Teo exhaled a sharp laugh. He was scared to make the wrong decision, but this was an obvious choice. “It’s not like we’re just gonna stand here and watch, right?”


Niya’s mouth curved into a smile. “Damn right!”


Aurelio blinked, the muscles in his jaw slack. A second later, his pale face lit with a flush. Something burned behind his flinty eyes that sent Teo’s stomach tumbling. “Right,” Aurelio agreed, a little breathless.


Niya looked between the two of them with an amused grin before turning back to San Fuego. “Let’s go kick some monster ass!” she exclaimed as she grabbed an oar from storage and started rowing toward their destination.


Teo hurried into position beside her—brushing past Aurelio as he took over steering—and together they rowed with all their might. So much might, in fact, that Teo had to tell Niya to ease off before her powerful strokes sent them in circles.


The fires from San Fuego grew larger with each passing moment, as they kept pushing forward through the choppy current.


Flickering torchlight lined the hilly streets below towering buildings engulfed in flames.


The sounds of destruction and devastation reached out to them in the dark across the water, growing steadily louder. Sirens wailed and acrid smoke burned Teo’s nose.


“I can’t tell what’s supposed to be on fire and what’s not,” Teo puffed, the muscles in his arms burning.


Lumbre’s temple sat high in the middle of the city, shining gold and dotted with burning braziers. Small fires lined the massive steps that led to the altar at the top, where a cauldron blazed. Teo could just make out the Sun Stone hovering above it, barely more than a glimmer anymore.


He jerked his chin toward glass guard towers around the city. Each had a large, colored fire that blazed in the night with matching pigmented smoke. “What are those?”


“San Fuego uses smoke signals for emergencies,” Niya told him.


“What do the colors mean?”


“Red means danger, blue means it’s a safe place to seek shelter,” Aurelio said. The distant lights sparked in his wide eyes as he frantically searched the streets of his home city. Teo thought he might dive into the water and swim for it before they could make it to shore.


The skyline was covered in streaks of red and very little blue. But it was pillars of white smoke that dominated the sky. Even as Teo watched, red and blue fires turned ivory. “What about white?” he asked.


Aurelio swallowed. “Help.”


Teo rowed harder.


They hit their first problem before they even reached land. As they got closer, the true chaos of what was happening came into view. The docks were overrun with people trying to escape.


They passed by small dinghies, large fishing boats, and even a couple yachts loaded to the brim with refugees. There was nowhere for them to go except the lake surrounding Sol Temple and nothing to do but watch in horror as their city was destroyed by things that Teo, Niya, and Aurelio couldn’t even see yet.


There were too many people and not enough boats. The people of San Fuego were dressed in fine linens and absolutely covered in jewelry. It was a sea of gold bands, copper hair ornaments, pearl chokers, and amber earplugs. The melodic tinkling of polished metals and precious stones was an eerie addition to the sound of voices screaming, praying, and pleading ringing out from the city burning behind them.


The frantic crescendo swelled, drowning Teo’s own thoughts. This was a Gold city. These people were used to luxury and comfort—they’d never had to deal with an inconvenience, let alone monsters. Now the sun was gone and the gods were busy.


As vessels pulled away, some tried to leap on board out of desperation, and many fell into the dark water, weighed down by their adornments. When they got close enough, Niya and Teo abandoned their oars to help.


Niya grabbed them by their clothes and easily plucked them out of the water before dumping them onto the trajinera. Teo used his oar to reach others and pull them aboard as well. But once they neared the dock and people saw the empty space on their boat, things quickly went south.


Teo and Niya rushed to help, but before they could do anything, they were swarmed by a wave of bodies. It was a mass of panic—a blur of arms and legs pushing, pulling, clutching, and clawing. Teo cursed under his breath, trying not to lose sight of Niya as he was jostled and shoved.


“There’s too many!” Aurelio called, gripping the oar as the trajinera pitched dangerously back and forth.


“WE’RE TRYING TO HELP YOU!” Niya shouted, but it was no use. There was no way to control the situation.


“Let them have it!” Aurelio yelled back.


Teo didn’t need to be told twice. He quickly put on his backpack and fought his way through the crowd to Niya. “Swim for it!” he told her, shoving her pack into her arms.


Niya balked. “Seriously?”


“Yes!”


Niya threw her head back and released a frustrated growl, but she hefted on her pack and dove in.


Aurelio shot him a startled look from the helm.


“Come on!” Teo said, tugging Aurelio’s arm before using a toppled chair to climb up onto the trajinera’s curved roof.


