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The release of Aztecs: Empire of the Dying Sun by Avalanche Press in 2002 marked a significant moment in the 

d20 System era. As a supplement designed for compatibility with the 3rd Edition of the world's most popular fantasy 

roleplaying game, it sought to blend historical rigor with the high-fantasy mechanics of the Open Game License 

(OGL). This article provides an exhaustive technical breakdown of the supplement, evaluating its mathematical

balancing, thematic integration, and the mechanical implications of its unique setting: a pre-Conquistador Mexico

where the sun is literally dying, and human sacrifice is a functional necessity for planetary survival.

The Theoretical Framework of 'Empire of the Dying Sun'

The core premise of the setting revolves around the Mesoamerican concept of the Five Suns. In this d20 iteration, 

the world is positioned at the precipice of the Fifth Sun's extinction. Unlike traditional high-fantasy settings where 

deities are often distant or self-sustaining, the deities in Empire of the Dying Sun—specifically Huitzilopochtli—

require constant life-force infusions to ward off the encroaching darkness. This creates a unique ludonarrative

tension: the players are part of a culture that must commit what modern ethics define as atrocities to ensure the

literal survival of the cosmos.

The Socio-Mechanical Nexus

From a game design perspective, the supplement bridges the gap between historical simulation and fantasy tropes. 

It utilizes the d20 System'score mechanic—the d20 roll plus modifiers against a Target Number (DC)—but

modifies the environmental conditions. The "Dying Sun" is not just a narrative backdrop; it is an environmental

hazard that influences light levels, crop yields, and the efficacy of certain divine spells.

Technical Analysis of Character Classes and Balance

One of the most contentious aspects of Aztecs: Empire of the Dying Sun is its approach to character class 

balancing. Technical reviewers have frequently pointed out the Aztec Priest class as a primary example of power 

creep within the early 2000s d20 ecosystem. To understand this, we must look at the class's statistical distribution 

compared to the standard System Reference Document (SRD) classes.

The Aztec Priest: A Comparative Study

In standard d20 mechanics, a Sorcerer features a d4 Hit Die, 2 skill points per level, and spontaneous spellcasting. 

A Clericfeatures a d8 Hit Die, 2 skill points per level, and prepared spellcasting. The Aztec Priest, however,

combines the best of both worlds with significant upgrades:

•  Hit Dice: d8 (Equivalent to a Cleric or Druid).

•  Skill Points: 4 per level (Double the standard for primary casters).

•  Casting Style: Spontaneous (Similar to a Sorcerer, reducing the need for strategic preparation).

•  Spell Progression: Access to high-tier divine and thematic domains.

The technical implication of this design is a disruption of the Action Economy and Resource Management. A

character that can survive in melee (d8 HD), navigate complex social or technical encounters (4 skill points), and



adapt their spellcasting on the fly (spontaneous) effectively renders specialized classes obsolete. In a party-based

tactical game, this creates a "centralization" effect where the Aztec Priest becomes the optimal choice for nearly

every encounter type.

Mathematical Modeling of Sacrifice Mechanics

The supplement introduces a mechanical framework for Blood Sacrifice. While many d20 supplements treat 

sacrifice as a purely narrative or "evil" act, this guide attempts to quantify it. We can model the efficacy of sacrifice 

using a theoretical Sacrifice Value (Sv) formula, based on the internal logic of the supplement's rituals:

Sv = (HD × CR) + (K-Factor)

Where:

•  HD: The Hit Dice of the sacrificed creature.

•  CR: The Challenge Rating, representing the intrinsic power or soul-quality.

•  K-Factor: A constant determined by the ritual's alignment with a specific deity's portfolio (e.g., a captured 

warrior for Huitzilopochtli).

This value is then translated into Ritual Points, which can be used to bypass spell component costs or enhance 

the Caster Level (CL)for specific sun-maintaining spells. This turns the moral choice of sacrifice into a technical

resource management sub-game.

