[bookmark: _tj33ug6ulycq]Yuan-Ti: People of the Feathered Serpent
The serpent yuan-ti are descendants of an ancient human empire. Ages ago, their gods taught them arcane rituals to take on aspects of Kukulkan, the Feathered Serpent, the god whose cult influence allowed the empire’s soft power to extend far beyond their borders. The fluid nobility of minor lords evolved into a caste in which those who have the divine spark of the Serpent rule over the others. 
[bookmark: _2hdv1accmtz7]Humans Transformed
The people who became the yuan-ti were one of the oldest human civilizations, located throughout the humid jungles at the world’s center. Their society created complex writing, built great stone structures and temples to the gods, and originated the practice of imbuing magic in metal through arcane glyphs. They developed a philosophy of separating emotion from intellectual pursuits, placing the Law of the Gods and its adherence above personal interests and expanding their influence through the cult of Kukulkan. They believed themselves to be the most enlightened mortals and sought to transcend the lesser civilizations around them. 
Their religion held that the earth must be fed blood in order to sate the hunger of the deity which loaned all races the use of her flesh and blood in survival. When approaching a temple district, one would mark proximity to the stone temples by the scent of metallic blood and a red tint to the earth. Each of their villages and conquered territories was required to submit sacrifices for the solstice festival each year, supplemented and often surpassed by the captives of war whose blood built rapport with the gods on their behalf. Eventually, Kukulkan, the chief intermediary between the gods and the mortal races, taught them the secret ritual to transfer the spark of divinity and life from the captives to their own bodies. In using his ritual, the cult of Kukulkan mingled their humanity with the Feathered Serpent, becoming like the god in body, thought, and emotion, intimately tied to his Law. Expanded beyond mere humanity, the newly created ranks of the yuan-ti used their new abilities to expand their empire further, both militarily and culturally. 
Their religion transformed with them. Mingled with the essence of the gods, blood sacrifice is no longer required of the yuan-ti; the tradition has persisted only in the consecration of leaders and to demonstrate fealty to the gods. 
[bookmark: _i4juxes9q740]One Race, Many Forms
The bodies of all yuan-ti have a mix of human and serpent parts, but the proportion varies from individual to individual. After the initial metamorphoses, society restructured based on innate divinity, often expressed through physical resemblance to the Feathered Serpent. In some cases, the powers of the Serpent manifested in individuals — they were given high social status and obligated to carry out the will of the Law of Kukulkan in return for their gifts, as determined by their prophesiers. Those with the divine gifts are rare, and most common within the already privileged yuan-ti whose bodies are close to the Feathered Serpent. The yuan-ti have a complex formula for determining social status, and a failure to correctly calculate this in social interactions is a grave loss of honor.
All yuan-ti can interbreed. Females usually lay clutches of eggs stored in common hatcheries, although live births are fairly common in the purebloods. Eggs are marked with arcane glyphs which indicate how much of the divine spark is present. A pairing between yuan-ti generally averages their divinity together, unless the pairing is ordained by augury or other divine intervention. Partners are often chosen based on how individual gifts may compliment each other, to create a stronger next generation. 
The yuan-ti remember their human past, but no longer consider themselves one of the lesser humanoids. They are tied intimately to the cycles of the heavens, and so go through periods of isolationism and periods of aggressive solicitation outside of their society to expand the influence of the cult of Kukulkan. Recruits to the cult who show sufficient loyalty and are deemed worthy may occasionally be offered the chance to transform themselves into a yuan-ti — this happens rarely, and involves human sacrifice. 
The yuan-ti know rituals that can increase the divine spark in individuals, often done to create a more powerful leader. The cost and time required to perform the ritual is prohibitive, and as a result most yuan-ti never get the opportunity to undergo such a transformation. Every use of the ritual must be modified to suit the individual undergoing transformation, and requires rare herbs, exotic magical substances, snakes, and human sacrifice. 
[bookmark: _e7mtu957t41p]Undercover Empire
The human civilization that gave rise to the yuan-ti was among the richest in the mortal world. It rapidly progressed in metalworking, using keen intellect and magic to discover the secrets of making steel. Its military shattered all who opposed them and developed magically fueled tactics to melt in the forest and blend into the plains. 
The civilization grew into a cluster of allied city-states. Conquered neighbors kept their leaders and culture so long as they paid tribute, swore allegiance to the victors, and permitted the cult of Kukulkan to grow within them. These victories drove a booming economy that fueled specialist work.
The revelation of how to create a yuan-ti brought about the precipitous downfall of the great empire. Creating the first required sacrificing dozens of humans, and soon the number of willing sacrifices ran out. War broke out between those who were dedicated members of the cult and the people around them who didn’t wish to fuel the ascension of their rulers with rivers of blood. 