Aurelio looked dubious, but complied. “What are we doing?” he asked, hoisting himself up after him.


“I need room!” Teo knew better than to drop the Son of Lumbre into a large body of water. And if they weren’t going to swim for it, they’d have to fly.


Aurelio jumped out of the way, narrowly avoiding getting knocked over as Teo’s wings shot out. With a powerful flap, Teo launched himself into the air. From up there, he could see how vast and sprawling the devastation was, but he had other problems to deal with first.


Teo banked, swooped back down, and grabbed Aurelio’s outstretched arms. Teo’s fingers clutched at Aurelio’s golden armbands, and Aurelio’s warm hands gripped him like a vise. Aurelio’s legs dangled above the crowds as Teo flew them to shore. Gracefully, Aurelio dropped to his feet. Teo landed next to him, rolling and falling hard on his ass in a tangle of limbs and feathers.


“Ouch,” Teo groaned. Aurelio was at his side in a blink, pulling him to his feet. “Thanks,” he grumbled, shaking out his wings.


“You’re the one I should be thanking,” Aurelio replied with a self-conscious quirk of his lips.


“OH, FINE! I see how it is!” Niya came stomping down the dock, dripping wet. “Aurelio gets an airlift but I gotta swim?!” she demanded, wringing out her braids.


“We’ve got bigger problems, Niya!” Teo shot back.


Aurelio was silent beside them. The light of the fires illuminated his pained expression as he stared out over San Fuego.


Teo glanced back. Their trajinera, their way of getting to Los Restos the fastest, was long gone. “What do we do now?”


Aurelio squared his shoulders. “Whatever we can.”


Niya clapped her hands and rubbed her palms together. “Welp, into the fray, boys!”


As they entered the city streets, they passed people fleeing to safety. San Fuego was unlike any other place Teo had seen. Unlike Quetzlan, where nature was slowly reclaiming the city, everything in San Fuego was shiny metal and reflective glass, illuminated by the burning fires.


The architecture was modern and sleek, linear and geometric—a true display of industry. Panels of stylized sunbursts and Lumbre’s fire glyph hung above entrances, around windows and along roof edges.


The sidewalks were lined with gold and shimmery crushed quartz. Abandoned charcoal street artist stands were knocked over, their smudgy portraits littering the road. A steam-powered trolley had been knocked off its tracks and lay belly-up on a corner.


Posters of Aurelio and Auristela were still plastered everywhere and it seemed like every few blocks there was a golden statue of a Child of Lumbre Sunbearer. The news played on large screens built into the facades of skyscrapers. They flipped between shaky shots of the failed Sunbearer ceremony, the Obsidians returning, and the following destruction all over Reino del Sol. Verdad in her power suit and Chisme still dressed in gold were superimposed in the corner, reporting but impossible to hear. Marquees instructed people to shelter in place or find refuge.


Some people hid while others searched for loved ones they’d lost during the chaos. Teo noticed many had injuries that needed medical attention, but there was no one to offer it. Whatever was happening in the rest of the city was keeping emergency services busy.


“The heck is that?” Niya shouted, pointing.


Up in the hills, at the base of Lumbre Temple, huge swaths of fire were extinguished, like someone blowing out candles.


“My mom,” Aurelio said through a tight jaw.


“Sol’s sake,” Teo said, staring in awe. He’d never seen Diosa Lumbre in action before, and, even from this distance, it was clear she was considered one of the most powerful dioses for a reason. Teo had only ever seen Aurelio’s control when putting out fire, and that was just a room. Lumbre was extinguishing whole city blocks. She was too far away to see, but easy to track, especially when balls of fire flared, followed quickly by inhuman screeches echoing in the distance.


“We are not going over there!” Niya said.


Whether it was to avoid Lumbre or whatever she was fighting, Teo never found out because they rounded a corner and came face-to-face with a giant serpent slithering toward a group of people.


Teo didn’t think.


“Move it!” Teo shoved a couple out of the way as the giant snake lunged for them, smashing teeth first into the side of a car. Its massive body wrapped around the sedan, coiling and crumpling it like a piece of paper. The creature thrashed wildly, ripping the door off its hinges and sending it flying across the street.


The monstrous snake turned on Teo, revealing several rows of venomous, dripping fangs. For a moment, Teo was too shocked to move. The snake’s body was undulating with swirls of midnight blue and deep plum, dotted with glowing stars. Crimson feathers framed its head like a mane and its acid green eyes locked on Teo. It hissed—no, not hissed, it screeched, sending its feathers shaking.