Core Mechanics and Comparison Matrices

To better understand how Aztecs: Empire of the Dying Sundifferentiates itself from the standard 3.0/3.5 d20

system, the following table compares key metrics of the setting against the standard fantasy tropes found in the

SRD.



Feature Standard d20 (SRD) Aztecs: Empire of the 
Dying Sun

Mechanical Impact

Primary Weaponry Steel Swords (Longsword: 
1d8, 19-20/x2)

Macuahuitl (Obsidian: 1d8, 
18-20/x2, Fragile)

Higher crit range but 
introduces durability 
management.

Armor Availability Full Plate (AC +8, Max Dex 
+1)

Ichcahuipilli (Padded/
Quilted: AC +2 to +3)

Heavy shift toward 
Dexterity-based builds and 
evasion.

Mounts Heavy Warhorse, Pony Giant Lizards, Llamas, 
Chihuahuas

Size-category adjustments; 
niche utility over raw speed.

Magic Source Internal (Sorcerer) or 
External (Cleric)

Sacrificial/Blood-Based 
Rituals

Requires constant NPC/
Monster 'fuel' for high-tier 
effects.

Healing Abundant (Cure Light 
Wounds, etc.)

Restricted/Ritualized Increases the lethality of 
combat encounters (Grim-
Dark).

The Bestiary: From Mythical to Mundane

A notable and often criticized aspect of the supplement’s technical data is its inclusion of specific animals. The 

inclusion of the Chihuahua and the Llama(the latter being historically associated with Andean cultures rather than

the Mexica) highlights a tension between historical accuracy and broad "Latin American" tropes. From a technical

writing perspective, the stat blocks for these creatures offer little in the way of combat utility, categorized by many

as "fluff" or "useless" in the context of high-stakes d20 combat.

However, the Giant Lizard mount provides a necessary tactical advantage in the swampy, island-based terrain of 

Tenochtitlan. These lizards are designed with the Spider Climb or Swimextraordinary abilities, allowing for

verticality in urban combat within the Great Temple complexes that standard equine mounts could not provide.

Step-by-Step Guide to Implementing Aztec Ritual Magic

For Game Masters (GMs) looking to integrate the "Dying Sun" mechanics into a standard campaign, a structured

procedural approach is required to prevent the Aztec Priest from overwhelming the game balance. Follow this

technical workflow:

1.  Define the Solar Decay Level: Establish a 1-10 scale of "Sun Dimness." At Level 10, all life ceases. Each 

month of game time, increase the level by 1 unless a Major Sacrifice is performed.

2.  Calculate Sacrifice Requirements: To reduce the Decay Level by 1, the party or state must accumulate Ritual 

Points equal to 100 × current Decay Level.

3.  Apply Class Constraints: To balance the Aztec Priest, enforce the Material Component requirement for 

spontaneous casting. Spells should require fresh blood or sanctified obsidian, necessitating a "Recharge" action in 

combat or post-combat.

4.  Environmental Modifiers: Apply a -2 penalty to all Wisdom-based checks for non-native characters to 

simulate the psychological toll of the impending apocalypse and the dimming light.

Case Study: The 'Cave of the Moon Goddess'



The supplement details the Cave of the Moon Goddess, a site where legend states the moon goddess's body 

landed. In d20 terms, this serves as a High-Magic Zone. Technical analysis of the site reveals a localized 

Antimagic Field that specifically targets "Solar" spells while empowering "Lunar" or "Illusion" based magic. This 

demonstrates a sophisticated use of geospatial mechanicsto influence player behavior, forcing a shift from

offensive fire-based magic to stealth and subterfuge.

Troubleshooting Common Operational Challenges

When running Empire of the Dying Sun, GMs often encounter the following technical hurdles:

•  The 'Obsidian Fragility' Problem: Obsidian weapons are sharp but brittle. In d20 terms, this is often modeled 

as a weapon breaking on a natural 1. Solution: Implement a "Honing" skill (Craft: Stoneworking) that allows players 

to maintain their weapons during short rests.