The physical and magical prowess of the newly transformed yuan-ti permitted them to retain their empire’s territories for several decades after all who could be killed or converted had been, but slowly their diminished numbers and newly acquired savage reputation brought ruin to them. Powerful monsters, greedy adventurers, religious zealots, and concerned or angry neighbor states all pushed them back into the temple centers, which they eventually were forced to magically hide their dense cities from the world, disappearing for centuries. The remnants of their power were dismantled by the surrounding peoples who moved into the vacated territory, although depictions of Kukulkan and other gods survived in worn down glyphic monuments and objects, many of which had become overgrown with ivy prior to the reclaiming of the territory.
The yuan-ti remained in hiding for over a thousand years, strengthening their numbers, purifying their bloodlines, and watching as the outside world forgot the story of the ascendance to divinity and remembered only the greatness of their former human civilization. Their arcane glyphs enchanted the minds of men who came upon them, and archaeologists and linguists alike gushed over the complexity and ingenuity of the mysteriously vanished people. 
Primed for religious influence through their popular imagery, yuan-ti purebloods began venturing out in the world to gently spread the cult of Kukulkan, obscuring its bloody ascension rituals to all but the most devoted outsiders. Using their magical prowess and with the assistance of their gods, they infiltrated and influenced governments and powerful people, showing them the path of the Feathered Serpent. 
Their gods have told them that direct rule over the known lands is no longer their destiny. Instead, they intend to influence the world through their religion and magical lineage, while their most divine members remain cloistered in hidden temples to commune with the gods.
[bookmark: _w9bgimen6ie9]Gods of the Yuan-ti
The detached nature of the yuan-ti doesn’t lend itself to fervent worship in the manner associated with cults; rather, they perform elaborate and intellectual rituals to commune with their deities and often worship through introspective appreciation, making religious practice easy to hide and insidious for those who study their ancient culture. Close study of their materials plants a seed which continues to grow in the mind until one is driven to come to a cult meeting. 
The primary religion follows the great deities, of which Kukulkan is one. Great beasts with similar natures are revered by the yuan-ti, dragons and nagas chief among them. A draconic pigeon is the language spoken in rituals of the Feathered Serpent. Perfected Yuan-ti are worshipped as representations of the gods during ceremonies, and on their deaths become consecrated as minor deities. 
Worship, especially of minor deities, takes an attitude of emulation. The worshipper pays homage not out of respect or fear, but because they aspire to emulate the entity’s power and influence, and thus beseech it for the secrets of power. Once attained, the worshipper will supplant the deity who taught them. This is considered a mark of the progression of civilization, and necessary for the ascendance of their people to global influence once more.
[bookmark: _pe66gqr636rf]Kukulkan
To come.
[bookmark: _8jxagqvmst40]Chaak
To come. 
[bookmark: _f2imqs6kmw86]Structured Society
The goal of every yuan-ti is to embrace divinity and ascend to be worshipped as a deity and peer of Kukulkan. Realizing the divine through physical transformation into a feathered serpent is the basis for social castes, with few exceptions. Status is predicated on how far along the transformation one is by birth or by ritual, as a proxy for how divine the soul is. 
Society is pyramidic, with few Perfected and many Purebloods. The only chance at social mobility beyond one’s appearance is the presence of a divine spark, gifting the holder with magical powers beyond those of the yuan-ti race as a whole. 
[bookmark: _u635tub3714d]Perfected
Perfected have lost all resemblance to the human form, and are reflections of Kukulkan. Each is the product of a unique ritual that alters its original Transcendent form, increasing its size, power, intelligence, and magical capacity, while losing human hands. Their presence in a yuan-ti city confers great status upon it, and after their deaths they are deified. Perfected cannot reproduce.
[bookmark: _jhgp5zhabeo5]Transcendent
The highest level of yuan-ti society in general, most of their body looks like the Feathered Serpent. They are distinguished by their humanoid faces and reptilian arms ending in hands, which are lost if they ascend to Perfected status. They generally rule over society, but rarely leave the temple centers and never leave the hidden cities.
[bookmark: _7pldz6lyf2sq]Sages
The sages have portions of their bodies transformed, yet are imperfect compared to the Transcendent. They are receptive to guidance from outside sources, seeking insight on how to improve their divinity, and perform many leadership roles that require interacting more with the world and logistics.
[bookmark: _jnm8gxve4mz4]Purebloods
The most numerous of the yuan-ti, purebloods are also the most human, displaying few signs of the divine blood which runs within them such as slitted pupils or bits of feathers in their hair. They are treated fairly within the cities, but their direct needs and wants are secondary to those above them. 