Run, run, run! a voice screamed in Teo’s head.


He ran down the street in the opposite direction from where people were taking refuge in a library. He sprinted over broken glass, ducking under a toppled telephone pole. Teo could feel the monstrous snake behind him, hear its body dragging over asphalt, and feel its hot breath tickling the back of his neck.


Terror shot up his spine, making him move faster than he thought himself capable. He jumped onto the hood of an abandoned car and scrambled to get onto the roof. When Teo turned, the snake was hot on his heels. It lurched forward and Teo launched himself into the air, his wings shooting him above the snake’s head, but it wasn’t enough. The snake coiled itself tightly into an S shape, its eyes locked on Teo, ready to strike.


Teo’s stomach dropped, ice rushing through his veins. He tried to fly higher, wings frantically flapping.


But then the snake struck, fangs snapping, body stretching, stretching, stretching. It unhinged its jaw, ready to swallow him whole. Teo could smell the sharp stench of its breath as its forked tongue lashed. A strangled shout ripped through Teo’s throat. In vain, he tried to shield himself with his arms.


A wall of flame erupted between Teo and the beast.


The shock of it knocked Teo off-balance and he landed hard. He stumbled, trembling legs giving out under him.


The creature hissed, twisting toward the attacker.


When the flames receded, Aurelio stood before Teo, shielding him.


Aurelio held his hands out at his sides, flames dancing in his palms, licking its way up his golden armbands. Teo could feel the intense heat radiating from him, not just from the fire but from him. Glistening sweat covered Aurelio’s exposed skin, a small line of it trickling down his lower back. Every muscle in Aurelio’s body was taut and poised as he waited for the snake to make a move.


“Aurelio?”


“It’s Aurelio!”


Cheers filled the air.


“Thank Sol!”


“He’ll save us!”


Bystanders, who should’ve been running for their lives, stopped to stare. Dirty, tearstained cheeks lit with relieved smiles. The fear and panic was momentarily lifted, replaced by a glimmer of hope. Even though their city was being destroyed around them, Aurelio’s presence—their Golden Boy, their Hero—brought them some comfort. He was the sun peeking over the horizon after an endless night.


Teo understood the sentiment all too well.


Aurelio tilted his head toward Teo, keeping his burning eyes on the monster. “Help them!”


The snake snapped its fangs, sending venom flying like spittle, but Aurelio refused to give it an opening. With a whoosh, the flames in his hands expanded. The monster reared back.


Teo didn’t need to be told twice. He scrambled to his feet. “Get inside! Take cover!” he shouted, directing people to stores and apartment buildings where others were already crowded in lobbies and ducking behind grocery store shelves.


He ushered a family of three into the open doors of a clinic, but just as they reached the threshold, a chunk of the facade crumbled. Teo’s wings instinctively shot out, shielding the three from the falling debris as he pushed them inside.


Teo cursed under his breath, panting. That was definitely going to leave some bruises, but it could’ve been way worse. Teo shook out the dust from his feathers and turned to the family. “Are you guys okay?”


All three members of the family looked back with blank stares. Teo realized their eyes were fixed not on his face, but his wings.


He didn’t notice the murmurings at first, but then the voices got louder.


“Is that him?”


“Is that the Sunbearer?”


“Look—his wings!”


Teo spun around, hands lifted as if to say, It’s okay, I’m here to help! But the voices only got louder, and now he had attracted a crowd.


“What are you doing here? Haven’t you done enough?”


“This is your fault!”


“Where is Xio hiding?!”


Dread dropped into Teo’s stomach. “I don’t know, I—” he tried to explain, but the crowd was surging forward now. They looked so angry.


“Please,” Teo rushed. “It’s not safe here, you all need to head for the river—”


“Teo!” Niya materialized in the angry crowd. She pushed everyone out of the way and grabbed him. “Are you okay?!” she demanded. Her eyes were wild, frantically searching Teo’s face, their hazel shade so bright he could’ve sworn they were glowing. Her bulging muscles strained under her sweaty, dirt-streaked skin. Her braids were a tangled mess, and a thin line of golden blood trailed down her temple from a cut.


Teo didn’t like being reminded that even Golds—even Niya, Daughter of Tierra—weren’t invincible. There were limitations, including monsters and obsidian sacrificial blades.


Teo nodded weakly, holding Niya’s wrist tightly as she held him practically off his feet.


“Yeah,” he managed to squeak out.