•  Overpowered Casting: As mentioned, the Priest is a powerhouse. Solution: Introduce the "Divine Exhaustion" 

mechanic. Each spell cast spontaneously beyond the character's Charisma modifier per day incurs a cumulative -1 

penalty to Fortitude saves.

•  Llama Anachronism: For historical purists, the Llama is out of place. Solution: Re-skin the Llama as a 

domesticated deer or a mythical "Spirit Guide" to maintain the stat block while improving thematic consistency.

The Economic Model: Cacao and Tribute

The supplement replaces the standard Gold Piece (GP) economy with a Cacao Bean and Tribute system. This is 

not merely a name change; it represents a shift to a perishable currency model. In standard d20 games, gold is 

an inert, permanent asset. Cacao beans can rot or be consumed. This introduces a "decay rate" to player wealth, 

discouraging hoarding and encouraging immediate reinvestment into equipment, sacrifices, or social standing 

within the Calpulli (clan) system.

Engineering the Apocalypse: The Dying Sun as a Clock

Modern game design often uses "Clocks" (popularized by Blades in the Dark) to track impending doom. Aztecs: 

Empire of the Dying Sun essentially pioneered this in the d20 space. The technical execution involves a 

Metaphysical Countdown. If the sun dies, the game doesn't just get harder—it ends. This creates a Linear 

Pressure Pathfor the campaign, moving away from the sandbox exploration of traditional D&D and toward a goal-

oriented survival horror structure.

Comparison of Weapon Metrics

Below is a technical breakdown of the Mesoamerican arsenal compared to European-style equivalents often found

in the d20 SRD.



Weapon Damage Critical Weight Type Special 
Properties

Macuahuitl 1d8 18-20/x2 4 lbs. Slashing Fragile (breaks 
on natural 1)

Tlacalhuazcuahu
itl (Blowgun)

1d2 x2 2 lbs. Piercing High poison 
delivery 
efficiency

Atlatl (Spear 
Thrower)

1d6 x3 1 lb. Piercing Increases range 
increment by 
50%

Longsword 
(SRD)

1d8 19-20/x2 4 lbs. Slashing Durable (Steel)

Final Synthesis and Broader Implications

Aztecs: Empire of the Dying Sunis a fascinating artifact of the early 21st-century RPG boom. It successfully

identifies the dramatic potential of Mesoamerican mythology—a world where the stakes are literally the

continuation of light itself. From a technical writing and design standpoint, it suffers from the typical "more is better"

philosophy of the d20 era, granting classes like the Aztec Priest an array of abilities that overshadow their peers.

However, its innovations in environmental pressure, currency decay, and the mechanical integration of sacrifice

remain highly relevant for modern GMs looking to add depth to their world-building.

The supplement’s reliance on the d20 system provides a familiar entry point for players, but its real value lies in

how it forces those players to engage with a non-Western philosophical framework within a rigid ruleset. By

quantifying the sun's death and the cost of its preservation, Avalanche Press created a system that is as much a

technical exercise in resource management as it is a roleplaying game. For the technical writer or game theorist,

the work serves as a case study in how to translate complex, high-stakes cultural myths into a functional, if

sometimes unbalanced, algorithmic gameplay experience.

Ultimately, the legacy of this supplement is found in its ambition. While the inclusion of llamas or chihuahuas might

seem eccentric, and the Aztec Priest might dominate the battlefield, the core mechanic—the dying sun—remains

one of the most compelling "doomsday clocks" in the history of third-party d20 publishing. It challenges the

fundamental assumption of fantasy RPGs: that the world will always be there to be saved. In the Empire of the

Dying Sun, salvation is a temporary state, bought in blood, and measured in the cold, hard numbers of a d20

character sheet.
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