Because they easily pass as human, they are the emissaries of the yuan-ti out in the world. They can live incognito among humans and other races as diplomats, infiltrators, spies, and missionaries. While never losing sight of the necessity to spread the cult of Kukulkan nor losing faith in its supremacy, many purebloods are reluctant to return to their lives in the hidden cities once they’ve experienced life outside it. Often in positions of power and influence, or confidants of the rich and powerful, some purebloods surround themselves with luxury in their human lives and prefer their elevated lifestyle.
There is a stigma against breeding with non yuan-ti, although all offspring of such a pairing will be yuan-ti purebloods. In some corners of the world, it is openly acknowledged among purebloods that relationships with humanoid races is common and enjoyable, although this must be hidden from their origin city or any who visit from outside the selective circle.
All purebloods are sworn to help others who come to them for help, so long as the assistance rendered would not interfere with their own missions. A yuan-ti pureblood in a foreign land knows how to identify the local agents who can help their cause. 

Divine Souls
A deeply magical people because of the divine blood in their veins, many yuan-ti purebloods are granted magical powers by the gods when they are sent to carry out their will among the humanoids in the outside world. Because they are raised with the yuan-ti glyphs from birth, they take easily to learning magic by rote from their own people and from others. 
All Perfected and many Transcendent also have innate powers of sorcery that imitate the phenomenal powers of the gods and serve as a marker of divinity. On rare occasions, purebloods or sages will have them too; Transcendent prophesiers often assign a meaning to the gift, and give special tasks or responsibilities to those with divine souls. Sages with such gifts are regarded as equally important as the Transcendent, and the rare pureblood that has it is regarded as sagelike. Purebloods with gifts are always dispatched to serve some purpose in the outer world, as their gifts make them particularly adept at ingratiating themselves at the highest level of society or pursuing treasurers or secrets which would be of value to the yuan-ti. 
[bookmark: _2t0m4412l272]Brood Guards
The cult of Kukulkan attracts many followers from other races, particularly humans like the ancestors of the yuan-ti. Humans (and only humans) who desire to be part of yuan-ti society can be told the truth after becoming initiated in the cult. If the gods find them worthy, they may ascend to be a pureblood and return to the origin city of the local cult for training before being returned to the outside world; if they were judged unworthy, the ascension rituals will turn them into Brood Guards. 
They develop scaly but not feathered skin and have a compulsion to follow the orders of any who possess the blood of Kukulkan. Because their minds are crippled by their transformation, they are unable to perform complex tasks nor can they remain in human society. They are brought to the origin city, where their unwavering and compulsory loyalty make them excellent guardians for the yuan-ti eggs, the care of which is thankless and difficult. 
[bookmark: _nk808j5joth0]Initiates  
Non yuan-ti who are devoted members of the cult of Kukulkan but have been deemed unworthy to learn the truth. They are not permitted to learn any of the ancient secrets, and not permitted to know the true nature of the yuan-ti’s transformations. They may not enter the cities, but are told that the legendary cities are real. 
They form a useful network of associates in the world upon which the purebloods in the outside world can rely for help or social advancement. While mostly composed of humans, non-human members of the cult of Kukulkan find journey plateauing here and are honored for their participation. Conversely, non-human initiates have great status for their role in expanding the information networks and influence of the yuan-ti in harder to penetrate regions or societies.  
All initiates display some replica (or even authentic) artifact from the yuan-ti predecessor civilization in their homes and include hidden symbols on their doors, to signal to the yuan-ti purebloods that they may be relied upon for assistance as well.  
[bookmark: _lpjaiye75vrw]Law of the Feathered Serpent
The yuan-ti, contrary to popular myth, are not evil. They feel the necessity of following the Law of Kukulkan and the gods deeply, and put aside moralistic aspirations that do not stem from those laws. Purebloods who spend significant time in the outside world often adopt human moral systems, perhaps instinctually recalling their own humanity, but only carry them out when not contravening the Law they carry in their hearts. Adopting moral systems which are acceptable to those among whom they live aids the mission through acts of charity, public works, and improving the image of the cult wherever it may be; therefore, purebloods make no secret of their adopted moral codes, but must be careful to not let those beliefs influence their behavior within the cities. 
[bookmark: _vapuxaoa36hp]The Value of a Life
Yuan-ti value the lives of other races little, and believe that often their deaths are more valuable than their lives for the sacrificial value and to feed the earth. When demanded either by the gods or by ascension rituals, human lives are treated as just another resource. 
Value is measured by the gods — a yuan-ti with divine gifts or divine transformations is worth more than one without. If ever there is a choice between one’s own life and the life of a more valuable member of society, the Law demands one sacrifice themself for the greater good. 