Niya’s eyebrows tipped in relief, but it was short-lived. Her attention went to the angry bystanders. “HEY!” her voice boomed over the crowd. Some of the crowd parted to let her through. “Leave him alone, he’s helping, you fools! Go find somewhere safe to shelter!”


“Of course Tierra’s brat is on his side!” someone shouted.


“They’re barely Golds themselves! She was probably in on this whole plan!”


“I saw her on TV during the trials, she was friends with the Obsidian boy, too!”


For once, Niya was rendered speechless, her face a mix of shock and hurt. She shot Teo a confused look, her eyes asking, What do we do now?


But Teo didn’t know what to say. He was rooted to the spot, so Niya surged forward and grabbed him by the back of his shirt. She jumped back, pulling him along with her, and transformed one of her bangles into a large oblong shield.


He was risking his life to help these people, but they were so furious with him that Niya had to hold them off with a shield.


“Get back and head for the boats, you idiots!” she shouted. “You can yell at us later!”


That seemed to do the trick. As Niya forced through the mob, people began breaking off, angry expressions replaced with fear as they took in the severity of their surroundings.


“Keep it moving!” Niya barked. Then, over her shoulder, she shouted to Teo, “I got this! Go see if anyone else needs help. And be careful, for Sol’s sake!”


As if on cue, three children darted across the street, screaming and pursued by a—


A rooster. A normal, everyday-looking rooster.


A laugh jumped in Teo’s chest. Maybe he wasn’t entirely useless after all.


“Hey, leave them alone!” Teo shouted, chasing after it.


The rooster skittered to a stop. It turned to face Teo, its beady black eyes looking up at him. Its star-spotted, black iridescent feathers ruffled. When it opened its glittery beak, it bellowed in the most horrifyingly demonic voice Teo had ever heard.


YOU DARE CHALLENGE ME, GODLING?


Teo reeled to a stop. “Holy Sol—”


TREMBLE BEFORE MY POWER.


The tiny terror stretched out its wings, eyes blazing violent red. It tilted its head back, spewing angry flames into the air. Teo whipped around, searching desperately for any confirmation that this was really happening. 


I AM CHAOS, WRATH, VENGEANCE. AND I AM YOUR EXECUTIONER.


With an angry crow, a fireball ignited in the rooster’s mouth and shot straight for Teo.


Strong hands grabbed him. Niya threw him to the ground and out of the way as Aurelio redirected the fireball to smash into an abandoned newspaper stand.


TEST YOURSELF AND BE ANNIHILATED BY MY—


The rooster suddenly choked and the fire went out, like it had been sucked from its lungs.


“Dammit, Teo!” Niya barked. “Don’t try to make friends with evil roosters!”


“I wasn’t, it was monologuing!”


Aurelio appeared in the middle of the street, palms held out.


The angry creature coughed up a tiny cloud of smoke before letting out a wretched squawk.


Teo threw up his wings to protect himself. Aurelio adjusted his stance. Fire gathered in the rooster’s beak again and—


And Aurelio paused.


Teo didn’t understand what he was doing, but before anything else could happen, a stranger’s booted foot made contact with its side, punting the creature several streets over with an explosion of feathers. Its enraged crow faded into the distance.


The woman turned to face them with a perplexed and amused look. “What are you three doing here?” she asked, one hand propped on her hip.


Teo gaped up at her from the ground.


It was Brilla, Daughter of Lumbre, the previous Sunbearer and Aurelio’s older sister. She wore a uniform similar to the crop top and fitted pants that Aurelio and Auristela wore, but instead of Academy black, it was mostly gold with accents of red. Brilla’s hair was styled just like Aurelio’s and Auristela’s—an undercut with her hair knotted at the back of her head, and she and Aurelio shared the same wide nose.


Aurelio offered Teo his hand. “Are you okay?”


“Yes,” Teo replied gruffly, letting Aurelio pull him to his feet. Aurelio’s palm was calloused and hot. “Are you okay?” Teo shot back, looking pointedly at the other boy’s red, angry hands.


Aurelio shook them out. “I’m fine” was his curt reply.


Teo wasn’t convinced, but he decided not to push it. Aurelio, who was not fireproof, knew what his limits were, and Teo wasn’t going to bring it up in front of Niya and his sister.


“Shouldn’t you three be halfway to Los Restos by now?” Brilla said, looking between them.


“We were,” Teo said.


“We got a bit sidetracked,” Aurelio added tersely.


“Yeah, people stole our boat!” Niya lamented, throwing her hands in the air and gesturing wildly. “And Teo made me swim, and then we had to deal with a snake, and that evil rooster—!”