Spilling divine blood needlessly is a sin, and so yuan-ti will retreat from conflict if they don’t calculate a reasonable chance of success. This is pure practicality — their lives are most valuable when in service to the cult of Kukulkan, not bleeding out to feed the earth. 
[bookmark: _q6k1c41ys26l]Balance
Long before the rise of the yuan-ti, the gods created the humanoid races and the earth permitted them to take from her flesh and blood. If too much blood is spilt, it shows irreverence for the gifts of the earth and of the gods. Yuan-ti do not kill if it can be avoided, because a life must be spent appropriately. Instead of a kill, it is far better to capture a traitor or enemy and sacrifice them to increase the power of a yuan-ti or in a reverential ceremony for the gods. 
Equally, the power of Kukulkan and the yuan-ti pantheon is increased the more their divinity spreads over the known lands. Keeping other races alive and well to be eventually converted to the cult serves the ultimate mission. 
[bookmark: _v5s6agfmho38]When Truth Matters
The truth is something owed only to other yuan-ti and the gods; purposeful lying among the yuan-ti is punishable by death. Lying to other races is expected and encouraged without restraint, so long as it serves the mission and isn’t sloppy. Most adopted moral codes from other races disagree, so purebloods interacting with humanoids generally stick to the truth until advantageous to do otherwise. Because there is no remorse in lying to a non-yuan-ti, detecting the lie is extremely difficult from body language or intention alone. 
[bookmark: _n3b6lsl56kco]Cities and Temples
Most yuan-ti cities were built during the height of their empire centuries ago. Since they no longer have the vast number of expendable slaves and foreign workers necessary for large work projects, the yuan-ti content themselves with maintaining these ancient places rather than building new ones for their needs. Although these sites are thousands of years old, they don’t look or feel primitive — the yuan-ti empire was the most advanced of its time, and although its numbers have decreased its culture is still thriving, albeit on a smaller scale. 
Cities are hidden deep in the jungle and magically obscured from outsiders; it takes intense dedication and some magical aid to discover one as an outsider, and few survive the attempt. Not all of the original city-states of the ancient empire survive as modern yuan-ti cities. Many were abandoned, fell into ruin, and were swallowed by the jungle, discovered in fragments by intrepid archaeologists and adventurers. 
Because the yuan-ti were previously human, their architecture reflects human ideas about art and beauty. Over time this perspective was skewed to place quasi-unitary emphasis on the form of the Feathered Serpent and other divine symbols.
The major buildings in a city usually have four sides and a sloped or staggered pyramid-like exterior. It is customary for stone buildings to have a series of tiles or carvings of serpents encircling the ground level. These features are sometimes trapped or magically warded to prevent anyone from climbing the exterior. Interior walls usually have floor-level holes or tunnels that a large snake could pass through, allowing serpentine pets or yuan-ti to rapidly move between levels of the city.
A yuan-ti city usually has a paved plaza and major roads. Fountains, gardens, and carved, freestanding stelae are common elements. High walls divide the community into city districts with open arches allowing traffic to pass through.
Dwellings or cult centers in humanoid settlements take their design cues from the local culture, and are often built by humanoids and then taken over by yuan-ti later. These sites have subtle imagery which harkens back to the ancient origin cities and which mark them as yuan-ti to those who know the signs. Most buildings will have secret rooms or floors which contain artefacts or house important rituals and worship sites for the yuan-ti themselves. 
Poison traps abound for the yuan-ti, and special potions or ritual concoctions often include deadly poisons to ensure that non-yuan-ti cannot use them. It is not uncommon for scented poison gas to be pumped around yuan-ti city sacred sites as a defense mechanism. 
[bookmark: _1hblvgpqz7ww]Pyramids
In a typical yuan-ti city, one of the busiest and most prominent buildings is the temple complex that houses the Perfected or elite Transcendent and serves as a hub for social and religious life. 
Around the base of pyramids are shorter palaces which serve as the primary residential and social hub for the elite. Small shrines with separate entrances and enclosed enclaves provide spaces for all to contemplate the divine and their future ascension. 
Within the pyramids themselves, one generally must climb to the top in order to access the interior. At the top of each is a shrine to a deity, the tallest of which in a city is always Kukulkan. Access is often restricted to purebloods for the temples of primary deities, but lesser deity shrines are not. A few temples are reserved for Perfected, and will serve as a residence and place of worship for them. 
The pyramids are largely hollow, and have social and religious spaces near the upper levels with living quarters (if any) further down. Many pyramids serve as complex mausoleums for Perfected who have passed on, as their bodies consecrate the place and serve as loci of magical power. All yuan-ti cities have ley lines which run beneath them, often sourced from the collected bodies of the Perfected. Their bodies do not decay, and are left displayed as objects of reverence for the elite Transcendent to access. 
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