“We were trying to help,” Teo explained.


Niya and Aurelio helped, anyway. Teo didn’t feel like he was contributing much, and the people of San Fuego did not want him there. He wondered if that was how the rest of Reino del Sol felt, too. Teo did what he thought was right, but was it the right thing to do for everyone? Had he saved one person’s life just to put the whole world in danger?


A flush creeped up the back of his neck, frustration rippling under his skin.


He was the Sunbearer, but what did that even matter now? He’d worked so hard to prove himself to everyone else, only to get crowned and immediately trigger the apocalypse. Tradition, sacrifice, and the will of the gods had kept them safe and protected for thousands of years, just for Teo to show up and ruin everything in a matter of minutes.


Brilla laughed. “Always to the rescue, huh, Relio?” She rubbed the top of Aurelio’s head affectionately, causing locks to escape from his hair knot. Aurelio scowled.


Teo held back a grin.


“Why are there so many of these assholes?” he asked, changing the subject.


“And why are they so much scarier?” Niya demanded, annoyed as she looked around the torn-up street. “We fight monsters all the time but these ones are way stronger! And shiny!”


“These aren’t regular monsters—they’re Celestials,” Aurelio said. “They’re the original monsters the Obsidians created, the ones all the other monsters that now roam Los Restos originated from. They’re more powerful and harder to beat, and they have that starry sheen.”


Niya’s shoulders slumped. “Oh yeah.”


“Which is exactly why you should be avoiding them—not chasing after them!” Brilla chided, but not unkindly.


“We appreciate the help, but—” She turned and cut her arms through the air, snuffing out not only the newspaper stand but the fires down the rest of the block as well. Brilla threw them a grin over her shoulder. “I think we’ve got it under control.”


Teo exhaled a laugh. He thought Niya and Aurelio were as strong as any Gold got, but that wasn’t true. They were still just teenagers—they weren’t even official Heroes yet, like Brilla.


“You three focus on getting the Sol Stone so we can put a stop to this once and for all,” she went on, her eyes dancing in the firelight. “Us Heroes will save the cities, you save the world.”


She was right. The three of them couldn’t stop to rescue everyone in every city they came upon. They didn’t have the skills or experience—especially Teo.


The tension in Teo’s chest slackened. Instinct told him to dive in headfirst and help people in need, even at the cost of his own safety, but the trio wasn’t doing this alone. It wasn’t just him, Niya, and Aurelio against the Obsidians. They had all the dioses and semidioses on their side, too.


If Brilla trusted him to do his part, then he needed to trust her and the other Heroes to do theirs.


“We should cut through West San Fuego and head south toward Afortunada,” Aurelio said, ready to continue on their mission.


Brilla walked over to Aurelio, and pulled him against her side. Even at six foot four, the top of his head only reached Brilla’s shoulder. “Go bring back our sister, okay?” she said, giving him a little squeeze.


Aurelio nodded, his jaw working. He seemed to hesitate. In a sudden move that startled everyone, especially Brilla, Aurelio threw his arms around her in a tight hug.


A surprised laugh jumped in her chest as she squeezed him back. “We’ll take care of things here until you get back,” she reassured him. As quickly as it had started, Aurelio let go and headed south without another word.


When Teo moved to follow, Brilla stopped him.


“Hey,” she said, stepping into his path.


Teo stared up at her, feeling downright puny next to the powerful Daughter of Lumbre.


Brilla’s expression softened just a touch. “I understand what you’ve been through, and I know you’re scared,” she said, in a tone that made the back of Teo’s throat burn. “But you’re also incredibly brave—braver than any other Sunbearer who came before you, myself included.”


Teo blinked up at her. He didn’t know what he expected her to say, but it wasn’t that.


“You were under an enormous amount of pressure to complete the sacrifice, but you stood by your morals,” Brilla went on.


“I also triggered the apocalypse,” Teo pointed out weakly.


Brilla chuckled. “You did,” she agreed. “But there’s still time for us to stop it.” She stood upright and put her fists on her hips.


“You’re the Sunbearer, right?” Brilla asked.


“Yeah,” he said, uncertain.


Her face lit up with a dazzling smile. “So, go bring the sun back!”


A surprised laugh eased the tension in Teo’s chest. “Thanks for your help,” he said as he took off after Aurelio.


“Bye, Brilla!” Niya waved cheerily at his side. “Don’t tell your mom we said hi. I don’t like her!”


Brilla chuckled and waved back before heading off down the smoke-filled street.
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